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ONE: Col den Boy

SHE cane out of the store just in tinme to see her young son playing on the sidewal k directly in
the path of the gray, gaunt nan who strode down the center of the walk |like a nechanical derelict.
For an instant, her heart quailed. Then she junped forward, gripped her son by the arm snatched
hi m out of harm s way.

The man went by without turning his head. As his back nmoved away from her, she hissed at it, "Go
away! Cet out of here! You ought to be ashaned!"

Thomas Covenant's stride went on, as unfaltering as clockwork that had been wound to the hilt for
just this purpose. But to hinself he responded, Ashaned? Ashaned? H's face contorted in a wild

gri mace. Beware! Qutcast unclean

But he saw that the people he passed, the people who knew him whose names and houses and

handcl asps were known to hi mhe saw that they stepped aside, gave himplenty of room Sone of them
| ooked as if they were holding their breath. H s inner shouting coll apsed. These people did not
need the ancient ritual of warning. He concentrated on restraining the spasnodic snarl which

| urched across his face, and let the tight machinery of his will carry himforward step by step
As he wal ked, he flicked his eyes up and down hinself, verifying that there were no unexpected
tears or snags in his clothing, checking his hands for scratches, making sure that nothing had
happened to the scar which stretched fromthe heel of his right pal macross where his | ast two
fingers had been. He could hear the doctors saying, "VSE, M. Covenant. Visual Surveill ance of
Extrem ties. Your health depends upon it. Those dead nerves will never grow back-you'll never know
when you' ve hurt yourself unless you get in the habit of checking. Do it all the time-think about
it all the time. The next time you nmight not be so |ucky."

VSE. Those initials conprised his entire life.

Doctors! he thought nmordantly. But without them he m ght not have survived even this |ong. He had
been so ignorant of his danger. Self-neglect mght have killed him

Watching the startled, frightened or oblivious faces -there were many oblivious faces, though the
town was snall-that passed around him he w shed he could be sure that his face bore a proper
expression of disdain. But the nerves in his cheeks seened only vaguely alive, though the doctors
had assured himthat this was an illusion at the present stage of his illness, and he could never
trust the front which he placed between hinself and the world. Now, as wonen who had at one tine
chosen to discuss his novel in their literary clubs recoiled fromhimas if he were sone kind of
m nor horror or ghoul, he felt a sudden treacherous pang of loss. He strangled it harshly, before
it could shake his bal ance.

He was nearing his destination, the goal of the affirmation or proclanation that he had so grimy
undertaken. He could see the sign two bl ocks ahead of him Bell Tel ephone Conpany. He was wal ki ng
the two mles into town from Haven Farmin order to pay his phone bill. O course, he could have
mai led in the noney, but he had | earned to see that act as a surrender, an abdication to the
mount i ng bereavenent whi ch was being practiced agai nst him

Wiil e he had been in treatment, his wife, Joan, had divorced himtaken their infant son and noved
out of the state. The only thing in which he, Thomas Covenant, had a stake that she had dared
handl e had been the car; she had taken it as well. Mst of her clothing she had |eft behind. Then
hi s nearest neighbors, half a nile away on either side, had conplained shrilly about his presence
anong them and when he had refused to sell his property, one of them noved fromthe county. Next,
within three weeks of his return home, the grocery store-he was wal king past it now, its w ndows
full of frenetic advertisenments had begun delivering his supplies, whether or not he ordered them
and, he suspected, whether or not he was willing to pay.

Now he strode past the courthouse, its old gray colums | ooking proud of their burden of justice
and | aw-the building in which, by proxy, of course, he had been reft of his famly. Even its front
steps were polished to guard agai nst the stain of human need which prowl ed up and down t hem
seeking restitution. The divorce had been granted because no conpassi onate | aw could force a woman
to raise her child in the conpany of a man like him Wre there tears? he asked Joan's nenory.
Were you brave? Relieved? Covenant resisted an urge to run out of danger. The gapi ng gi ant heads



whi ch topped the courthouse col ums | ooked oddly nauseated, as if they were about to vomt on him
In a town of no nore than five thousand, the business section was not |arge. Covenant crossed in
front of the department store, and through the glass front he coul d see several high-school girls
pricing cheap jewelry. They | eaned on the counters in provocative poses, and Covenant's throat
tightened involuntarily. He found hinself resenting the hips and breasts of the girls-curves for
other men's caresses, not his. He was inpotent. In the decay of his nerves, his sexual capacity
was j ust another anputated nmenber. Even the release of lust was denied to him he could conjure up
desires until insanity threatened, but he could do nothing about them Wthout warning, a nenory
of his wife flared in his mnd, alnost blanking out the sunshine and the sidewal k and the peopl e
in front of him He saw her in one of the opaque ni ghtgowns he had bought for her, her breasts
tracing circles of invitation under the thin fabric. H's heart cried, Joan

How could you do it? |Is one sick body nore inportant than everything?

Bracing his shoulders |ike a strangler, he suppressed the nenory. Such thoughts were a weakness he
could not afford; he had to stanp themout. Better to be bitter, he thought. Bitterness survives.
It seenmed to be the only savor he was still able to taste.

To his dismay, he discovered that he had stopped noving. He was standing in the mddle of the
sidewal k with his fists clenched and his shoul ders trenbling. Roughly, he forced hinmself into

moti on again. As he did so, he collided with someone.

CQut cast uncl ean!

He caught a glinpse of ocher; the person he had bunped seened to be wearing a dirty, reddish-brown
robe. But he did not stop to apol ogi ze. He stal ked on down the wal k so that he would not have to
face that particular individual's fear and |l oathing. After a nonent, his stride recovered its
enpty, nechanical tick

Now he was passing the offices of the Electric Conpany-his |ast reason for comng to pay his phone

bill in person. Two nmonths ago, he had mailed in a check to the Electric Conpany-the anmount was
small; he had little use for power-and it had been returned to him In fact, his envel ope had not
even been opened. An attached note had explained that his bill had been anonynously paid for at

| east a year.

After a private struggle, he had realized that if he did not resist this trend, he would soon have
no reason at all to go anong his fell ow human beings. So today he was wal king the two nmiles into
town to pay his phone bill in person-to show his peers that he did not intend to be shriven of his
humanity. In rage at his outcasting, he sought to defy it, to assert the rights of his conmon
nortal bl ood.

In person, he thought. What if he were too late? If the bill had al ready been pai d? Wat did he
conme in person for then?

The t hought caught his heart in a clench of trepidation. He clicked rapidly through his VSE, then
returned his gaze to the hanging sign of the Bell Tel ephone Conpany, half a block away. As he
moved forward, conscious of a pressure to surge against his anxiety, he noticed a tune running in
his mnd along the beat of his stride. Then he recollected the words:

CGol den boy with feet of clay,
Let ne help you on your way.

A proper push will take you far
But what a clunsy | ad you are!

The doggerel chuckled satirically through his thoughts, and its crude rhythm thunped agai nst him
like an insult, acconpanied by slow stripper's nusic. He wondered if there were an overwei ght
goddess sonewhere in the nystical heavens of the universe, grinding out his burlesque fate: A
proper push leer will take you far-but what a clunsy |lad you are! nock pained dismay. Oh, right,
gol den boy.

But he could not sneer his way out of that thought, because at one tine he had been a kind of

gol den boy. He had been happily married. He had had a son. He had witten a novel in ecstasy and
i gnorance, and had watched it spend a year on the best-seller lists. And because of it, he now had
all the noney he needed.

I would be better off, he thought, if I'd known | was witing that kind of book

But he had not known. He had not even believed that he would find a publisher, back in the days
when he had been witing that book-the days right after he' had married Joan. Together, they did
not think about noney or success. It was the pure act of creation which ignited his inmagination
and the warm spell of her pride and eagerness kept himburning Iike a bolt of lightning, not for
seconds or fractions of seconds, but for five nonths in one long wild di scharge of energy that
seenmed to create the | andscapes of the earth out of nothingness by the sheer force of its



brilliance-hills and crags, trees bent by the passionate wi nd, night-ridden people, all rendered
into being by that white bolt striking into the heavens fromthe lightning rod of his witing.
Wien he was done,

he felt as drained and satisfied as all of life's love uttered in one act.

That had not been an easy tine. There was an anguish in the perception of heights and abysses that
gave each word he wote the shape of dried, black blood. And he was not a man who |iked hei ghts;
unconstricted enmotion did not cone easily to him But it had been glorious. The focusing to that
pitch of intensity had struck himas the cleanest thing that had ever happened to him The stately
frigate of his soul had sailed well over a deep and dangerous ocean. Wen he mail ed his manuscri pt
away, he did so with a kind of cal mconfidence.

During those nonths of witing and then of waiting, they lived on her incone. She, Joan Macht
Covenant, was a qui et woman who expressed nore of herself with her eyes and the tone of her skin
than she did with words. Her flesh had a hue of gold which nmade her | ook as warm and precious as a
syl ph or succuba of joy. But she was not |arge or strong, and Thonas Covenant felt constantly
amazed at the fact that she earned a living for them by breaki ng horses.

The term breaking, however, did not do justice to her skill with animals. There were no tests of
strength in her work, no bucking stallions with mad eyes and foanming nostrils. It seened to
Covenant that she did not break horses; she seduced them Her touch spread cal mover their

twi tching muscles. Her nmurmnuring voice relaxed the tension in the angle of their ears. Wen she
mount ed t hem bareback, the grip of her |egs made the violence of their brute fear fade. And
whenever a horse burst fromher control, she sinply slid fromits back and left it alone until the
spasmof its wildness had worn away. Then she began with the animal again. In the end, she took it
on a furious gallop around Haven Farm to show the horse that it could exert itself to the limt

wi t hout surpassing her nastery.

Wat chi ng her, Covenant had felt daunted by her ability. Even after she taught himto ride, he
could not overcome his fear of horses

Her work was not lucrative, but it kept her and her husband from going hungry until the day a

| etter of acceptance arrived fromthe publisher. On that day, Joan decided that the tine had cone
to have a child.

Because of the usual delays of publication, they had to live for nearly a year on an advance on
Covenant's royalties. Joan kept her job in one way or another for as |ong as she coul d without
threatening the safety of the child conceived in her. Then, when her body told her that the tine
had cone, she quit working. At that point, her life turned i nward, concentrated on the task of
growi ng her baby with a single-mndedness that often | eft her outward eyes blank and tinged with
expect ati on.

After he was born, Joan announced that the boy was to be nanmed Roger, after her father and her
father's father.

Roger! Covenant groaned as he neared the door of the phone conpany's offices. He had never even
liked that nane. But his son's infant face, so neticulously and beautifully formed, human and
conpl ete, had nade his heart ache with love and pride-yes, pride, a father's participation in
mystery. And now his son was gone-gone with Joan he did not know where. Wiy was he so unable to
weep?

The next instant, a hand plucked at his sleeve. "Hey, mister," a thin voice said fearfully,
urgently. "Hey, mister.”" He turned with a yell in his throat -Don't touch ne! CQutcast unclean!-
but the face of the boy who clutched his arm stopped him kept himfrompulling free. The boy was
young, not nore than eight or nine years old-surely he was too young to be so afraid? H s face was
nottled pale-and-livid with dread and coercion, as if he were sonehow being forced to do sonething
which terrified him

"Hey, mister," he said, thinly supplicating. "Here. Take it." He thrust an old sheet of paper into
Covenant's nunb fingers. "He told me to give it to you. You' re supposed to read it. Please,

m ster?”

Covenant's fingers closed involuntarily around the paper. He? he thought dunbly, staring at the
boy. He?

"Hm" The boy pointed a shaking finger back up the sidewal k.

Covenant | ooked, and saw an old man in a dirty ocher robe standing half a bl ock away. He was
munbl i ng, al nost singing a di mnonsense tune; and his nmouth hung open, though his lips and jaw did
not nove to shape his mutterings. His long, tattered hair and beard fluttered around his head in
the light breeze. H's face was lifted to the sky; he seened to be staring directly at the sun. In
his I eft hand he held a wooden beggar-bow . His right hand clutched a | ong wooden staff, to the
top of which was affixed a sign bearing one word: "Beware."

Bewar e?



For an odd nonment, the sign itself seenmed to exert a peril over Covenant. Dangers crowded through
it to get at him terrible dangers swamin the air toward him screamng |like vultures. And anong
them | ooking toward hi mthrough the screans, there were eyes-two eyes |ike fangs, carious and
deadly. They regarded himwi th a fixed, cold and hungry malice, focused on himas if he and he

al one were the carrion they craved. Ml evol ence dripped fromthemlike venom For that nonent, he
quavered in the grasp of an inexplicable fear

Bewar e!

But it was only a sign, only a blind placard attached to a wooden staff. Covenant shuddered, and
the sir in front of himcleared.

"You' re supposed to read it," the boy said again

"Don't touch me," Covenant nmurrmured to the grip on his arm "I'ma |eper."

But when he | ooked around, the boy was gone.

TWO: "You Cannot Hope"

IN his confusion, he scanned the street rapidly, but the boy had escaped conpletely. Then, as he
turned back toward the old beggar, his eyes caught the door, gilt-lettered: Bell Tel ephone
Conpany. The sight gave hima sudden twi st of fear that made himforget all distractions. Suppose-
This was his destination; he had come here in person to claimhis human right to pay his own
bills. But suppose-

He shook hinself. He was a | eper; he could not afford suppositions. Unconsciously, he shoved the
sheet of paper into his pocket. Wth grimdeliberateness, he gave hinself a VSE. Then he gri pped
hi msel f, and started toward the door

A man hurrying out through the doorway al most bunped into him then recognized hi mand backed
away, his face suddenly gray wi th apprehension. The jolt broke Covenant's monentum and he al npbst
shout ed al oud, Leper outcast unclean! He stopped again, allowed hinmself a nonent's pause. The man
had been Joan's |awyer at the divorce-a short, fleshy individual full of the kind of bonhom e in
whi ch | awyers and ministers specialize., Covenant needed that pause to recover fromthe dismay of
the lawer's glance. He felt involuntarily ashanmed to be the cause of such dismay. For a nonent,
he coul d not recollect the conviction which had brought himinto town.

But al nbst at once he began to fune silently. Shame and rage were inextricably bound together in

him I"mnot going to let themdo this to nme, he rasped. By hell! They have no right. Yet he could
not so

easily eradicate the | awer's expression fromhis thoughts. That revul sion was an acconplished
fact, like leprosy-inmune to any question of right or justice. And above all else a | eper nust not
forget the lethal reality of facts.

As Covenant paused, he thought, | should wite a poem

These are the pal e deaths which nen miscall their lives: for all the scents of green things

growi ng, each breath is but an exhal ation of the grave. Bodies jerk |ike puppet corpses, and hell
wal ks | aughi ng-

Laughi ng-now there's a real insight. Hellfire.

Did | do a whole life's laughing in that little tinme?

He felt that he was asking an inportant question. He had | aughed when his novel had been accepted -
| aughed at the shadows of deep and silent thoughts that had shifted |like sea currents in Roger's
face | aughed over the finished product of his book |aughed at its presence on the best-seller
lists. Thousands of things large and snall had filled himw th glee. Wen Joan had asked hi m what
he found so funny, he was only able to reply that every breath charged himw th ideas for his next
book. His lungs bristled with imagination and energy. He chuckl ed whenever he had nore joy than he
coul d contain.

But Roger had been six nonths old when the novel had becone fanpbus, and six nonths | ater Covenant
still had sonehow not begun witing again. He had too nany ideas. He could not seemto choose
anong t hem

Joan had not approved of this unproductive |uxuriance. She had packed up Roger, and had |eft her
husband in their newy purchased house, with his office newy settled in a tiny, two-room but
overlooking a streamin the woods that filled the back of Haven Farmleft himwi th strict orders
to start witing while she took Roger to neet his rel atives.

That had been the pivot, the nmonent in which the rock had begun rolling toward his feet of clay-
begun with runbl ed warni ngs the stroke which had cut himoff as severely as a surgeon attacking
gangrene. He had heard the warnings, and had ignored them He had not known what they meant.

No, rather than | ooking for the cause of that |ow thunder, he had waved good-bye to Joan wth



regret and quiet respect. He had seen that she was right, that he would not start to work again
unl ess he were alone for a tine; and he had admred her ability to act even while his heart ached
under the awkward burden of their separation. So when he had waved her plane away over his

hori zons, he returned to Haven Farm | ocked hinself in his office, turned on the power to his
electric typewiter, and wote the dedication of his next novel

"For Joan, who has been ny keeper of the possible.”

H s fingers slipped uncertainly on the keys, and he needed three tries to produce a perfect copy.
But he was not sea-w se enough to see the com ng storm

The slow ache in his wists and ankles he al so ignored; he only stanped his feet against the ice
that seenmed to be growing in them And when he found the nunb purple spot on his right hand near
the base of his little finger, he put it out of his mind. Wthin twenty-four hours of Joan's
departure, he was deep into the plotting of his book. Inages cascaded through his imagination. Hs
fingers fumbl ed, tangl ed thensel ves around the sinplest words, but his inmaginati on was sure. He
had no thought to spare for the suppuration of the small wound which grew in the center of that
purpl e stain.

Joan brought Roger hone after three weeks of fanmily visits. She did not notice anything wong
until that evening, when Roger was asl eep, and she sat in her husband's arns. The storm w ndows
were up, and the house was cl osed against the chill winter wind which prowed the Farm In the
still air of their living room she caught the faint, sweet, sick snell of Covenant's infection
Months |ater, when he stared at the antiseptic walls of his roomin the | eprosarium he cursed
hinself for not putting iodine on his hand. It was not the loss of two fingers that galled him
The surgery which amputated part of his hand was only a small synbol of the stroke which cut him
out of his life, excised himfromhis owm world as if he were some kind of nalignant infestation.
And when his right hand ached with the nemory of its [ost nenbers, that pain was no nore than it
shoul d be. No, he berated his carel essness because it had cheated himof one |ast enbrace with
Joan.

But with her in his arns on that |ast winter night, he had been ignorant of such possibilities.
Tal ki ng softly about his new book, he held her close, satisfied for that nonent with the press of
her firmflesh against his, with the clean snmell of her hair and the gl ow of her warnth. Her
sudden reaction had startled him Before he was sure what disturbed her, she was standing, pulling
himup off the sofa after her. She held his right hand up between them exposed his infection, and
her voice crackled with anger and concern

"Ch, Toml Wiy don't you take care of yourself?"

After that, she did not hesitate. She asked one of the neighbors to sit with Roger, then drove her
husband t hrough the |ight February snow to the energency room of the hospital. She did not |eave
himuntil he had been adnmitted to a room and schedul ed for surgery.

The prelimnary diagnosis was gangrene.

Joan spent nost of the next day with himat the hospital, during the time when he was not being
given tests. And the next norning, at six o'clock, Thonas Covenant was taken fromhis roomfor
surgery on his right hand. He regai ned consci ousness three hours later back in his hospital bed,
with two fingers gone. The groggi ness of the drugs clouded himfor a tine, and he did not mss
Joan until noon.

But she did not conme to see himat all that day. And when she arrived in his roomthe follow ng
nmor ni ng, she was changed. Her skin was pale, as if her heart were hoarding bl ood, and the bones of
her forehead seened to press against the flesh. She had the | ook of a trapped animal. She ignored
his outstretched hand. Her voice was | ow, constrained; she had to exert force to make even that
much of herself reach toward him Standing as far away as she could in the room staring enptily
out the wi ndow at the slushy streets, she told himthe news.

The doctors had discovered that he had | eprosy.

Hs mind blank with surprise, he said, "You' re kidding."

Then she spun and faced him crying, "Don't play stupid with me now The doctor said he would tel
you, but | told himno, | would do it. |I was thinking of you. But | can't-lI can't stand it. You've
got leprosy! Don't you know what that nmeans? Your hands and feet are going to rot away, and your
legs and arnms will twist, and your face will turn ugly Iike a fungus. Your eyes will get ulcers
and go bad after a while, and | can't stand it-it won't make any difference to you because you
won't be able to feel anything, damm you! And-oh, Tom Toml It's catching."”

"Cat ching?" He could not seemto grasp what she neant.

"Yes!" she hissed. "Mst people get it because" for a nonent she choked on the fear which inpelled
her outburst "because they were exposed when they were kids. Children are nore susceptible than
adults. Roger- | can't risk- |I've got to protect Roger fromthat!"

As she ran, escaped fromthe room he answered, "Yes, of course." Because he had nothing else to



say. He still did not understand. H's mind was enpty. He did not begin to perceive until weeks

| ater how much of himhad been bl own out by the wind of Joan's passion. Then he was sinply
appal | ed.

Forty-eight hours after his surgery, Covenant's surgeon pronounced himready to travel, and sent
himto the leprosariumin Louisiana. On their drive to the | eprosarium the doctor who met his

pl ane tal ked flatly about various superficial aspects of |eprosy. Mycobacteriuml|eprae was first
identified by Armauer Hansen in 1874, but study of the bacillus has been consistently foiled by
the failure of the researchers to neet

two of Koch's four steps of analysis: no one had been able to grow the microorganismartificially,
and no one had discovered how it is transmtted. However, certain nodern research by Dr. O A

Ski nsnes of Hawaii seemed prom sing. Covenant |istened only vaguely. He coul d hear abstract

vi brations of horror in the word | eprosy, but they did not carry conviction. They affected him
like a threat in a foreign | anguage. Behind the intonation of nmenace, the words themnsel ves
comruni cat ed not hing. He watched the doctor's earnest face as if he were staring at Joan's

i nconpr ehensi bl e passion, and nmade no response.

But when Covenant was settled in his roomat the |leprosariuma square cell with a white blank bed
and antiseptic walls---the doctor took another tack. Abruptly, he said, "M. Covenant, you don't
seemto understand what's at stake here. Come with nme. | want to show you sonething."

Covenant followed himout into the corridor. As they wal ked, the doctor said, "You have what we
call a primary case of Hansen's di sease-a native case, one that doesn't seemto have a-a

geneal ogy. Eighty percent of the cases we get in this country involve people-immgrants and so on-
who were exposed to the disease as children in foreign countriestropical climates: At |east we
know where they contracted it, if not why or how

"Of course, primary or secondary, they can take the sane general path. But as a rule people with
secondary cases grew up in places where Hansen's di sease is | ess arcane than here. They recogni ze
what they've got when they get it. That neans they have a better chance of seeking help in tinme.
"I want you to neet another of our patients. He's the only other prinary case we have here at
present. He used to be a sort of hermt-lived al one away from everyone in the West Virginia
mount ai ns. He didn't know what was happening to himuntil the arnmy tried to get in touch with him
tell himhis son was killed in the war. Wen the officer saw this man, he called in the Public
Health Service. They sent the man to us."

The doctor stopped in front of a door |like the one to Covenant's cell. He knocked, but did not
wait for an answer. He pushed open the door, caught Covenant by the el bow, and steered himinto
the room

As he stepped across the threshold, Covenant's nostrils were assaulted by a pungent reek, a snel
like that of rotten flesh lying in a latrine. It defied nere carbolic acid and ointnments to mask
it. It came froma shrunken figure sitting grotesquely on the white bed.

"Good afternoon,” the doctor said. "This is Thomas Covenant. He has a primary case of Hansen's

di sease, and doesn't seemto understand the danger he's in."

Slowy, the patient raised his arns as if to enbrace Covenant.

H s hands were swol |l en stunps, fingerless |unps of pink, sick neat marked by cracks and

ul cerations fromwhich a yell ow exudati on oozed through the nedication. They hung on thin, hooped
arnms |ike awkward sticks. And even though his | egs were covered by his hospital pajanas, they

| ooked |i ke gnarled wod. Half of one foot was gone, gnawed away, and in the place of the other
was not hi ng but an unheal abl e wound.

Then the patient noved his |lips to speak, and Covenant |ooked up at his face. His dull, cataracta
eyes sat in his face as if they were the center of an eruption. The skin of his cheeks was as
white-pink as an albino's; it bulged and poured away fromhis eyes in waves, runnulets, as if it
had been heated to the nelting point; and these waves were edged with thick tubercul ar nodul es.
"Kill yourself," he rasped terribly. "Better than this."

Covenant broke away fromthe doctor. He rushed out into the hall and the contents of his stomach
spattered over the clean walls and floor like a stain of outrage.

In that way, he decided to survive.

Thomas Covenant lived in the | eprosariumfor nore than six nonths. He spent his tinme roanming the
corridors |like an amazed phantasm practicing his VSE and other survival drills, glaring his way
t hrough hours of conferences with the doctors, listening to |lectures on | eprosy and therapy and
rehabilitation. He soon | earned that the doctors believed patient psychology to be the key to
treating | eprosy. They wanted to counsel him But he refused to tal k about hinself. Deep within
him a hard core of intransigent fury was growi ng. He had | earned that by sonme bitter trick of his
nerves the two fingers he had lost felt nore alive to the rest of his body than did his renaining
digits. His right thumb was al ways reaching for those excised fingers, and finding their scar with



an awkward, surprised notion. The help of the doctors seened to resenble this same trick. Their
few sterile images of hope struck himas the gropings of an unfingered inmagination. And so the
conferences, like the lectures, ended as | ong speeches by experts on the problens that he, Thomas
Covenant, faced.

For weeks the speeches were pounded into himuntil he began to dreamthem at night. Adnonitions
took over the ravaged playground of his mnd. Instead of stories and passions, he dreaned
perorations.

"Leprosy," he heard night after night, "is perhaps the nost inexplicable of all human afflictions.
It is a nystery, just as the strange, thin difference between living and inert matter is a
mystery. Oh, we know sone things about it: it is not fatal; it is not contagious in any

conventional way; it operates by destroying the nerves, typically in the extremties and in the
cornea of the eye; it produces deformity, largely because it negates the body's ability to protect
itself by feeling and reacting against pain; it may result in conplete disability, extreme
deformation of the face and linbs, and blindness; and it is irreversible, since the nerves that
di e cannot be restored. W also know that, in alnost all cases, proper treatnent using DDS -

di anmi no-di phenyl - sul fone-and some of the new synthetic antibiotics can arrest the spread of the

di sease, and that, once the neural deterioration has been halted, the proper medication and
therapy can keep the affliction under control for the rest of the patient's life. Wat we do not
know i s why or how any specific person contracts the illness. As far as we can prove, it cones out
of nowhere for no reason. And once you get it, you cannot hope for a cure.”

The words he dreaned were not exaggerated-they could have cone verbatimfromany one of a score of
| ectures or conferences-but their tolling sounded like the tread of sonething so unbearabl e that
it should never have been uttered. The inpersonal voice of the doctor went on: "Wat we have

| earned fromour years of study is that Hansen's di sease creates two uni que problens for the
patient-interrelated difficulties that do not occur with any other illness, and that nake the
ment al aspect of being a | eprosy victimnore crucial than the physical

"The first involves your relationships with your fell ow human bei ngs. Unlike | eukem a today, or
tuberculosis in the last century, leprosy is not, and has never been, a “poetic' disease, a

di sease which can be romanticized. Just the reverse. Even in societies that hate their sick |ess
than we Anericans do, the | eper has always been despi sed and feared-outcast even by his nost-Ioved
ones because of a rare bacillus no one can predict or control. Leprosy is not fatal, and the
average patient can look forward to as nuch as thirty or fifty years of life as a | eper. That

fact, conmbined with the progressive disability which the disease inflicts, nakes | eprosy patients,
of all sick people, the ones nbst desperately in need of hunman support. But virtually al

societies condemm their |epers to isolation and despair-denounced as criminals and degenerates, as
traitors and villains-cast out of the human race because science has failed to unlock the nystery
of this affection. In country after country, culture after culture around the world, the | eper has
been considered the personification of everything people, privately and conmunal ly, fear and
abhor .

"Peopl e react this way for several reasons. First, the di sease produces an ugliness and a bad
snel |l that are undeni ably unpl easant. And second, generations of nedical research notw thstandi ng,
people fail to believe that sonething so obvious and -ugly and so mysterious is not contagious.
The fact that we cannot answer questions about the bacillus reinforces their fear-we cannot be
sure that touch or air or food or water or even conpassi on do not spread the disease. In the
absence of any natural, provable explanation of the illness, people account for it in other ways,
al |l bad-as proof of crine or filth or perversion, evidence of God's judgnment, as the horrible sign
of some psychol ogical or spiritual or noral corruption or guilt. And they insist it's catching,
despite evidence that it is mninmally contagi ous, even to children. So nmany of you are going to
have to live w thout one single human support to bear the burden with you

"That is one reason why we place such an enphasis on counseling here; we want to help you learn to
cope with loneliness. Many of the patients who |leave this institution do not five out their ful
years. Under the shock of their severance, they lose their notivation; they let their self-
treatments slide, and beconme either actively or passively suicidal; few of them conme back here in
time. The patients who survive find sonmeone somewhere who is willing to help themwant to live. O
they find sonmewhere inside thenselves the strength to endure.

"Whi chever way you go, however, one fact will remain constant: fromnow until you die, leprosy is
the biggest single fact of your existence. It will control how you live in every particular. From
the nonent you awaken until the nmonent you sleep, you will have to give your undivided attention
to all the hard corners and sharp edges of life. You can't take vacations fromit. You can't try
to rest yourself by daydreaning, |apsing. Anything that bruises, bunps, burns, breaks, scrapes,
snhags, pokes, or weakens you can maim cripple, or even kill you. And thinking about all the kinds



of life you can't have can drive you to despair and suicide. |'ve seen it happen.”

Covenant's pul se was racing, and his sweat made the sheets cling to his |inbs. The voice of his
ni ght mrare had not changed-it made no effort to terrify him took no pleasure in his fear-but now
the words were as black as hate, and behind them stretched a great raw wound of enptiness.

"That brings us to the other problem It sounds sinple, but you will find it can be devastating.
Most peopl e depend heavily on their sense .of touch. In fact, their whole structure of responses
to reality is organized around their touch. They may doubt their eyes and ears, but when they
touch sonething they knowit's real. And it is not an accident that we describe the deepest parts
of ourselves-our enbtionsin terns of the sense of touch. Sad tales touch our feelings. Bad
situations irritate us or hurt us. This is an inevitable result of the fact that we are biologica
or gani sns.

"You nust fight and change this orientation. You' re intelligent creatures-each of you has a brain.
Use it. Use it to recognize your danger. Use it to train yourself to stay alive."

Then he woke up alone in his bed drenched with sweat, eyes staring, |ips taut with .whinpers that
tried to plead their way between his clenched teeth. Dream after dream week after week, the
pattern played itself out. Day after day, he had to lash hinmself with anger to nake hinself |eave
the ineffectual sanctuary of his cell

But his fundanental decision held. He nmet patients who had been to the | eprosarium several tines
bef ore- haunt ed recidivists who could not satisfy the essential demand of their tornent, the

requi renent that they cling to life without desiring any of the reconpense which gave |life val ue.
Their cyclic degeneration taught himto see that his nightmare contained the raw materials for
survival. Night after night, it battered himagainst the brutal and irrenediable | aw of |eprosy;
bl ow by blow, it showed himthat an entire devotion to that |aw was his only defense agai nst
suppurati on and gnawi ng rot and blindness. In his fifth and sixth nonths at the | eprosarium he
practiced his VSE and other drills with manic diligence. He stared at the blank antiseptic walls
of his cell as if to hypnotize hinself with them In the back of his nmind, he counted the hours
bet ween doses of his nedication. And whenever he slipped, mssed a beat of his defensive rhythm
he excoriated hinself with curses.

In seven nonths, the doctors were convinced that his diligence was not a passing phase. They were
reasonably sure that the progress of his illness had been arrested. They sent hi m hore.

As he returned to his house on Haven Farmin [ ate sumer, he thought that he was prepared for
everyt hing. He had braced hinmself for the absence of any conmunication from Joan, the disnayed
revul sions of his fornmer friends and associ at es-though these assaults still afflicted himwith a
verti gi nous nausea of rage and sel f-disgust. The sight of Joan's and Roger's bel ongings in the
house, and the desertion of the stables where Joan had formerly kept her horses, stung his sore
heart |ike a corrosive-but he had already set his heels against the pull of such pains.

Yet he was not prepared, not for everything. The next shock surpassed his readi ness. After he had
doubl e- and triple-checked to be sure he had received no mail from Joan, after he had spoken on
the phone with the | awer who handl ed his business -he had heard the worman's di sconfort throbbing
across the netallic connection- he went to his but in the woods and sat down to read what he had
witten on his new book

Its blind poverty left himaghast. To call it ridiculously naive would have been a conplinment. He
could hardly believe that he was responsible for such supercilious trash.

That night, he reread his first novel, the best-seller. Then, nmoving with extreme caution, he
built a fire in his hearth and burned both the novel and the new manuscript. Fire! he thought.
Purgation. If | do not wite another word, | will at least rid ny life of these lies. |nmgination
How coul d | have been so conplacent? And as he watched the pages crunble into gray ash, he threw
inwith themall thought of further witing. For the first time, he understood part of what the
doctors had been saying; he needed to crush out his inmagination. He could not afford to have an

i magi nati on, a faculty which could envision Joan, joy, health. If he tormented hinself with
unattai nabl e desires, he would cripple his grasp on the | aw which enabled himto survive. H's

i magi nation could kill him |ead or seduce or trick himinto suicide: seeing all the things he
coul d not have woul d make hi m despair.

When the fire went out, he ground the ashes underfoot as if to make their consunmmati on

i rrevocabl e.

The next norning, he set about organizing his life.

First, he found his old straight razor. Its long, stainless-steel blade gleaned Iike a leer in the
fluorescent light of his bathroom but he stropped it deliberately, lathered his face, braced his
ti nmorous bones agai nst the sink, and set the edge to his throat. It felt like a cold line of fire
across his jugular, a keen threat of bl ood and gangrene and reactivated |leprosy. If his half-
unfingered hand slipped or tw tched, the consequences mi ght be extrene. But he took the risk



consciously to discipline hinmself, enforce his recognition of the raw terns of his survival
nmortify his recalcitrance. He instituted shaving with that blade as a personal ritual, a daily
confrontation with his condition

For the sanme reason, he began carrying around a sharp penknife. Wenever he felt his discipline
faltering, felt threatened by nmenories or hopes or |love, he took out the knife and tested its edge
on his wrist.

Then, after he had shaved, he worked on his house. He neatened it, rearranged the furniture to

m nim ze the danger of protruding corners, hard edges, hidden obstacles; he elimnated everything
which could trip, bruise, or deflect him so that even in the dark his roons woul d be navi gabl e,
safe; he made his house as nmuch like his cell in the |eprosarium as possible. Anything that was
hazardous, he threw into the guest room and when he was done he | ocked the guest room and threw
away the key.

After that he went to his but and locked it also. Then he pulled its fuses, so that there would be
no risk of fire in the old wiring.

Finally he washed the sweat off his hands. He washed them grinly, obsessively; he could not help
hi nsel f -the physical inpression of uncl eanness was too strong.

Leper outcast unclean.

He spent the autumm stumbling around the rinms of madness. Dark viol ence throbbed in himlike a
pi car thrust between his ribs, goading himaimessly. He felt an insatiable need for sleep, but
could not heed it because his dreanms had changed to nightnmares of gnawi ng; despite his nunbness,
he seened to feel hinself being eaten away. And wakeful ness confronted himw th a vicious and

i rreparabl e paradox. Wthout the support or encouragenent of other people, he did not believe he
could endure the burden of his struggle against horror and death; yet that horror and death
expl ai ned, nade conprehensible, alnmost vindicated the rejection which denied himsupport or
encour agenent. His struggle arose fromthe sane passi ons which produced his outcasting. He hated
what woul d happen to himif he failed to fight. He hated hinself for having to fight such a

wi nl ess and interm nable war. But he could not hate the people who nade his noral solitude so
absol ute. They, only shared his own fear.

In the dizzy round of his dilenmm, the only response which steadied himwas vitriol. He clung to
his bitter anger as to an anchor of sanity; he needed fury in order to survive, to keep his grip
like a stranglehold on life. Some days he went fromsun to sun w thout any rest fromrage.

But in time even that passion began to falter. Hi s outcasting was part of his law, it was an
irreduci ble fact, as totally real and conpul sory as gravity and pestilence and nunbness. |If he
failed to crush hinself to fit the nold of his facts, he would fail to survive

When he | ooked out over the Farm the trees which edged his property along the highway seenmed so
far away that nothing could bridge the gap

The contradiction had no answer. It made his fingers twitch hel plessly, so that he al nost cut

hi nsel f shaving. Wthout passion he could not fight-yet all his passions rebounded against him As
the autum passed, he cast fewer and fewer curses at the inpossibilities inprisoning him He
prow ed t hrough t he woods behind Haven Farma tall, lean nan a with haggard eyes, a nechanica
stride, and two fingers gone fromhis right hand. Every cluttered trail, sharp rock, steep slope
rem nded himthat he was keeping himself alive with caution, that he had only to let his
surveillance slip to go quietly unnourned and painl ess out of his troubles.

It gave himnothing but an addition of sorrow to

touch the bark of a tree and feel nothing. He saw clearly the end that waited for him his heart
woul d becone as affectless as his body, and then he would be |ost for good and all

Nevert hel ess, he was filled with a sudden sense of focus, of crystallization, as if he had
identified an eneny, when he | earned that someone had paid his electric bill for him The
unexpected gift nade himabruptly aware of what was happeni ng. The townspeople were not only
shunning him they were actively cutting off every excuse he might have to go anbng them

When he first understood his danger, his imrediate reaction was to throw open a wi ndow and shout
into the winter, "Go ahead! By hell, | don't need you!" But the issue was not sinple enough to be
bl own away by bravado. As winter scattered into an early March spring, he becane convinced that he
needed to take sone kind of action. He was a person

human i ke any other; he was kept alive by a personal heart. He did not nean to stand by and
approve this anmputation.

So when his next phone bill came, he gathered his courage, shaved pai nstakingly, dressed hinself
in clothes with tough fabrics, laced his feet snugly into sturdy boots, and began the two-mle
wal k into town

to pay his bill in person

That wal k brought himto the door of the Bell Tel ephone Conpany with trepidation hangi ng around



his head like a dank cloud. He stood in front of the gilt-lettered door for a tine, thinking,
These are the pale deaths . . . and wondering about |aughter. Then he collected hinself, pulled
open the door like the gust of a gale, and stalked up to the girl at the counter as if she had
chal I enged himto single conbat.

He put his hands pal ns down on the counter to steady them Ferocity sprang across his teeth for an
instant. He said, "My nane is Thomas Covenant."

The girl was trimy dressed, and she held her arns crossed under her breasts, supporting them so
that they showed to their best advantage. He forced hinself to | ook up at her face. She was
staring blankly past him Wile he searched her for sone trenor of revul sion, she glanced at him
and asked, "Yes?"

"I want to pay ny bill," he said, thinking, She doesn't know, she hasn't heard.

"Certainly, sir," she answered. "VWat is your nunber?"

He told her, and she noved |l anguidly into another roomto check her files.

The suspense of her absence nade his fear pound in his throat. He needed sonme way to distract

hi nsel f, occupy his attention. Abruptly, he reached into his pocket and brought out the sheet of
paper the boy had given him You're supposed to read it. He snoothed it out on the counter and

| ooked at it.

The ol d printing said:

A real man-real in all the ways that we recogni ze as real -finds hinmsel f suddenly abstracted from
the world and deposited in a physical situation which could not possibly exist: sounds have aroma
snel | s have col or and depth, sights have texture, touches have pitch and tinbre. There he is

i nforned by a di senbodi ed voi ce that he has been brought to that place as a chanpion for his
world. He nust fight to the death in single conbat agai nst a chanpion fromanother world. If he is
defeated, he will die, and his world -the real world- will be destroyed because it |acks the inner
strength to survive.

The man refuses to believe that what he is told is true. He asserts that he is either dream ng or
hal | uci nating, and declines to be put in the false position of fighting to the death where no
"real" danger exists. He is inplacable in his deternination to disbelieve his apparent situation
and does not defend hinself when he is attacked by the chanpi on of the other world.

Question: is the man's behavi or courageous or cowardly? This is the fundanental question of

et hi cs.

Et hi cs! Covenant snorted to hinself. Who the hell nakes these things up?

The next nonent, the girl returned with a question in her face. "Thomas Covenant? O Haven Farnf
Sir, a deposit has been nade on your account which covers everything for several nmonths. Did you
send us a |l arge check recently?"

Covenant staggered inwardly as if he had been struck, then caught hinself on the counter, listing
to the side like a reefed gall eon. Unconsciously he crushed the paper in his fist. He felt light-
headed, heard words echoing in his ears: Virtually all societies condemm, denounce, cast out-you
cannot hope.

He focused his attention on his cold feet and aching ankl es while he fought to keep the viol ence
at bay. Wth elaborate caution, he placed the crunpled sheet on the counter in front of the girl.
Striving to sound conversational; he said, "It isn't catching, you know. You won't get it from

met here's nothing to worry about. It isn't catching. Except for children.”

The girl blinked at himas if she were amazed by the vagueness of her thoughts.

Hi s shoul ders hunched, strangling fury in his throat. He turned away with as nuch dignity as he
coul d manage, and strode out 'into the sunlight, letting the door slambehind him Hellfire! he
swore to hinself. Hellfire and bl oody damati on

G ddy with rage, he | ooked up and down the street. He could see the whol e ominous | ength of the
town fromwhere he stood. In the direction of Haven Farm the small businesses stood cl ose
together like teeth poised on either side of the road. The sharp sunlight made him feel vul nerable
and al one. He checked his hands quickly for scratches or abrasions, then hurried down the

gauntl et, as he noved, his nunb feet felt unsure on the sidewalk, as if the cenent were slick with
despair. He believed that he di splayed courage by not breaking into a run

In a few nonents the courthouse | ooned ahead of him On the sidewal k before it stood the old
beggar. He had not noved. He was still staring at the sun, still nuttering nmeaninglessly. His sign
sai d, Beware, uselessly, like a warning that canme too | ate.

As Covenant approached, he was struck by how di spossessed the old nman | ooked. Beggars and
fanatics, holy nmen, prophets of the apocal ypse did not belong on that street in that sunlight; the
frowning, belittling eyes of the stone colums held no tol erance for such preterite exaltation

And the scant coins he had collected were not enough for even one neal. The sight gave Covenant an
odd pang of conpassion. Alnpst in spite of hinself, he stopped in front of the old man.



The beggar made no gesture, did not shift his contenplation of the sun; but his voice altered, and
one clear word broke out of the form ess hum

"Gve."

The order seened to be directed at Covenant personally. As if on conmand, his gaze dropped to the
bow again. But the demand, the effort of coercion, brought back his anger. 1 don't owe you
anyt hi ng, he snapped silently.

Before he could pull away, the old man spoke again.

"1 have warned you."

Unexpectedly, the statenment struck Covenant |ike an insight, an intuitive sutmmary of all his
experiences in the past year. Through his anger, his decision cane inmediately. Wth a tw sted
expression on his face, he funbled for his wedding ring.

He had never before renoved his white gold weddi ng band; despite his divorce, and Joan's
unanswering silence, he had kept the ring on his finger. It was an icon of hinmself. It remni nded
hi m of where he had been and where he was-of prom ses made and broken, conpani onship | ost,

hel pl essness-and of his vestigial humanity. Now he tore it off his left hand and dropped it in the
bow . "That's worth nore than a few coins," he said, and stanped away.

"Wait."

The word carried such authority that Covenant stopped again. He stood still, husbanding his rage,
until he felt the man's hand on his arm Then he turned and | ooked into pal e blue eyes as blank as
if they were still studying the secret fire of the sun. The old man was tall wth power.

A sudden insecurity, a sense of proximty to natters he did not understand, disturbed Covenant.

But he pushed it away. "Don't touch ne. |I'ma |eper."

The vacant stare seened to miss himconpletely, as if he did not exist or the eyes were blind; but
the old man's voice was cl ear and sure.

"You are in perdition, nmy son."

Moi stening his lips with his tongue, Covenant responded, "No, old nan. This is nornal -hunan bei ngs
are like this. Futile." As if he were quoting a | aw of |eprosy, he said to hinself, Futility is
the defining characteristic of life. "That's what life is like. |I just have less bric-a-brac
cluttering up the facts than nost people.”

"So young-and already so bitter."

Covenant had not heard synmpathy for a long time, and the sound of it affected himacutely. H's
anger retreated, leaving his throat tight and awkward. "Come on, old nan," he said. "W didn't
make the world. All we have to do is live init. W're all in the sane boat-one way or another."
"Did we not?"

But without waiting for an answer the beggar went back to humring his weird tune. He held Covenant
there until he had reached a break in his song. Then a new quality came into his voice, an
aggressive tone that took advantage of Covenant's unexpected vul nerability.

"Why not destroy yoursel f?"

A sense of pressure expanded in Covenant's chest, cranping his heart. The pal e blue eyes were
exerting sone kind of peril over him Anxiety tugged at him He wanted to jerk away fromthe old
face, go through his VSE, nake sure that he was safe. But he could not; the blank gaze held him
Finally, he said, "That's too easy."

H's reply met no opposition, but still his trepidation grew. Under the duress of the old man's
will, he stood on the precipice of his future and | ooked down at jagged, eager dangers-rough
damations nultiplied below him He recognized the various possible deaths of |epers. But the
panoranma steadied him It was |ike a touchstone of fanmiliarity in a fantastic situation; it put

hi m back on known ground. He found that he could turn away fromhis fear to say, "Look, is there
anything | can do for you? Food? A place to stay? You can have what |'ve got."

As if Covenant had said some crucial password, the old man's eyes |lost their perilous cast.

"You have done too much. Gfts like this | return, to the giver."

He extended his bow toward Covenant.

"Take back the ring. Be true. You need not fail."

Now t he tone of command was gone. In its place, Covenant heard gentle supplication. He hesitated,
wondering what this old man had to do with him But he had to nake sonme kind of response. He took
the ring and replaced it on his left hand. Then he said, "Everybody fails. But I amgoing to
survive as long as | can.”

The old man sagged, as if he had just shifted a | oad of prophecy or commandnent onto Covenant's
shoul ders. Hi s voice sounded frail now

"That is as it may be."

Wt hout another word, he turned and noved away. He | eaned on his staff |ike an exhausted prophet,
worn out with uttering visions. Hs staff rang curiously on the sidewalk, as if the wood were



harder than cemnent.

Covenant gazed after the wi nd-swayed ocher robe and the fluttering hair until the old man turned a
corner and vani shed. Then he shook hinself, started into his VSE. But his eyes stopped on his
weddi ng ring. The band seened to hang | oosely on his finger, as if it were too big for him
Perdition, he thought. A deposit has been nade. |'ve got to do sonething before they barricade the
streets agai nst nmne.

For a while, he stood where he was and tried to think of a course of action. Absently, he | ooked
up the courthouse colums to the stone heads. They had carel ess eyes and on their |ips a spasm of
di sgust carved into perpetual imrnence, conpelling and forever inconplete. They gave him an i dea.
Casting a silent curse at them he started down the wal k again. He had decided to see his | awer,
to demand that the woman who handl ed his contracts and financial business find some | egal recourse
agai nst the kind of black charity which was cutting himoff fromthe town. Cet those paynents
revoked, he thought. It's not possible that they can pay ny debts-w thout ny consent.

The lawyer's office was in a building at the corner of a cross street on the opposite side of the
road. A mnute's brisk wal king brought Covenant to the corner and the town's only traffic |ight.
He felt a need to hurry, to act on his decision before his distrust of |awers and all public
machi nery convinced himthat his deternmination was folly. He had to resist a tenptation to cross
agai nst the light.

The signal changed slowy, but at last it was green his way. He stepped out onto the crosswal k.

Bef ore he had taken three steps, he heard a siren. Red lights flaring, a police car sprang out of
an alley into the nain street. It skidded and swerved with the speed of its turn, then ained
itself straight at Covenant's heart.

He stopped as if caught in the grip of an unseen fist. He wanted to nove, but he could only stand
suspended, trapped, |ooking down the nuzzle of the hurtling car. For an instant, he heard the
frantic scream of brakes. Then he crunbl ed.

As he dropped, he had a vague sense that he was falling too soon, that he had not been hit yet.

But he could not help hinself; he was too afraid, afraid of being crushed. After all his self-
protections, to die like this! Then he becane aware of a huge bl ackness which stood behind the
sunlight and the gl eam ng store-wi ndows and the shriek of tires. The light and the asphalt agai nst
his head seermed to be nothing nore than paintings on a black background; and now t he background
asserted itself, reached in and bore himdown. Bl ackness radiated through the sunlight like a cold
beam of ni ght.

He t hought that he was having a nightmare. Absurdly, he heard the ol d beggar saying, Be true. You
need not fail.

The darkness poured through, swanping the day, and the only thing that Covenant was sure he coul d
see was a single red gleamfromthe police car-a red bolt hot and clear and deadly, transfixing
his forehead |ike a spear.

THREE: Invitation to a Betraya

FOR a tine that he could only neasure in heartbeats, Covenant hung in the darkness. The red,
inmpaling light was the only fixed point in a universe that seenmed to seethe around him He felt
that he m ght behold a nmassive noving of heaven and earth, if only he knew where to | ook; but the
bl ackness and the hot red beamon his forehead prevented himfromturni ng away, and he had to | et
the currents that swirled around hi mpass unseen

Under the pressure of the ferocious light, he could feel every throb of his pulse distinctly in
his tenples, as if it were his mnd which hamrered out his life, not his heart. The beats were
slowtoo slow for the anobunt of apprehension he felt. He could not conceive what was happening to
him But each bl ow shook himas if the very structure of his brain were under assault.

Abruptly, the bl oody spear of |ight wavered, then split in twd. He was noving toward the |ight--or
the Iight was approaching him The two flanmi ng spots were eyes.

The next instant, he heard |laughter-high, shrill glee full of triunph and old spite. The voice
crowed |i ke sonme mal evol ent rooster heralding the dawn of hell, and Covenant's pul se trenbled at
t he sound.

"Done it!" the voice cackled. "I! Mne!" It shrilled away into |aughter again.

Covenant was cl ose enough to see the eyes clearly now. They had no whites or pupils; red balls
filled the sockets, and light moiled in themlike |ava. Their heat was so close that Covenant's
f or ehead bur ned.

Then the eyes flared, seened to ignite the air around them Flanes spread out, sending a lurid
gl ow around Covenant.



He found hinself in a cavern deep in stone. Its walls caught and held the light, so that the cave
stayed bright after the single flare of the eyes. The rock was snooth, but broken into hundreds of
irregular facets, as if the cavern had been carved with an erratic knife. Entrances gaped in the
wal I s around the circunference of the cave. Hi gh above his head, the roof gathered into a thick
cluster of stalactites, but the floor was fiat and worn as if by the passing of many feet.

Refl ections sprang through the stal actites above, so that the cluster swarmed with red gl eam ngs.
The chanber was full of a rank stench, an acrid odor with a sickly sweet under-snell-burning

sul fur over the reek of rotting flesh. Covenant gagged on it, and on the sight of the being whose
eyes had held him

Crouched on a |l ow dais near the center of the cave was a creature with |long, scrawny |inbs, hands
as huge and heavy as shovels, a thin, hunched torso, and a head like a battering ram As he
crouched, his knees came up alnost to the level of his ears. One hand was braced on the rock in
front of him the other gripped a | ong wooden staff shod with nmetal and intricately carved from
end to end. His grizzled nouth was rigid with laughter, and his red eyes seened to bubble Iike
magma.

"Ha! Done it!" he shrieked again. "Called him M power. Kill themall!" As his high voice ranted,
he sl avered hungrily. "Lord Drool! Master! Me!"

The creature leaped to his feet, capering with mad pride. He strode closer to his victim and
Covenant recoiled with a | oathing he could not control

Hol ding his staff near the center with both hands, the creature shouted, "Kill you! Take your
power! Crush themall! Be Lord Drool!" He raised his staff as if to strike Covenant with it.

Then anot her voice entered the cavern. It was deep and resonant, powerful enough to fill the air
wi t hout effort, and sonehow deadly, as if an abyss were speaki ng. "Back, Rockworm " it commanded
"This prey is too great for you. I claimhim'

The creature jabbed his face toward the ceiling and cried, "Mne! My Staff! You saw. | called him
You saw "

Covenant followed the red eyes upward, but he could see nothing there except the dizzy chiaroscuro
of the clustered stone spikes.

"You had aid," the deep voice said. "The Staff was too hard a natter for you. You woul d have
destroyed it in sinple irritation, had I not taught you sone of its uses. And ny aid has its

price. Do whatever else you wish. | claimthis prize. It belongs to ne."

The creature's rage subsided, as if he had suddenly renenbered sone secret advantage. "My Staff,”
he nuttered darkly. "I have it. You are not safe."

"You threaten nme?" The deep voice bristled, and its dangers edged closer to the surface. "Wtch
and ward, Drool Rockworm Your doom grows upon you. Behold! | have begun!"

There was a |l ow, grinding noise, as of great teeth breaking agai nst each other, and a chilling

m st intervened between Covenant and Drool, gathered and swirled and thickened until Drool was

bl ocked from Covenant's sight. At first, the mst glowed with the Iight of the burning stones, but
as it swirled the red faded into the dank, universal gray of fogs. The vile reek nelted into a
sweeter snell-attar, the odor of, funerals. Despite the blindness of the mst, Covenant™ felt that
he was no longer in Drool's cavern

The change gave himno relief. Fear and bew | dernent sucked at himas if he were sinking in

ni ght mare. That unbodi ed voice di smayed him As the fog bl ew around himhis | egs shuddered and
bent, and he fell to his knees.

"You do well to pray to nme," the voice intoned. Its deadliness shocked Covenant |ike a
confrontation with grisly nurder. "There are no other hopes or helps for a man amd the wack of
your fate. My Eneny will not aid you. It was he who chose you for this doom And when he has
chosen, he does not give; he takes." A raw tinbre of contenpt ran through the voice, scraping

Covenant's nerves as it passed. "Yes, you would do well to pray to nme. | might ease you of your
burden. \Whatever health or strength you ask is mne to give. For | have begun nmy attack upon this
age, and the future is mne. I will not fail again."”

Covenant's mnd | ay under the shock of the voice. But the offer of health penetrated him and his
heart junped. He felt the beat clearly in his chest, felt his heart |aboring against the burden of
his fear. But he was still too stricken to speak

Over his silence, the voice continued, "Kevin was a fool-fey, anile and gutless. They are al

fools. Look you, groveler. The m ghty H gh Lord Kevin, son of Loric and great-grandson of Berek
Lord- Fat herer whom | hate, stood where you now kneel, and he thought to destroy me. He discovered
my designs, recogni zed sonme neasure of ny true stature though the dotard had set me on his right
side in the Council for long years without sensing his peril-saw at the last who | was. Then there
was war between us, war that blasted the west and threatened his precious Keep itself. The feller
fist was mine and he knew it. Wien his arnies faltered and his power waned, he lost hinself in



despai r-he becane mne in despair. He thought that he still might utterly undo ne. Therefore he
met me in that cavern fromwhich | have rescued you Kiril Threndor, Heart of Thunder.

"Drool Rockworm does not know what a black rock it is on which he stands. And that is not his only
i gnorance-but of ny deeper plans | say nothing. He serves nme well in his way, though he does not
intend service. Likewise will you and those timd Lords serve nme, whether you choose or no. Let
them grope through their shall ow nysteries for a tinme, barely fearing that | amalive. They have
not mastered the seventh part of dead Kevin's Lore, and yet in their pride they dare to nane
thensel ves Earthfriends, servants of Peace. They are too blind to perceive their own arrogance.

But | will teach themto see.

“Intruth it is already too late for them They will cone to Kiril Threndor, and | will teach them
things to darken their souls. It is fitting. There Kevin nmet and dared nme in his despair. And

accepted. The fool! | could hardly speak the words for [aughing. He thought that such spells m ght
unbi nd me.

"But the Power which upholds ne has stood since the creation of Tinme. Therefore when Kevin dared
nme to unleash the forces that would strike the Land and all its accursed creations into dust, |
took the dare. Yes, and | aughed until there was doubt in his face before the end. That folly
brought the age of the Od Lords to its ruin-but | remain. |! Together we stood in Kiril Threndor
blind Kevin and I. Together we uttered the Ritual of Desecration. Ah, the fool! He was already

enslaved to ne and knew it not. Proud of his Lore, he did not know that the very Law which he
served preserved ne through that cataclysm though all but a few of his own people and works were
stricken into death.

"True, | was reduced for a tine. | have spent a thousand years gnawing nmy desires |i ke a beaten
cur. The price of that has yet to be paid-for it and other things |I shall exact my due. But | was
not destroyed. And when Drool found the Staff and recognized it, and could not use it, | took ny
chance again. | will have the future of this life, to waste or hold as | desire. So pray to ne,
grovel er. Reject the doomthat ny Eneny has created for you. You will not have nmany chances to
repent."

The fog and the attar-laden air seened to weaken Covenant, as if the strength were bei ng absorbed
fromhis blood. But his heart -beat on, and he clung to it for a defense against the fear. He
wrapped his arns about his chest and bent low, trying to shelter hinself fromthe cold. "Wat
doon?" he forced hinmself to say. H s voice sounded pitiful and lost in the mst.

"He intends you to be ny final foe. He chose, groveler, with a mght in your hands such as no
nortal has ever held before-chose you to destroy ne. But he will find that | amnot so easily
mast ered. You have might-wild nagic which preserves your life at this noment-but you will never
know what it is. You will not be able to fight ne at the last. No, you are the victimof his
expectations, and | cannot free you by. death-not yet. But we can turn that strength agai nst him
and rid himof the Earth entirely."

"Heal t h?" Covenant | ooked painfully up fromthe ground. "You said health."

"What ever health you lack, groveler. Only pray to ne, while | amstill patient.”

But the voice's contenpt cut too deep. Covenant's violence welled up in the wound. He began to
fight. Heaving hinmself up off his knees, he thought, No. I'mnot a groveler. Wth his teeth
gritted to stop his trenbling, he asked, "Wwo are you?"

As if sensing its mistake, the voice became snoother. "I have had many nanmes," it said. "To the
Lords of Revelstone, | am Lord Foul the Despiser; 60 the G ants of Seareach, Satansheart and
Soul crusher. The Ranen nane nme Fangthane. In the dreans of the Bl oodguard, | am Corruption. But

the people of the Land call ne the Gray Slayer."

Distinctly, Covenant said, "Forget it."

"Fool!" ground the voice, and its force flattened Covenant on the rock. Forehead pressed agai nst
the stone, he lay and waited in terror for the anger of the voice to annihilate him "I do not
take or eschew action at your bidding. And I will not forget this. | see that your pride is

of fended by ny contenpt. Goveler, | will teach you the true neaning of contenpt before | am done
But not now. That does not neet my purpose. Soon | will be strong enough to west the wild magic
fromyou, and then you will learn to your cost that my contenpt is without limt, my desires

bot t om ess.

"But | have wasted time enough. Now to ny purpose. Heed me well, groveler. | have a task for you
You will bear a message for me to Revel stone-to the Council of Lords.

"Say to the Council of Lords, and to High Lord Prothall son of Dwillian, that the utternost limt
of their span of days upon the Land is seven tinmes seven years fromthis present tinme. Before the
end of those days are nunbered, | will have the command of |ife and death in ny hand. And as a
token that what | say is the one word of truth, tell themthis: Drool Rockworm Cavew ght of Munt
Thunder, has found the Staff of Law, which was |lost ten tines a hundred years ago by Kevin at the



Ri tual of Desecration. Say to themthat the task appointed to their generation is to regain the
Staff. Wthout it, they will not be able to resist ne for seven years, and ny conplete victory
will be achieved six tines seven years earlier than it would be el se.

"As for you, groveler: do not fail with this nessage. If you do not bring it before the Council
then every human in the Land will be dead before ten seasons have passed. You do not understand-

but | tell you Drool Rockworm has the Staff, and that it is a cause for terror. He will be
enthroned at Lord's Keep in two years if the nessage fails. Already, the Cavew ghts are marching
to his call; and wolves, and urviles of the Denondim answer the power of the Staff. But war is
not the worst peril. Drool delves ever deeper into the dark roots of Mount Thunder-Gavin

Threndor, Peak of the Fire-Lions. And there are banes

buried in the deeps of the Earth too potent and terrible for any nortal to control. They would
make of the universe a hell forever. But such a bane Drool seeks. He searches for the Illearth
Stone. If he becomes its master, there will be woe for Iow and high alike until Tine itself falls.
"Do not fail with nmy nessage, groveler. You have net Drool. Do you relish dying in his hands?"
The voi ce paused, and Covenant held his head in his arns, trying to silence the echo of Foul's
threats. This is a dream he thought. A dream But the blindness of the m st made himfee

trapped, encapsulated in insanity. He shuddered with the force of his desire for escape and
warnth. "CGo away! Leave ne al one!"

"One word nore," Foul said, "a final caution. Do not forget whomto fear at the last. | have had
to be content with killing and tornent. But now ny plans are laid, and | have begun. | shall not
rest until | have eradicated hope fromthe Earth. Think on that, and be di smayed!"

Di smayed hung prolonged in the air, while around it grew the noise of grinding, great boul ders
crushing | esser rocks between them The sound rushed down onto Covenant, then passed over him and
away, |eaving himon his knees with his head braced between his arnms and his nmind blank with
panic. He remained rigid there until the grinding was gone, and a | ow hum of w nd rose through the
new sil ence. Then he opened his eyes fearfully, and saw sunlight on the rock before his face.

FOUR: Kevin's Watch

HE stretched hinself flat and lay still for a long tinme, welconming the sun's warnth into his fog
chill ed bones. The wi nd whistled a quiet nmonody around him but did not touch him and soon after
the trouble of Foul's passing had ended, he heard the call of faraway birds. He lay still and

breat hed deeply, drawing new strength into his |inbs-grateful for sunshine and the end of

ni ght mar e.

Eventual | y, however, he renmenbered that there had been several people nearby during his accident
in the street. They were strangely silent; the town itself seemed hushed. The police car nust have
injured himworse than he realized. Leper's anxiety jerked himup onto his hands and knees.

He found hinmself on a snmooth stone slab. It was roughly circular, ten feet broad, and surrounded
by a wall three feet high. Above him arched an unbroken expanse of blue sky. It donmed himfromrim
torimof the wall as if the slab were sonehow i npossibly afloat in the heavens.

No. His breath turned to sand in his throat. Were-?

Then a panting voice called, "Hail!" He could not locate it; it sounded vague with distance, |ike
a hallucination. "Hail!"

His heart began to trenmble. What is this?

"Kevin's Watch! Are you in need?"

What the hell is this?

Abruptly, he heard a scranbling noise behind him Hs nuscles junped; he dove to the wall and
flipped around, put his back to it.

Opposite him across a gap of open air beyond the wall, stood a mountain. It rose hugely from
cliffs level with his perch to a sun-bright peak still tipped with snow high above him and its
craggy sides- filled nearly half the slab's horizons. His first inpression was one of proximty,
but an instant later he realized that the cliff was at | east a stone's throw away from him

Faci ng squarely toward the nountain, there was a gap in the wall. The | ow, scranbling sound seened
to come fromthis gap

He wanted to go across the slab, |ook for the source of the noise. But his heart was |aboring too
hard; he could not nove. He was afraid of what he mi ght see.

The sound cane closer. Before he could react, a girl thrust her head and shoulders up into the
gap, braced her arns on the stone. Wen she caught sight of him she stopped to return his stare
Her long full hair-brown with flashes of pale honey scattered through it-blew about her on the
breeze; her skin was deeply shaded with tan, and the dark blue fabric of her dress had a pattern



of white | eaves woven into the shoul ders. She was panting and flushed as if she had just finished
a long clinb, but she met Covenant's gaze with frank wonder and, interest.

She did not | ook any ol der than sixteen

The openness of her scrutiny only tightened his distress. He glared at her as if she were an
apparition.

After a moment's hesitation, she panted, "Are you well?" Then her words began to hurry wth
excitement. "I did not know whether to come nyself or to seek help. Fromthe hills, | saw a gray
cloud over Kevin's Watch, and within it there seened to be a battle. | saw you stand and fall.
did not know what to do. Then | thought, better a snmall help soon than a large help late. So |
came." She stopped herself, then asked again, "Are you well?"

vel 1 ?

He had been hit -Hi s hands were only scraped, bruised, as if he had used themto absorb his fall.
There was a | ow ache of inpact in his head. But his clothing showed no damage, no sign that he had
been struck and sent skidding over the pavenent.

He jabbed his chest with nunb fingers, jabbed his abdomen and | egs, but no sharp pain answered his
probi ng. He seemed essentially uninjured.

But that car nust have hit hi m somewhere.

vel 1 ?

He stared at the girl as if the word had no neani ng.

Faced with his silence, she gathered her courage and clinbed up through the gap to stand before
hi m agai nst the background of the nmountain. He saw that she wore a dark blue shift like a |ong
tunic, with a white cord knotted at the waist. On her feet she had sandal s which tied around her
ankles. She was slim delicately figured; and her fine eyes were wide with apprehension
uncertainty, eagerness. She took two steps toward himas if he were a figure of peril, then knelt
to l ook nmore closely at his aghast inconprehension

VWhat the bloody hell is this?

Carefully, respectfully, she asked, "How nay | aid you? You are a stranger to the Land-that | see.
You have fought an ill cloud. Conmand nme." His silence seenmed to daunt her. She dropped her eyes.
"WIIl you not speak?"

What' s happening to me?

The next instant, she gasped with excitenment, pointed in awe at his right hand. "Hal fhand! Do

| egends live agai n?" Whnder it her face. "Berek Hal fhand!" she breathed. "Is it true?"

Berek? At first, he could not remenber where he had heard that nane before. Then it cane back to
him Berek! In cold panic he realized that the nightnmare was not over, that this girl and Lord
Foul the Despiser were both part of the sane experience.

Agai n he saw dar kness crouching behind the brilliant blue sky. It |loonmed over him beat toward his
head Iike vul ture w ngs.
\Wher e- ?

Awkwardly, as if his joints were half frozen with dread, he lurched to his feet.

At once, an i mense panoranma sprang into view below him attacked his sight |ike a bludgeon of
exhilaration and horror. He was on a stone platformfour thousand feet or nore above the earth.

Bi rds glided and wheel ed under his perch. The air was as clean and clear as crystal, and through
it the great sweep of the | andscape seened i mreasurably huge, so that his eyes ached with trying
to see it all. Hills stretched away directly under him plains unrolled toward the horizons on
both sides; a river angled silver in the sunlight out of the hills on his left. Al was |um nous
with spring, as if it had just been born in that norning' s dew

Bl oody hel |

The gi ddy hei ght staggered him WVulture wings of darkness beat at his head. Vertigo whirled up at
him nade the earth veer.

He did not know where he was. He had never seen this before. How had he cone here? He had been hit
by a police car, and Foul had brought himhere. Foul had brought hi m here?

Br ought ne here?

Uni nj ur ed?

He reeled in terror toward the girl and the nountain. Three dizzy steps took himto the gap in the
parapet. There he saw that he was on the tip of a slimsplinter of stone-at |east five hundred
feet long-that pointed obliquely up fromthe base of the cliff like a rigid finger accusing the
sky. Stairs had been cut into the upper surface of the shaft, but it was as steep as a | adder

For one spinning instant, he thought dunbly, 1've got to get out of here. None of this is
happeni ng to ne.

Then the whole insanity of the situation recoiled on him struck at himout of the vertiginous air
like the claws of a condor. He stunbled; the maw of the fall gaped below him He started to scream



silently:

No! !

As he pitched forward, the girl caught his arm heaved at him He swung and toppled to the stone
within the parapet, pulled his knees up against his chest, covered his head.

I nsane! he cried as if he were gibbering.

Darkness withed Iike nausea inside his skull. Visions of nadness burned across his mindscape.
How?

| npossi bl e!

He had been crossing the street. He insisted upon that desperately. The |ight had been green

Wher e?

He had been hit by a police car

| mpossi bl e!

It had aimed itself straight for his heart, and it had hit him

And not injured hinf!

Mad. |'m going nmad nad naed.

And not injured hin®

Ni ghtmare. None of this is happening, is happening, is happening.

Through the wild whirl of his msery, another hand suddenly clasped his. The grip was hard,
urgent; it caught himlike an anchor.

Ni ght mare! |'m dream ng. Dream ng

The thought flared through his panic like a revelation. Dreanming! O course he was dreaning
Juggling furiously, he put the pieces together. He had been hit by a police car-knocked

unconsci ous. Concussion. He might be out for hours - days. And while he was out, he was having
this dream

That was the answer. He clutched it as if it were the girl's grip on his straining hand. It

st eadi ed himagainst his vertigo, sinplified his fear. But it was not enough. The darkness stil
swarmed at himas if he were carrion Foul had | eft behind.

How?

Where do you get dreans like this?

He coul d not bear to think about it; he would go mad. He fled fromit as if it had already started
to gnaw on his bones.

Don't think about it. Don't try to understand. Madness-madness is the only danger. Survive!l Get
going. Do sonething. Don't | ook back

He forced his eyes open; and as he focused on the sunlight, the darkness receded, dropped away
into the background and canme hovering slowy behind himas if it were waiting for himto turn and
face it, fall prey to it.

The girl was kneeling beside him She had his mainmed right hand clanped in both of hers, and
concern stood like tears in her eyes. "Berek," she nurnured painfully as he net her gaze, "oh
Berek. What ill assails you? | know not what to do."

She had al ready done enough -hel ped himto master hinself, resist the pull of the dangerous
guestions he could not answer. But his fingers were nunb; parts of her clasp on his hand he could
not feel at all. He dredged hinself into a sitting position, though the exertion nmade himfee
faint. "I'ma leper," he said weakly. "Don't touch ne."

Hesitantly, she | oosened her grip, as if she were not sure he neant what he said, not sure he knew
what he was sayi ng.

Wth an effort that seened harsh because of his weakness, he w thdrew his hand.

She caught her lower |ip between her teeth in chagrin. As if she feared she had of fended him she
noved back and sat down agai nst the opposite wall

But he could see that she was consumed with interest in him She could not remain silent |ong.

After a nmoment, she asked softly, "Is it wong to touch you? I nmeant no harm You are Berek
Hal f hand, the Lord-Fatherer. An ill | could not see assailed you. How could | bear to see you
tormented so?"

"I'ma leper," he repeated, trying to conserve his strength. But her expression told himthat the
word conveyed nothing to her. "I'msick-1 have a disease. You don't know t he danger."

"I'f I touch you, will | becone-'sick" ?"

"Who knows?" Then, because he could hardly believe the evidence of his eyes and ears, he asked,
"Don't you know what | eprosy is?"

"No," she answered with a return of her earlier wonder. "No." She shook her head, and her hair
swung lightly about her face. "But | amnot afraid."

"Be afraid!" he rasped. The girl's ignorance or innocence made hi mvehenment. Behind her words, he
heard wi ngs beating like violence. "It's a disease that gnaws at you. It gnaws at you until your



fingers and toes and hands and feet and arns and legs turn rotten and fall off. It nakes you blind
and ugly."

"May it be heal ed? Perhaps the Lords-"

"There's no cure.”

He wanted to go on, to spit out sone of the bitterness Foul had left in him But he was too
drained to sustain anger. He needed to rest and think, explore the inplications of his dilemm.
"Then how may | aid you? | know not what to do. You are Berek Ha-"

"I" mnot," he sighed. The girl started, and into her surprise he repeated, "I'mnot."

"Then who?. You have the onen of the hand, for the | egends say that Berek Earthfriend may cone
again. Are you a Lord?"

Wth a tired gesture he held her question at bay. He needed to think. But when he closed his eyes,
| eaned his head back agai nst the parapet, he felt fear cromding up in him He had to nove, go
forward-fl ee along the path of the dream

He pulled his gaze back into focus on the girl's face. For the first time, he noticed that she was
pretty. Even her awe, the way she hung on his words, was pretty. And she had no fear of |epers.
After a last instant of hesitation, he said, "I'm Thonas Covenant."

"Thomas Covenant?" H s name sounded ungainly in her nouth. "It is a strange nane-a strange name to
mat ch your strange apparel. Thomas Covenant." She inclined her head in a slow bowto him

Strange, he thought softly. The strangeness was nutual. He still had no conception of what he
woul d have to deal with in this dream He would have to find out where he stood. Follow ng the
girl's lead, he asked, "Wo are you?"

"I am Lena," she replied formally, "daughter of

Atiaran. My father is Trell, Gavelingas of the rhadhamaerl. CQur honme is in Mthil Stonedown. Have
you been to our Stonedown?"

"No." He was tenpted to ask her what a Stonedown was, but he had a nore inportant question in

m nd. "Were-" The word caught in his throat as if it were a dangerous concession to darkness.
"Where are we?"

"We are upon Kevin's Watch." Springing lightly to her feet, she stretched her arms to the earth
and the sky. "Behold."

Gitting his resolve, Covenant turned and knelt against the parapet. Wth his chest braced on the
rim he forced hinself to | ook

"This is the Land," Lena said joyfully, as if the outspread earth had a power to thrill her. "It
reaches far beyond seeing to the north, west, and east, though the old songs say that Hi gh Lord
Kevi n stood here and saw the whole of the Land and all its people. So this place is named Kevin's

Watch. Is it possible that you do not know this?"

Despite the cool ness of the breeze, Covenant was sweating. Vertigo knuckled his tenples, and only
the hard edge of the stone against his heart kept it under control. "I don't know anything," he
groaned into the open fall.

Lena gl anced at hi manxiously, then after a nonment turned back to the Land. Pointing with one slim
armto the northwest, she said, "There is the Mthil R ver. Qur Stonedown stands beside it, but

hi dden behind this nountain. It flows fromthe Southron Range behind us to join the Black River
That is the northern bound of the South Plains, where the soil is not generous and few people
live. There are only five Stonedowns in the South Plains. But in this north-going line of hills
I'ive sone Whodhel venni n.

"East of the hills are the Plains of Ra." Her voice sparkled as she went on: "That is the honme of
the wild free horses, the Ranyhyn, and their tenders the Ramen. For fifty | eagues across the

Pl ai ns they ga

| op, and serve none that they do not thensel ves choose.

"Ah, Thomas Covenant," she sighed, "it is ny dreamto see those horses. Mst. of ny people are too
content-they do not travel, and have not seen so much as a Wodhelven. But | wish to walk the

Pl ains of Ra, and see the horses galloping."

After a long pause, she resuned: "These nountains are the Southron Range. Behind them are the
Wastes, and the Gray Desert. No |life or passage is there; all the Land is north and west and east
fromus. And we stand on Kevin's Watch, where the highest of the O d Lords stood at the |ast
battle, before the com ng of the Desolation. Qur people remenber that, and avoid the Watch as a

pl ace of ill omen. But Atiaran my nother brought ne here to teach ne of the Land. And in two years
I will be old enough to attend the Loresraat and learn for nyself, as nmy nother did. Do you know, "
she said proudly, "my nother has studied with the Lorewardens?" She | ooked at Covenant as if she
expected himto be inpressed. But then her eyes fell, and she nurnured, "But you are a Lord, and
know all these things. You listen to ny talk so that you may | augh at ny ignorance."

Under the spell of her voice, and the pressure of his vertigo, he had a nonentary vision of what



the Land nust have | ooked Iike after Kevin had unl eashed the Ritual of Desecration. Behind the

| um nous norning, he saw hills ripped barren, soil blasted, rank water trickling through vile fens
in the riverbed, and over it all a thick gloomof silence-no birds, no insects, no aninmals, no
people, nothing living to raise one | eaf or humor grow or finger against the damage. Then sweat
ran into his eyes, blurred themlike tears. He pulled away fromthe view and seated hinself again
with his back to the wall. "No," he nurnured to Lena, thinking, You don't understand. "I did al
my | aughi ng-1ong ago."

Now he seened to see the way to go forward, to flee the dark madness which hovered over him In
that brief vision of Desolation, he found the path of the dream Skipping transitions so that he
woul d not have to ask or answer certain questions, he said, "I've got to go to the Council of
Lords. "

He saw in her face that she wanted to ask himwhy. But she seemed to feel that it was not her

pl ace to question his purpose. His nention of the Council only verified his stature in her eyes.
She noved toward the stair. "Cone,"” she said. "W nust go to the Stonedown. There a way wll be
found to take you to Revel stone."” She | ooked as if she wanted to go with him

But the thought of the stair hurt him How could he negotiate that descent? He could not so nuch
as | ook over the parapet w thout dizziness. Wen Lena repeated, "Cone," he shook his head. He

| acked the courage. Yet he had to keep hinself active somehow. To Lena's puzzlenent, he said, "How
| ong ago was this Desol ati on?"

"l do not know," she replied soberly. "But the people of the South Plains canme back across the
mount ai ns fromthe bare Wastes twel ve generations past. And it is said that they were forewarned
by Hi gh Lord Kevin-they escaped, and lived in exile in the wilderness by nail and tooth and
rhadhanmaeer!| lore for five hundred years. It is a |egacy we do not forget. At fifteen, each of us
takes the Cath of Peace, and we live for the |ife and beauty of the Land."

He hardly heard her; he was not specifically interested in what she said. But he needed the sound
of her voice to steady himwhile he searched hinself for strength. Wth an effort, he found

anot her question he could ask. Breathing deeply, he said, "Wat were you doing in the nountains-
why were you up where you could see ne here?"

"I was stone-questing," she answered. "I amlearning suru-pa-maerl. Do you know this craft?"
"No," he said between breaths. "Tell ne."

"It is acraft I amlearning from Acence nmy nmother's sister, and she learned it from Tonal, the
best Craftmaster in the nmenory of our Stonedown. He al so studied for a tine in the Loresraat. But
suru-pa-nmaerl is a craft of making i mages from stones

wi t hout binding or shaping. | walk the hills and search out the shapes of rocks and pebbles. And
when | discover a formthat | understand, | take it home and find a place for it, balancing or
interlocking with other forms until a new formis made.

"Sometines, when | amvery brave, | snooth a roughness to make the joining of the stones steadier.
In this way, | remake the broken secrets of the Earth, and give beauty to the people.” --

Vaguel y, Covenant murnured, "It nust be hard to think of a shape and then find the rocks to fit
it."

"That is not the way. | | ook at the stones, and seek for the shapes that are already in them | do
not ask the Earth to give me a horse. The craft is in learning to see what it is the Earth chooses
to offer. Perhaps it will be a horse.”

"I would like to see your work." Covenant paid no attention to what he was saying. The stairs
beckoned himlike the seductive face of forgetful ness, in which |lepers lost their self-protective
di sciplines, their hands and feet, their |ives.

But he was dreaning. The way to endure a dreamwas to flowwith it until it ended. He had to make
that descent in order to survive. That need outweighed all other considerations.

Abruptly, convul sively, he hauled hinself to his feet. Planting hinmself squarely in the center of
the circle, he ignored the nountain and the sky, ignored the long fall below him and gave hinsel f
a thorough exam nation. Trenbling, he probed his still living nerves for aches or tw nges, scanned
his clothing for snags, rents, inspected his nunb hands.

He had to put that stair behind him

He could survive it because it was a dreamit could not kill himand because he could not stand

all this darkness beating about his ears.

"Now, listen," he snapped at Lena. "l've got to go first. And don't give ne that confused | ook.

told you I'"'ma leper. My hands and feet are nunb-no feeling. |I can't grip. And I'mnot very good
at heights. I mght fall. |I don't want you bel ow nme. You-" He bal ked, then went on roughly,

"You' ve been decent to ne, and | haven't had to put up with that for a long tine."
She wi nced at his tone. "Wiy are you angry? How have | offended you?"
By being nice to ne! he rasped silently. His face was gray with fear as he turned, dropped to his



hands and knees, and backed out through the gap

In the first rush of trepidation, he lowered his feet to the stairs with his eyes closed. But he
could not face the descent without his eyes; the |l eper's habit of watching hinself, and the need
to have all his senses alert, were too strong. Yet with his eyes open the hei ght nade his head
reel. So he strove to keep his gaze on the rock in front of him Fromthe first step, he knew that
his greatest danger lay in the nunbness of his feet. Nunb hands made him feel unsure of every
grip, and before he had gone fifty feet he was clenching the edges so hard that his shoul ders
began to cranp. But he could see his hands, see that they were on the rock, that the aching in his
wists and el bows was not a lie. His feet he could not see -not unless he | ooked down. He could
only tell that his foot was on a stair when his ankle felt the pressure of his weight. In each
downward step he lowered hinself onto a guess. If he felt an unexpected flex in his arch, he had
to catch himself with his arnms and get nore of his foot onto the unseen stair. He tried kicking
his feet forward so that the jar of contact would tell himwhen his toes were against the edge of
the next stair; but when he m sjudged, his shins or knees struck the stone corners, and that sharp
pain nearly made his | egs fold.

Clinmbing down stair by stair, staring at his hands with sweat streaming into his eyes, he cursed
the fate which had cut away two of his fingers-two fingers less to save hinself with if his feet
failed. In addition, the absence of half his hand nade himfeel that his right hold was weaker
than his left, that his weight was pulling leftward off the stair. He kept reaching his feet to
the right to conpensate, and kept nmissing the stairs on that side.

He could not get the sweat out of his eyes. It stung himlike blindness, but he feared to rel ease
one hand to wipe his forehead, feared even to shake his head because he m ght |ose his bal ance.
Cranps tornmented his back and shoulders. He had to grit his teeth to keep fromcrying for help.

As if she sensed his distress, Lena shouted, "Halfway!"

He crept on downward, step by step

Hel pl essly, he felt hinself noving faster. His nuscles were failing-the strain on his knees and

el bows was too great and with each step he had | ess control over his descent. He forced hinself to
stop and rest, though his terror screanmed for himto go on, get the clinb over with. For a wild
instant, he thought that he would sinply turn and | eap, hoping he was cl ose enough to land on the
mount ai n sl ope and live. Then he heard the sound of Lena's feet approaching his head. He wanted to
reach up and grab her ankles, force her to save him But even that hope seenmed futile, and he hung
where he was, quivering.

His breath rattled harshly through his clenched teeth, and he al nbost did not understand Lena's
shout :

"Thonmas Covenant! Be strong! Only fifty steps remain!"

Wth a shudder that alnost tore himloose fromthe rock, he started down again.

The | ast steps passed in a | oud chaos of cranmps and sweat blindness-and then he was down, |vying
flat on the | evel base of the Watch and gasping at the cries of his linbs. For a long tinme, he
covered his face and listened to the air lurching in and out of his lungs |ike sobs-listened unti
the sound rel axed and he could breathe nore quietly.

When he finally | ooked up, he saw the blue sky, the long black finger of Kevin's Watch pointing at
the noon sun, the towering slope of the nmountain, and Lena bending over himso | ow that her hair
al nost

brushed his face.

FIVE: Mthil Stonedown

COVENANT felt strangely purged, as if he had passed through an ordeal, survived a ritual trial by
vertigo. He had put the stair behind him In his relief, he was sure that he had found the right
answer to the particular threat of nmadness, the need for a real and conprehensi bl e explanation to
his situation, which had surrounded himon Kevin's Watch. He | ooked up at the radiant sky, and it
appeared pure, untainted by carrion eaters.

Go forward, he said to hinself. Don't think about it. Survive.

As he thought this, he |ooked up into Lena's soft brown eyes and found that she was sniling.

"Are you well?" she asked.

"Well?" he echoed. "That's not an easy question.” It drew himup into a sitting position. Scanning
hi s hands, he di scovered blood on the heels and fingertips. H's palnms were scraped raw, and when
he probed his knees and shins and el bows they burned painfully.

I gnoring the ache of his nuscles, he pushed to his feet. "Lena, this is inportant,
got to clean nmy hands."

he said. "I've



She stood al so, but he could see that she did not understand. "Look!" He brandi shed his hands in
front of her. "I'ma leper. |I can't feel this. No pain." Wen she still seenmed confused, he went
on, "That's how | lost ny fingers. | got hurt and infected, and they had to cut nmy hand apart.
I've got to get sonme soap and water."

Touching the scar on his right hand, she said, "The sickness does this?"

"Yes!"

"There is a streamon the way toward the Stonedown," said Lena, "and hurtloamnear it."

"Let's go." Brusquely, Covenant notioned for her to lead the way. She accepted his urgency with a
nod, and started at once down the path.

It went west fromthe base of Kevin's Watch along a ledge in the steep mountain slope until it
reached a cluttered ravine. Mwving awkwardly because of the clenched stiffness of his muscles,
Covenant followed Lena up the ravine, then stepped gingerly behind her down a rough-hewn stair in
the side of a sharp cut which branched away into the nountain. \When they reached the bottom of the
cut, they continued along it, negotiating its scree-littered floor while the slash of sky overhead
narrowed and the sides of the cut |eaned together. A rich, danp snell surrounded them and the
cool shadows deepened until Lena's dark tunic becane dimin the gl oom ahead of Covenant. Then the
cut turned sharply to the left and opened wi thout warning into a small, sun-bright valley with a
stream sparkling through the center and tall pines standing over the grass around the edges.
"Here," said Lena with a happy snile. "What could heal you nore than this?"

Covenant stopped to gaze, entranced, down the length of the valley. It was no nore than fifty
yards long, and at its far end the streamturned left again and filed away between two sheer
walls. In this tiny pocket in the vastness of the nountain, renoved fromthe overwhel ning

| andscapes bel ow Kevin's Watch, the earth was confortably green and sunny, and the air was both
fresh and warm pine-aromatic, redolent with springtinme. As he breathed the at nosphere of the

pl ace, Covenant felt his chest ache with a famliar grief at his own sickness.

To ease the pressure in his chest, he noved forward The grass under his feet was so thick and
springy that he could feel it through the strained |iganents of his knees and calves. It seened to
encourage himtoward the stream toward the cleansing of his hurts.

The water was sure to be cold, but that did not concern him Hs hands were too nunmb to notice
cold very quickly. Squatting on a flat stone beside the stream he plunged theminto the current
and began rubbing themtogether. Hs wists felt the chill at once, but his fingers were vague
about the water; and it gave himno pain to scrub roughly at his cuts and scrapes.

He was marginally aware that Lena had noved away from himup the stream apparently |ooking for
sonet hi ng, but he was too preoccupied to wonder what she was doing. After an intense scrubbing he
I et his hands rest, and rolled up his sleeves to inspect his el bows. They were red and sore, but
the skin was not broken.

When he pulled up his pant |legs, he found that his shins and knees were nore battered. The

di scol oration of his bruises was al ready darkeni ng, and woul d be practically black before |ong;
but the tough fabric of his trousers had held, and again the skin was unbroken. In their way,

brui ses were as dangerous to himas cuts, but he could not treat themwi thout nedication. He nade
an effort to stifle his anxiety, and turned his attention back to his hands.

Bl ood still oozed fromthe heels and fingertips, and when he washed it off he could see bits of
black grit | odged deep in sonme of the cuts. But before he started washi ng agai n, Lena returned.
Her cupped hands were full of thick brown nmud. "This is hurtloam" she said reverently, as if she

wer e speaking of something rare and powerful. "You must put it on all your wounds."
"Mud?" His |leper's caution quivered. "I need soap, not nore dirt."
"This is hurtloam" repeated Lena. "It is for healing." She stepped closer and thrust the nud

toward him He thought he could see tiny gleans of gold init.

He stared at it blankly, shocked by the idea of putting mud in his cuts.

"You must use it," she insisted. "I know what it is. Do you not understand? This is hurtl oam
Listen. My father is Trell, Gavelingas of the rhadhamaerl.

H's work is with the fire-stones, and he | eaves healing to the Healers. But he is a rhadhamaerl.
He conprehends the rocks and soils. And he taught me to care for nyself when there is need. He
taught me the signs and places of hurtloam This is healing earth. You nust use it."

Mud? He glared. In nmy cuts? Do you want to cripple nme?

Bef ore he could stop her, Lena knelt in front of himand dropped a handful of the rmud onto his
bare knee. Wth that hand free, she spread the brown | oam down his shin. Then she scooped up the
remai nder and put it on his other knee and shin. As it lay on his legs, its golden gleam ng seened
to grow stronger, brighter

The wet earth was cool and soothing, and it seenmed to stroke his |legs tenderly, absorbing the pain
fromhis bruises. He watched it closely. The relief that it sent flow ng through his bones gave



hima pleasure that he had never felt before. Benused, he opened his hands to Lena, |et her spread
hurtl oam over all his cuts and scrapes.

At once, the relief began to run up into himthrough his el bows and wists. And an odd tingling
started in his palns, as if the hurtl oam were venturing past his cuts into his nerves, trying to
reawaken them A sinmilar tingling danced across the arches of his feet. He stared at the
glittering mud with a kind of awe in his eyes.

It dried quickly; its light vanished into the brown. In a few noments Lena rubbed it off his |egs.
Then he saw that his bruises were al nost gone-they were in the |ast, faded yell ow stages of
heal i ng. He sl apped his hands into the stream washed away the nud, |ooked at his fingers. They
had becone whol e again. The heels of his hands were heal ed as well, and the abrasions on his
forearns had di sappeared conpletely. He was so stunned that for a monment he could only gape at his
hands and think, Hellfire. Hellfire and bl oody dammati on. What's happening to ne?

After a long silence, he whispered, "That's not possible."

In response, Lena grinned broadly.

"What's so funny?"

Trying to imtate his tone, she said, " | need soap, not nore dirt.""' Then she | aughed, a teasing
sparkl e in her eyes.
But Covenant was too full of surprise to be distracted. "I'm serious. How can this happen?"

Lena dropped her eyes and answered quietly, "There is power in the Earth-power and |life. You nust
know this. Atiaran ny nother says that such things as hurtloam such powers and mysteries, are in
all the Earth-but we are blind to them because we do not share enough, with the Land and with each
ot her."

"There are-other things like this?"

"Many. But | know only a few |If you travel to the Council, it may be that the Lords will teach
you everything. But come"-she swung lightly to her feet "here is another. Are you hungry?"

As if cued by her question, an inpression of enptiness opened in his stomach. How |l ong had it been
since he had eaten? He adjusted his pant |egs, rolled down his sleeves, and shrugged hinself to
his feet. H s wonder was reinforced to find that al nost every ache was gone from his nuscl es.
Shaki ng his head in disbelief, he foll owed Lena toward one side of the valley.

Under the shade of the trees, she stopped beside a gnarled, waist-high shrub. Its | eaves were
spread and pointed like a holly's, but it was scattered with small viridian bl ooms, and nestled
under some of the | eaves were tight clusters of a blue-green fruit the size of blueberries.

"This is aliantha," said Lena. "W call themtreasure-berries." Breaking off a cluster, she ate
four or five berries, then dropped the seeds into her hand and threw them behind her. "It is said
that a person can wal k the whole I ength and breadth of the Land eating only. treasure-berries, and
return home stronger and better fed than before. They are a great gift of the Earth. They bl oom
and bear fruit in all seasons. There is no part of the Land in which they do not grow except,
perhaps, in the east, on the Spoiled Plains. And they are the hardiest of growing things the |ast
to die and the first to grow again. Al this ny nother told ne, as part of the lore of our people.
Eat," she said, handing Covenant a cluster of the berries, "eat, and spread the seeds over the
Earth, so that the aliantha may flourish."

But Covenant made no nove to take the fruit. He was |lost in wonder, in unanswerabl e questions
about the strange potency of this Land. For the noment, he negl ected his danger.

Lena regarded his unfocused gaze, then took one of the berries and put it in his nmouth. By refl ex,
he broke the skin with his teeth; at once, his nouth was filled with a light, sweet taste |ike
that of a ripe peach faintly blended with salt and Iine. In another nonment he was eating greedily,
only occasionally renenbering to spit out the seeds.

He ate until he could find no nore fruit on that bush, then | ooked about himfor another. But Lena
put her hand on his armto stop him "Treasureberries are strong food," she said. "You do not need
many. And the taste is better if you eat slowy."

But Covenant was still hungry. He could not renenber ever wanting food as nuch as he now want ed
that fruit-the sensations of eating had never been so vivid, so compul sory. He snatched his arm
away as if he meant to strike her, then abruptly caught hinself.

What is this? Wiat's happening?

Before he could pursue the question, he becane aware of another feeling -overpowering drowsiness.
In the space of one instant, he passed al nost without transition fromhunger to a huge yawn that
made hi m seem top-heavy with weariness. He tried to turn, and stunbl ed.

Lena was saying, "The hurtloamdoes this, but | did not expect it. Wen the wounds are very
deadly, hurtloambrings sleep to speed the healing. But cuts on the hands are not deadly. Do you
have hurts that you did not show nme?"

Yes, he thought through another yawn. |'msick to death.



He was asl eep before he hit the grass.

When he began to drift slowy awake, the first thing that he becanme conscious of was Lena's firm
thighs pillowing his head. Gradually, he grew aware of other things-the tree shade bedi zened with
glints of declining sunlight, the aroma of pine, the wind nurnuring, the grass thickly cradling
his body, the sound of a tune, the irregular tingling that came and went fromhis palns |ike an
atavi smbut the warnmh of his cheek on Lena's |ap seemed nore inportant. For the time, his sole
desire was to clasp Lena in his arns and bury his face in her thighs. He resisted it by listening
to her song.

In a soft and sonehow nai ve tone, she sang:

Sonet hing there is in beauty

whi ch grows in the soul of the behol der

like a flower:

fragile-

for many are the blights

whi ch nay waste

t he beauty

or the behol der-

and i nperi shabl e-

for the beauty may die,

or the behol der may die,

or the world may die,

but the soul in which the flower grows survives.

Her voice folded himin a confortable spell which he did not want to end. After a pause full of
the scent of pine and the whispering breeze, he said softly, "I like that."

"Do you? | amglad. It was nmade by Tonal the Craftmaster, for the dance when he wed | npiran Miran-
daughter. But oft-times the beauty of a song is in the singing, and | amno singer. It may be that
tonight Atiaran my nmother will sing for the Stonedown. Then you will hear a real song."

Covenant gave no answer. He lay still, only wishing to nestle in his pillow for as |ong as he
could. The tingling in his palns seenmed to urge himto enbrace
Lena, and he lay still, enjoying the desire and wondering where he would find the courage.

Then she began to sing again. The tune sounded faniliar, and behind it he heard the runor of dark
Wi ngs. Suddenly he realized that it was very much |ike the tune that went with "Gol den Boy."

He had been wal ki ng down t he sidewal k toward the offices of the phone conpany-the Bell Tel ephone
Conpany; that nane was witten in gilt letters on the door-to pay his bill in person

He jerked off Lena's lap, junped to his-feet. A nist of violence dinmmed his vision. "Wat song is
t hat ?" he demanded thickly.

Startled, Lena answered, "No song. | was only trying to make a nelody. Is it wong?"
The tone of her voice steadi ed hi mshe sounded so abandoned, so nade forlorn by his quick anger
Wrds failed him and the m st passed. No business, he thought. I've got no business taking it out

on her. Extending his hands, he helped her to her feet. He tried to smle, but his stiff face
could only grinmace. "Were do we go now?"

Slowy the hurt faded from her eyes. "You are strange, Thomas Covenant," she said.

Wyly, he replied, "I didn't know it was this bad."

For a nonent, they stood gazing into each other's eyes. Then she surprised himby blushing and
droppi ng his hands. There was a new excitenment in her voice as she said, "W will go to the

St onedown. You will anmaze ny nother and father." Gaily, she turned and ran away down the valley.
She was lithe and |ight and graceful as she ran, and Covenant watched her, nusing on the strange
new feelings that noved in him He had an unexpected sense that this Land m ght offer him sone
spell with which he could conjure away his inmpotence, sone rebirth to which he could cling even
after he regai ned consciousness, after the Land and all its insane inplications faded into the
m asma of hal f-renenbered dreans. Such hope did not require that the Land be real, physically
actual and independent of his own unconsci ous, uncontrolled dream weaving. No, |eprosy was an

i ncurabl e disease, and if he did not die fromhis accident, he would have to live with that fact.
But a dream might heal other afflictions. It might. He set off after Lena with a swing in his
stride and eagerness in his veins.

The sun was down far enough in the sky to | eave the |lower half of the valley in shadow Ahead of
him he could see Lena beckoning, and he foll owed the streamtoward her, enjoying the spring of
the turf under his feet as he wal ked. He felt sonehow taller than before, as if the hurtl oam had
done nore to himthan sinply heal his cuts and scrapes. Nearing Lena, he seened to see parts of
her for the first tinme-the delicacy of her ears when her hair swung behind themthe way the soft
fabric of her shift hung on her breasts and hips-her slimwaist. The sight of her made the



tingling in his palms grow stronger

She smled at him then |l ed the way along the stream and out of the valley. They noved down a
crooked file between sheer walls of rock which clinbed above themuntil the narrow slit of the sky
was hundreds of feet away. The trail was rocky, and Covenant had to watch his feet constantly to
keep his balance. The effort made the file seemlong, but within a couple hundred yards he and
Lena came to a crevice that ascended to the right away fromthe stream They clinbed into and
along the crevice. Soon it |eveled, then sloped gradually downward for a |ong way, but it bent
enough so that Covenant could not see where he was headed.

At last, the crevice took one nore turn and ended, |eaving Lena and Covenant on the nountainside
hi gh above the river valley. They were facing due west into the declining sun. The river cane out
of the nountains to their left, and flowed away into the plains on their right. There was a branch
of the nountain range across the valley, but it soon shrank into the plains to the north.

"Here is the Mthil," said Lena. "And there is Mthil Stonedown." Covenant saw a tiny knot of huts
north of himon the east side of the river. "It is not a great distance,” Lena went on, "but the
path travels up the

val |l ey and then back along the river. The sun will be gone when we reach our Stonedown. Cone."
Covenant had an uneasy noment | ooking down the slope of the nountain-still nore than two thousand
feet above the valley-but he mastered it, and followed Lena to the south. The nountai nsi de rel axed
steadily, and soon the path lay al ong grassy slopes and behind stern rock buttresses, through
dell's and ravi nes, anmong nazes of fallen boulders. And as the trail descended, the air becane
deeper, softer, and less crystalline. The snells slowy changed, grew greener; pine and aspen gave
way to the | oam of the grasslands. Covenant felt that he was alive to every gradation of the
change, every nuance of the lowering altitude. Through the excitenment of his new al ertness, the
descent passed quickly. Before he was ready to | eave the mountains, the trail rolled down a |ong
hill, found the river, and then swng north along it.

The Mthil was narrow and brisk where the path first joined it, and it spoke with wet rapidity to
itself in a voice full of resonances and runors. But as the river drew toward the plains, it
broadened and sl owed, becane nore philosophical inits |ow, selfcommning nutter. Soon its voice
no longer filled the air. Quietly it told itself its long tale as it rolled away on its quest for
t he sea.

Under the spell of the river, Covenant becane slowy nore conscious of the reassuring solidity of
the Land. It was not an intangi bl e dreanscape; it was concrete, susceptible to ascertainnent. This
was an illusion, of course-a trick of his wacked and smitten mnd. But it was curiously
conforting. It seened to prom se that he was not wal king into horror, chaos that this Land was
coherent, manageabl e, that when he had mastered its laws, its peculiar facts, he would be able to
travel unscathed the path of his dream retain his grip on his sanity. Such thoughts nmade himfee
al rost bold as he followed Lena's lithe back, the swaying appeal of her hips:

Whi | e Covenant wandered in unfamliar enotions, the Mthil valley dropped into shadow. The sun
crossed behind the western nountains, and though light still glowed on the distant plains, a thin
vei|l of darkness thickened in the valley. As he watched, the rimof the shadow stretched itself
hi gh up the nountain on his right, clinbing like a hungry tide the shores of day. In the twlight,
he sensed his peril sneaking furtively closer to him though he did not know what it was.

Then the last ridge of the nountains fell into dusk, and the gl ow on the plains began to fade.
Lena stopped, touched Covenant's arm pointed. "See," she said, "here is Mthil Stonedown."
They stood atop a long, slow hill, and at its bottom were gathered the buil dings of the village.

Covenant could see the houses quite clearly, although |lights already shone faintly behind sone of
the wi ndows. Except for a large, open circle in the center of the village, the Stonedown |ooked as
erratically laid out as if it had fallen off the mountain not |ong ago. But this inpression was
belied by the smooth sheen of the stone walls and the fiat roofs. And when he | ooked nore closely,
Covenant saw that the Stonedown was not in fact unorganized. Al the buildings faced in toward the
center.

None of them had nore than one story, and all were stone, with fiat slabs of rock for roofs; but
they varied considerably in size and shape-sone were round, others square or rectangular, and
still others so irregular fromtop to bottomthat they seenmed nore |ike squat holl ow boul ders than
bui | di ngs.

As she and Covenant started down toward the Stonedown, Lena said, "Five times a hundred peopl e of
the South Plains |live here-rhadhamaerl, Shepherds, Cattleherds, Farmers, and those who Craft. But
Atiaran nmy nother alone has been to the Loresraat." Pointing, she added, "The hone of ny famly is
t here-nearest the river."

Wal ki ng together, she and Covenant skirted the Stonedown toward her hone.



SI X: Legend of Berek Hal f hand

DUSK was deepeni ng over the valley. Birds gathered to rest for the night in the trees of the
foothills. They sang and call ed energetically to each other for a while, but their high din soon
relaxed into a quiet, satisfied murmur. As Lena and Covenant passed behind the outer houses of the
St onedown, they could again hear the river contenplating itself in the distance. Lena was silent,
as if she were containing sone excitenent or agitation, and Covenant was too imersed in the
twilit sounds around himto say anything. The swelling night seened full of soft conmuni ons-
anodynes for the loneliness of the dark. So they cane quietly toward Lena's hone.

It was a rectangular building, larger than nost in the Stonedown, but with the same polished sheen
on the walls. A warmyellow light radiated fromthe wi ndows. As Lena and Covenant approached, a

I arge figure crossed one of the wi ndows and noved toward a farther room

At the corner of the house, Lena paused to take Covenant's hand and squeezed it before she |l ed him
up to the doorway.

The entry was covered with a heavy curtain. She held it aside and drew himinto the house. There
she halted. Looking around swiftly, he observed that the roomthey had entered went the depth of
the house, but it had two curtained doors in either wall. In it, a stone table and benches with
enough space to seat six or eight people occupied the niddle of the floor. But the roomwas |arge
enough so that the table did not donminate it.

Cut into the rock walls all around the room were shelves, and these were full of stoneware jars
and utensils, some obviously for use in cooking and eating, others with functions whi ch Covenant
coul d not guess. Several rock stools stood against the walls. And the warmyellow light filled the
chamber, glowing on the snooth surfaces and reflecting off rare colors and textures in the stone
The light came fromfires in several stone pots, one in each corner of the roomand one in the
center of the table; but there was no flicker of flames-the Iight was as steady as its stone
containers. And with the light canme a soft snmell as of newly broken earth.

After only a cursory glance around the chanber; Covenant's attention was drawn to the far end of
the room There on a slab of stone against the wall sat a huge granite pot, half as tall as a man.
And over the pot, peering intently at its contents, stood a large man, a great pillar of a figure,
as solid as a boulder. He had his back to Lena and Covenant, and did not seemto be aware of them
He wore a short brown tunic with brown trousers under it, but the | eaf pattern woven into the
fabric at his shoulders was identical to Lena's. Under the tunic, his massive nuscles bunched and
stretched as he rotated the pot. It |ooked prodigiously heavy, but Covenant half expected the man
tolift it over his head to pour out its contents.

There was a shadow over the pot which the brightness of the roomdid not penetrate, and for sone
time the man stared into the darkness, studying it while he rotated the pot. Then he began to
sing. His voice was too |ow for Covenant to nake out the words, but as he listened he felt a kind
of invocation in the sound, as if the contents of the pot were powerful. For a nonment, nothing
happened. Then the shadow began to pale. At first, Covenant thought that the Iight in the room had
changed, but soon be saw a new illumnation starting fromthe pot. The gl ow swell ed and deepened,
and at | ast shone out strongly, making the other lights seemthin.

Wth a final nutter over his work, the nman stood upright and turned around. In the new brightness,
he seenmed even taller and broader than before, as if his |linbs and shoul ders and deep chest drew
strength, stature, fromthe light; and his forehead was ruddy fromthe heat of the pot. Seeing
Covenant, he started in surprise. An uneasy | ook cane into his eyes, and his right hand touched
his thick reddi sh beard. Then he extended the hand, pal mforward, toward Covenant, and said to
Lena, "Well, daughter, you bring a guest. But | renmenber that our hospitality is in your charge
today." The strange potency of a nonent before was gone fromhis voice. He sounded |ike a man who
did not speak rmuch with people. But though he was treating his daughter sternly, he seened
essentially calm "You know I prom sed nore graveling today, and Atiaran your nother is hel ping
deliver the new child of Odona Murrin-mate. The guest will be offended by our hospitality-with no
nmeal ready to wel cone the end of his day."” Yet while he reprimanded Lena, his eyes studied
Covenant cautiously.

Lena bowed her head, trying, Covenant felt sure, to | ook ashaned for her father's benefit. But a
monent | ater she hurried across the room and hugged the big nan. He smled softly at her upturned

face. Then, turning toward Covenant, she announced, "Trell ny father, | bring a stranger to the

St onedown. | found himon Kevin's Watch." A lively gl eam shone in her eyes, although she tried to
keep her voice fornal

"So," Trell responded. "A stranger-that | see. And wonder what business took himto that ill-blown

pl ace."



"He fought with a gray cloud," answered Lena.

Looking at this bluff, hale nan, whose nuscle knotted armrested with such firmgentl eness on
Lena's shoul der, Covenant expected himto | augh at the absurd suggestion-a nman fighting a cloud.
Trell's presence felt inperturbable and earthy, like an assertion of conmon sense that reduced the
nightnmare of Foul to its proper unreality. So Covenant was put off his balance by hearing Trel

ask with perfect seriousness, "Wich was the victor?"

The question forced Covenant to find a new footing for hinmself. He was not prepared to deal with
the nenory of Lord Foul -but at the sanme tine he felt obscurely sure that he could not lie to

Trell. He found that his throat had gone dry, and he answered awkwardly, "I lived through it."
Trell said nothing for a nonent, but in the silence Covenant felt that his answer had increased
the big man's uneasiness. Trell's eyes shifted away, then canme back as he said, "I see. And what

i s your name, stranger?"

Promptly, Lena smiled at Covenant and answered for him "Thomas Covenant. Covenant of Kevin's

Wat ch. "

"What, girl?" asked Trell. "Are you a prophet, that you speak for someone hi gher than you?" Then
to Covenant he said, "Wll, Thomas Covenant of Kevin's Watch-do you have ot her names?"

Covenant was about to respond negatively when he caught an eager interest in the question from
Lena's eyes. He paused. In a leap of insight, he realized that he was as exciting to her as if he
had in fact been Berek Hal fhand-that to her yearning toward nysteries and powers, all-know ng
Lords and battles in the clouds, his strangeness and his unexpl ai ned appearance on the Watch made
himseemlike a personification of great events out of a heroic past. The nessage of her gaze was
suddenly plain; in the suspense of her curiosity she was hanging fromthe hope that he would
reveal hinmself to her, give her sonme glinpse of his high calling to appease her for her youth and
i gnor ance.

The idea filled himw th strange reverberati ons. He was not used to such flattery; it gave him an
unfam liar sense of possibility. Quickly, he searched for some high-sounding title to give

hi nsel f, some nane by which he could please Lena without falsifying hinself to Trell. Then he had
an inspiration. "Thomas Covenant," he said as if he were rising to a challenge, "the Unbeliever."
I mredi ately, he felt that with that name he had conmitted hinself to nore than he coul d nmeasure at
present. The act nade him feel pretentious, but Lena rewarded himw th a beamnming gl ance, and Trel
accepted the statenent gravely. "Well, Thomas Covenant," he replied, "you are welcome to Mt hi

St onedown. Pl ease accept the hospitality of this hone. | nust go now to take ny graveling as

prom sed. It nmay be that Atiaran my wife will return soon. And if you prod her, Lena may renenber
to offer you refreshnent while | am gone."

Whil e he spoke, Trell turned back to his stone pot. He wapped his arms about it, lifted it from
its base. Wth red-gold flanmes reflecting a dance in his hair and beard, he carried the pot toward
the doorway. Lena hurried ahead of himto hold open the curtain, and in a nonment Trell was gone,

| eavi ng Covenant with one glinpse of the contents of the pot. It was full of small, round stones
like fine gravel, and they seened to be on fire.

"Damation," Covenant whispered. "How heavy is that thing?"

"Three nen cannot |ift the pot alone," replied Lena proudly. "But when the graveling burns, ny
father may lift it easily. He is a Gravelingas of the rhadhanmaerl, deep with the Iore of stone."
Covenant stared after himfor a noment, appalled by Trell's strength.

Then Lena said, "Now, | nust not fail to offer you refreshment. WII| you wash or bathe? Are you
thirsty? W have good springw ne."

Her voi ce brought back the scintillation of Covenant's nerves. His instinctive distrust of Trell's
m ght di ssipated under the realization that he had a power of his own. This world accepted him it
accorded himinportance. People like Trell and Lena were prepared to take himas seriously as he
wanted. Al he had to do was keep noving, follow the path of his dreamto Revel stone-whatever that
was. He felt giddy at the prospect. On the inpetus of the nonment, he determined to participate in
his own inportance,. enjoy it while it |asted.

To cover his rush of new enotions, he told Lena that he would Iike to wash. She took him past a
curtain into another room where water poured continuously froma spout in the wall. A sliding
stone valve sent the water into either a washbasin or a |arge tub, both forned of stone. Lena
showed hi m sonme fine sand to use as soap, then left him The water was cold, but he plunged his
hands and head into it with sonething approachi ng ent husi asm

When he was done, he | ooked around for a towel, but did not see one. Experinentally, he eased a
hand over the glowing pot that lit the room The warmyellow light dried his fingers rapidly, so
he | eaned over the pot, rubbing the water fromhis face and neck, and soon even his hair was dry.
By force of habit, he went through his VSE, examining the nearly invisible nmarks where his hands
had been cut. Then he pushed the curtain out of his way and reentered the central chanber.



He found that another woman had joi ned Lena. As he returned, he heard Lena say, "He says he knows
not hi ng of us.” Then the other wonman | ooked at him and he guessed i medi ately that she was
Atiaran. The leaf pattern at the shoul ders of her |ong brown robe seened to be a kind of famly
enblem he did not need such hints to see the long famliarity in the way the ol der worman touched
Lena's shoulder, or the sinmilarities in their posture. But where Lena was fresh and slimof |ine,
full of unbroken newness, Atiaran appeared conpl ex, alnpst self-contradictory. Her soft surface,
her full figure, she carried as if it were a hindrance to the hard strength of experience within
her, as if she lived with her body on the basis of an old and difficult truce. And her face bore
the signs of that truce; her forehead seenmed prematurely lined, and her deep spaci ous eyes
appeared to open inward on a weary battl eground of doubts and uneasy reconciliations. Looking at
her over the stone table, Covenant received a double inpression of a frowning concern-the result
of knowi ng and fearing nore than other people realized-and an absent beauty that would rekindle
her face if only she would snile

After a brief hesitation, the older wonman touched her heart and raised her hand toward Covenant as
Trell had done. "Hail, guest, and welcone. | amAtiaran Trell-mate. | have spoken with Trell, and
with Lena ny daughter-you need no introduction to nme, Thomas Covenant. Be confortable in our
hore. "

Remenberi ng his manners-and his new determn nati on- Covenant responded, "I'm honored."

Atiaran bowed slightly. "Accepting that which is offered honors the giver. And courtesy is always
wel conme.” Then she seened to hesitate again, uncertain of how to proceed. Covenant watched the
return of old conflicts to her eyes, thinking that gaze woul d have an extraordi nary power if it
were not- so inward. But she reached her decision soon, and said, "It is not the custom of our
people to worry a guest with hard questions before eating. But the food is not ready "she gl anced
at Lena-" and you are strange to ne, Thomas Covenant, strange and disquieting. | would talk with
you if | may, while Lena prepares what food we have. You seemto bear a need that should not
wait."

Covenant shrugged noncommittally. He felt a twi nge of anxiety at the thought of her questions, and
braced hinself to try to answer themwi thout |osing his new bal ance.

In the pause, Lena began noving around the room She went to the shelves to get plates and bow s
for the table, and prepared sonme dishes on a slab of stone heated from underneath by a tray of
gravel ing. She turned her eyes toward Covenant often as she nmoved, but he did not always notice.
Atiaran conpelled his attention

At first, she nmurnured uncertainly, "I hardly know where to begin. It has been so | ong, and

| earned so little of what the Lords know. But what | have must be enough. No one here can take ny
pl ace." She straightened her shoul ders. "May | see your hands?"

Remenbering Lena's initial reaction to him Covenant held up his right hand.

Atiaran nmoved around the table until she was cl ose enough to touch him but did not. |Instead, she
searched his face. "Halfhand. It is as Trell said. And sonme say that Berek Earthfriend, Heartthew
and Lord

Fatherer, will return to the Land when there is need. Do you know these things?"

Covenant answered gruffly, "No."

Still looking into his face, Atiaran said, "Your other hand?"

Puzzl ed, he raised his left. She dropped her eyes to it.

When she saw it, she gasped, and bit her lip and stepped back. For an instant, she seened

i nexplicably terrified. But she mastered herself, and asked with only a low trenble in her voice,
"What nmetal is that ring?

"What ? Thi s?" Her reaction startled Covenant, and in his surprise he gaped at a conplicated nenory
of Joan saying, Wth this ring 1 thee wed, and the ol d ocher-robed beggar replying, Be true, be
true. Darkness threatened him He heard hinself answer as if he were sonmeone el se, sonmeone who had

nothing to do with [ eprosy and divorce, "It's white gold."
Atiaran groaned, cl anped her hands over her tenples as if she were in pain. But again she brought
hersel f under control, and a bl eak courage canme into her eyes. "I alone," she said, "I alone in

Mthil Stonedown know the neaning of this. Even Trell has not this know edge. And | know too
little. Answer, Thomas Covenant-is it true?"

| should' ve thrown it away, he nuttered bitterly. Aleper's got no right to be sentinental.

But Atiaran's intensity drew his attention toward her again. She gave himthe inpression that she
knew nore about what was happening to himthan he did that he was noving into a world which, in
sonme dim ominous way, had been nade ready for him H's old anger nounted. "OF course it's true,"
he snapped. "Wat's the matter with you? It's only a ring."

"It is white gold." Atiaran's reply sounded as forlorn as if she had just suffered a bereavenent.
"So what ?" He coul d not understand what distressed the woman. "It doesn't nean a thing. Joan-"



Joan had preferred it to yellow gold. But that had not prevented her fromdivorcing him
"It is white gold,” Atiaran repeated. "The Lords
sing an ancient |ore-song concerning the bearer of white gold. | renenber only a part of it, thus:

And he who wields white wild magic gold

is a paradox-

for he is everything and not hi ng,

hero and f ool

pot ent, hel pl ess-

and with the one word of truth or treachery,
he will save or damm the Earth

because he is mad and sane,

col d and passi onat e,

| ost and found.

Do you know t he song, Covenant? There is no white gold in the Land. Gold has never been found in
the Earth, though it is said that Berek knew of it, and nade the songs. You cone from anot her

pl ace. What terrible purpose brings you here?"

Covenant felt her searching himw th her eyes for sonme flaw, sone fal sehood which would give the
lie to her fear. He stiffened. You have might, the Despiser had said, wild nmagic- You will never
know what it is. The idea that his weddi ng band was sone kind of talisman nauseated himlike the
snell of attar. He had a savage desire to shout. None of this is happening! But he only knew of
one wor kabl e response: don't think about it, follow the path, survive. He net Atiaran on her own
ground. "Al'l purposes are terrible. | have a nessage for the Council of Lords."

"What nmessage?" she denmanded.

After only an instant's hesitation, he grated, "The Gray Sl ayer has cone back."

When she heard Covenant pronounce that name, Lena dropped the stoneware bow she was carrying, and
fled into her nother's arns.

Covenant stood glowering at the shattered bow. The liquid it had contai ned gl eamed on the snpoth
stone floor. Then he heard Atiaran pant in horror, "How do you know t hi s?" He | ooked back at her
and saw the two wonen clinging together |ike children threatened by the denon of their worst
dreans. Leper outcast unclean! he thought sourly. But as he watched, Atiaran seenmed to grow
solider. Her jaw squared, her broad gl ance hardened. For all her fear, she was a strong wonan
conforting her child-and bracing herself to meet her danger. Again she asked, "How do you know?"
She made himfeel defensive, and he replied, "I met himon Kevin's Watch."

"Ali, alas!" she cried, hugging Lena. "Alas for the young in this world! The doomof the Land is
upon them Generations will die in agony, and there will be war and terror and pain for those who
live! Al as, Lena ny daughter. You were born into an evil tine, and there will be no peace or
confort for you when the battle cones. Ali, Lena, Lena."

Her grief touched an undefended spot in Covenant, and his throat thickened. Her voice filled his
own i mage of the Land's Desolation with a threnody he had not heard before. For the first tinme, he
sensed that the Land hel d sonething precious which was in danger of being |ost.

Thi s conbi nati on of synpathy and anger tightened his nerves still further. He vibrated to a
sharper pitch, trenbled. Wen he | ooked at Lena, he saw that a new awe of him had already risen
above her panic. The unconscious offer in her eyes burned nore disturbingly than ever.

He held hinmself still until Atiaran and Lena slowy rel eased each other. Then he asked, "Wat do
you know about all this? About what's happening to ne?"

Before Atiaran could reply, a voice called fromoutside the house, "Hail! Atiaran Tiaran-daughter
Trell Gravelingas tells us that your work is done for this day. Conme and sing to the Stonedown!"
For a monment, Atiaran stood still, shrinking back into herself. Then she sighed, "Ali, the work of
ny life has just begun,"” and turned to the door. Holding aside the curtain, she said into the

ni ght, "We have not yet eaten. | will cone later. But after the gathering | nust speak with the

Crcle of elders.”

"They will be told," the voice answered.

"CGood," said Atiaran. But instead of returning to Covenant, she remained in the doorway, staring
into the darkness for a while. Wen she closed the curtain at |last and faced Covenant, her eyes
were noist, and they held a ook that he at first thought was defeat. But then he realized that

she was only renenbering defeat. "No, Thomas Covenant," she said sadly, "I know nothing of your
fate. Perhaps if | had remained at the Loresraat longer-if | had had the strength. But | passed ny
limt there, and canme hone. | know a part of the old Lore that Mthil Stonedown does not guess,

but it is too little. All that | can renenber for you are hints of a wild nagi c which destroys



peace

wild magi c graven in every rock, contained for white gold to unleash or control but the neaning of
such lines, or the courses of these tines, | do not know. That is a double reason to take you to
the Council." Then she | ooked squarely into his face, and added, "I tell you openly, Thomas
Covenant-if you have cone to betray the Land, only the Lords may hope to stop you."

Betray? This was another new thought. An instant passed before he realized what Atiaran was
suggesting. But before he could protest, Lena put in for him "Mther! He fought a gray cloud on
Kevin's Watch. | saw it. How can you doubt hinP" Her defense controlled his belligerent reaction.
Wthout intending to, she had put himon false ground. He had not gone so far as to fight Lord
Foul

Trell's return stopped any reply Atiaran night have made. The big nan stood in the doorway for a
monent, | ooking between Atiaran and Lena and Covenant. Abruptly, he said, "So. W are cone on hard
times."

"Yes, Trell ny husband,”™ murrmured Atiaran. "Hard tines."

Then his eyes caught the shards of stoneware on the floor. "Hard tines, indeed," he chided gently,
"when stoneware is broken, and the pieces |left to powder underfoot."

This time, Lena was genuinely ashaned. "I amsorry, Father," she said. "I was afraid."
"No matter." Trell went to her and placed his big hands, light with affection, on her shoul ders.
"Some wounds may be healed. | feel strong today."

At this, Atiaran gazed gratefully at Trell as if he had just undertaken sone heroic task

To Covenant's inconprehension, she said, "Be seated, guest. Food will be ready soon. Cone, Lena."
The two of them began to bustle around the cooking stone.

Covenant watched as Trell started to pick up the pieces of the broken pot. The Gravelingas' voice
runbl ed softly, singing an ancient subterranean song. Tenderly, he carried the shards to the table
and set them down near the |l anp. Then he seated hinmsel f. Covenant sat beside him wondering what
was about to happen.

Singi ng his cavernous song between clenched teeth, Trell began to fit the shards together as if
the pot were a puzzle. Piece after piece he set in place, and each piece held where he left it

wi t hout any adhesive Covenant could see. Trell noved painstakingly, his touch delicate on every
fragnment, but the pot seened to grow quickly in his hands, and the pieces fit together perfectly,

| eaving only a network of fine black lines to mark the breaks. Soon all the shards were in place
Then his deep tone took on a new cadence. He began to stroke the stoneware with his fingers, and
everywhere his touch passed, the black fracturemarks vani shed as if they had been erased. Slowy,
he covered every inch of the pot with his caress. Wen he had conpl eted the outside, he stroked
the inner surface. And finally he Iifted the pot, spread his touch over its base. Hol ding the pot
between the fingers of both hands, he rotated it carefully, nmaking sure he had mi ssed not hing.
Then he stopped singing, set the pot down gently, took his hands away. It was as conplete and
solid as if it had never been dropped.

Covenant pulled his awed stare away fromthe pot to Trell's face. The G avelingas | ooked haggard
with strain, and his taut cheeks were streaked with tears. "Mending is harder than breaking," he
munbl ed. "I could not do this every day." Wearily, he folded his arns on the table and cradled his
head in them

Atiaran stood behind her husband, nmassagi ng the heavy muscl es of his shoul ders and neck, and her
eyes were full of pride and love. Sonething in her expression nade Covenant feel that he cane from
a very poor world, where no one knew or cared about healing stoneware pots. He tried to tel

hinsel f that he was dreami ng, but he did not want to listen.

After a silent pause full of respect for Trell's deed, Lena started to set the table. Soon Atiaran

brought bowl s of food fromthe cooking stone. Wien everything was ready, Trell lifted his head,
clinmbed tiredly to his feet. Wth Atiaran and Lena, he stood beside the table. Atiaran said to
Covenant, "It is the custom of our people to stand before eating, as a sign of our respect for the

Earth, fromwhich |ife and food and power cone." Covenant stood as well, feeling awkward and out
of place. Trell and Atiaran and Lena cl osed their eyes, bowed their heads for a noment. Then they
sat down. When Covenant had followed themto the bench, they began to pass around the food.

It was a bountiful neal: there was cold salt beef covered with a steam ng gravy, wild rice, dried
appl es, brown bread, and cheese; and Covenant was given a tall nug of a drink which Lena called
springwi ne. This beverage was as clear and light as water, slightly effervescent, and it snelled
dimy of aliantha; but it tasted Iike a fine beer which had been cured of all bitterness. Covenant

had downed a fair anmount of it before he realized that it added a still keener vibration to his
al ready thrunm ng nerves. He could feel hinself tightening. He was too
full of unusual pressures. Soon he was inpatient for the end of the neal, inpatient to | eave the

house and expand in the night air



But Lena's family ate slowy, and a pall hung over them They dined as deliberately as if this
meal marked the end of all their happiness together. In the silence, Covenant realized that this
was a result of his presence. It nade hi m uneasy.

To ease hinself, he tried to increase what he knew about his situation. "I have a question," he
said stiffly. Wth a gesture, he took in the whole Stonedown. "No wood. There's plenty of trees
all over this valley, but |I don't see you using any wood. Are the trees sacred or sonething?"
After a nmoment, Atiaran replied, "Sacred? | know that word, but its meaning is obscure to ne.
There is Power in the Earth, in trees and rivers and soil and stone, and we respect it for the
life it gives. So we have sworn the Cath of Peace. |Is that what you ask? W do not use wood
because the wood-lore, the lillianrill, is lost to us, and we have not sought to regain it. In the
exil e of our people, when Desol ation was upon the Land, nmany precious things were | ost. Qur people
clung to the rhadhanmaer| lore in the Southron Range and the Wastes, and it enabled us to endure.
The wood-lore seened not to help us, and it was forgotten. Now that we have returned to the Land,
the stone-lore suffices for us. But others have kept the lillianrill. | have seen Soaring

Wyodhel ven, in the hills far north and east of us, and it is a fair place-their peopl e understand
wood, and flourish. There is sone trade between Stonedown and Wodhel ven, but wood and stone are
not traded."

When she stopped, Covenant sensed a difference in the new silence. A nonent passed before he was
sure that he could hear a distant runor of voices. Shortly, Atiaran confirmed this by saying to
Trell, "Ali, the gathering. | promsed to sing tonight."

She and Trell stood together, and he said, "So. And then you will speak with the Crcle of elders.
Sone preparations for tonorrow | will nake. "See" he pointed at the table-"it will be a fine day -
there is no shadow on the heart of the stone."”

Al nost in spite of hinself, Covenant |ooked where Trell pointed. But he could see nothing.
Noticing his blank | ook, Atiaran said kindly, "Do not be surprised, Thomas Covenant. No one but a
rhadhamaer| can foretell weather in such stones as this. Now cone with ne, if you will, and | wll
sing the | egend of Berek Hal fhand." As she spoke, she took the pot of graveling fromthe table to
carry with her. "Lena, will you clean the stoneware?"

Covenant, got to his feet. dancing at Lena, he saw her face twi sted with unhappy obedi ence; she
clearly wanted to go with them But Trell also saw her expression and said, "Acconpany our guest,
Lena ny daughter. | will not be too busy to care for the stoneware."

Pl easure transformed her instantly, and she |eaped up to throw her arms around her father's neck
He returned her enbrace for a noment, then |lowered her to the floor. She straightened her shift,
trying to | ook suddenly denure, and noved to her nother's side.

Atiaran said, "Trell, you will teach this girl to think she is a queen." But she took Lena's hand
to show that she was not angry, and together they went past the curtain. Covenant foll owed
promptly, went out of the house into the starry night with a sense of rel ease. There was nore room
for himto explore hinmself under the open sky.

He needed exploration. He could not understand, rationalize, his nmounting excitenent. The
springwi ne he had consuned seened to provide a focus for his energies; it capered in his veins
like a raving satyr. He felt inexplicably brutalized by inspiration, as if he were the victim
rather than the source of his dream White gold! he sputtered at the darkness between the houses.
WIild magic! Do they think I'mcrazy?

Per haps he was crazy. Perhaps he was at this nmonent wandering in denentia, tornmenting hinmself with
false griefs and demands, the inpositions of an illusion. Such things had happened to | epers.
I"mnot! he shouted, alnpbst cried out aloud. | know the difference-1 know |'m dream ng

H's fingers twitched with violence, but he drew cool air deep into his lungs, put everything
behi nd him He knew how to survive a dream Madness was the only danger

As they wal ked t oget her between the houses, Lena's smooth arm brushed his. His skin felt |anbent
at the touch.

The murmur of people grew quickly |ouder. Soon Lena, Atiaran, and Covenant reached the circle,
nmoved into the gathering of the Stonedown.

It was lit by dozens of hand-held graveling pots, and in the illumi nation Covenant could see
clearly. Men, wonen, and children clustered the rimof the circle. Covenant guessed that virtually
the entire Stonedown had cone to hear Atiaran sing. Mst of the people were shorter than he was-
and considerably shorter than Trell-and they had dark hair, brown or black, again unlike Trell

But they were a stocky, broad-shoul dered breed, and even the wonmen and chil dren gave an i npression
of physical strength; centuries of stone-work had shaped themto suit their |abor. Covenant felt
the sane dimfear of themthat he had of Trell. They seenmed too strong, and he had nothing but his
strangeness to protect himif they turned agai nst him

They were busy talking to each other, apparently waiting for Atiaran, and they gave no sign of



noticing Covenant. Reluctant to call attention to hinself, he hung back at the outer edges of the
gathering. Lena stopped with him Atiaran gave her the graveling pot, then noved away through the
crowd toward the center of the circle.

After he had scanned the assenbly, Covenant turned his attention to Lena. She stood by his right
side, the top of her head just an inch or two higher than his shoul der, and she held the graveling
pot at her waist with both hands, so that the |ight enphasized her breasts. She was clearly
unconsci ous of the effect, but he felt it intensely, and his palns itched again with an eager and
fearful desire to touch her

As if she felt his thoughts, she |ooked up at himwith a solem softness in her face that nade his
heart lurch as if it were too big for his constraining ribs. Awkwardly, he took his eyes away,
stared around the circle w thout seeing anything. Wen he glanced back at her, she seened to be
doi ng just what he had done-pretending to | ook el sewhere. He tightened his jaw and forced hinself
to wait for sonething to happen

Soon the gathering becane still. In the center of the open circle, Atiaran stood up on a | ow stone
pl atform She bowed her head to the gathering, and the people responded by silently raising their
graveling pots. The lights seenmed to focus around her |ike a penunbra.

Wien the pots were lowered, and a last ripple of shuffling had passed through the gathering,
Atiaran began: "I feel | aman old wonman this night -ny nenory seens clouded, and | do not
renenber all the song | would Iike to sing. But what | renenber | will sing, and | will tell you
the story, as | have told it before, so that you may share what lore | have.” At this, |ow

| aughter ran through the gathering-a hunorous tribute to Atiaran's superior know edge. She

remai ned silent, her head bowed to hide the fear that know edge had brought her, until the people

were qui et again. Then she raised her eyes and said, "I will sing the | egend of Berek Hal f hand."
After a last nmonentary pause, she placed her song into the welconing silence like a rough and rare
j ewel .

In war men pass |i ke shadows that stain the grass,

Leaving their lives upon the green

Wil e Earth bewails the crinson sheen

Men's dreans and stars and whispers all hel pl ess pass.

In one red shadow by woe and w cked cast,

In one red pool about his feet,

Derek nows the vile like ripe wheat,

Though of all of Beauty's guarders he is |ast:

Last to pass into the shadow of defeat, And last to feel the full despair, And |eave his weapons
lying there

Take his half unhanded hand from battle seat.

Across the plains of the Land they all swept Treachers lust at faltering stride As Berek fled
before the tide

Till on Munt Thunder's rock-mantl ed side he wept.

Berek! Earthfriend!-Help and weal,

Battl e-aid against the foel Earth gives and answers Power's peal, Ringing, Earthfriend!' Help and
heal !

Clean the Land from bl oody death and woe!

The song nade Covenant quiver, as if it concealed a specter which he shoul d have been able to
recogni ze. But Atiaran's voice enthralled him No instruments aided her singing, but before she
had finished her first line, he knew that she did not need them The clean thread of her nel ody
was tapestried with unexpected resonances, inplied harnonies, echoes of silent voices, so that on
every rising motif she seened about to expand into three or four singers, throats separate and
unani nous in the song.

It began in a nminor node that nade the gol d-hued, star-gemmed night throb like a dirge; and
through it blew a black wind of loss, in which things cherished and consecrated throughout the

St onedown seened to flicker and go out. As he |istened, Covenant felt that the entire gathering
wept with the song, cried out as one in silent woe under the wi de power of the singer

But grief did not remain long in that voice. After a pause that opened in the night like a

revel ation, Atiaran broke into her brave refrain-"Berek! Earthfriend!'--and the change carried her
high in a major nodul ation that woul d have been too wench

ing for any voice |less ranpant with suggestions, |ess thickly woven, than hers. The enotion of the
gathering continued, but it was reborn in an instant fromgrief to joy and gratitude. And as
Atiaran's long, last high note sprang fromher throat Iike a salute to the nountains and the
stars, the people held up their graveling pots and gave a resoundi ng shout:

"Berek! Earthfriend! Hail!"



Then, slowy, they lowered their lights and began to press forward, moving closer to Atiaran to
hear her story. The common inmpul se was so sinple and strong that Covenant took a few steps as well
before he could recollect hinself. Abruptly, he | ooked about hi mfocused his eyes on the faint
glinrering stars, snelled the pervasive, aroma of the graveling. The unani nous reaction of the

St onedown frightened him he could not afford to lose hinself init. He wanted to turn away, but
he needed to hear Berek's story, so he stayed where he was.

As soon as the people had settled thensel ves, Atiaran began

"It came to pass that there was a great war in the eldest days, in the age that marks the

begi nning of the nenory of nanki nd-before the O d Lords were born, before the G ants cane across
the Sunbirth Sea to make the alliance of Rockbrothers-a tine before the Cath of Peace, before the
Desol ation and High Lord Kevin's last battle. It was a time when the Viles who sired the Denondi m
were a high and lofty race, and the Cavewi ghts snithed and snelted beautiful nmetals to trade in
open friendship with all the people of the Land. In that tine, the Land was one great nation, and
over it ruled a King and Queen. They were a hale pair, rich with I ove and honor, and for nmany
years they held their sway in uni son and peace.

"But after a tine a shadow cane over the heart of the King. He tasted the power of |life and death
over those who served him and learned to desire it. Soon nastery becanme a lust with him as
necessary as food. Hi s nights were spent in dark quests for nore power, and by day he exercised
that power, becomi ng hungrier and nore cruel as the |lust overcame him

"But the Queen | ooked on her husband and was di smayed. She desired only that the health and fealty
of the past years should return. But no appeal, no suasion or power of hers, could break the grip
of cruelty that degraded the King. And at |ast, when she saw that the good of the Land woul d
surely die if her husband were not halted, she broke with him opposed his might with hers.

"Then there was war in the Land. Many who had felt the cut of the King's Iash stood with the
Queen. And many who hated nurder and loved life joined her also. The chiefest of these was Berek-
strongest and wi sest of the Queen's chanpions. But the fear of the King was upon the Land, and
whole cities rose up to fight for him killing to protect their own slavery.

"Battl e was joined across the Land, and for a tine it seened that the Queen would prevail. Her
heroes were mghty of hand, and none were mightier than Berek, who was said to be a match for any
King. But as the battle raged, a shadow, a gray cloud fromthe east, fell over the hosts. The
Queen's defenders were stricken at heart, and their strength left them But her enemies found a
power of madness in the shadow. They forgot their humanity-they chopped and tranpl ed and cl awed
and bit and mai ned and defiled until their gray onslaught whel ned the heroes, and Berek's conrades
broke one by one into despair and death. So the battle went until Berek was the |ast hater of the
shadow | eft alive

"But he fought on, heedl ess of his fate and the nunber of his foes, and souls fell dead under his
sword |ike autumm leaves in a gale. At last, the King hinself, filled with the fear and madness of
the shadow, chall enged Berek, and they fought. Berek stroked mghtily, but the shadow turned his
bl ade. So the contest was bal anced until one blow of the King's ax cleft Berek's hand. Then
Berek's sword fell to the ground, and he | ooked about hi m|ooked and saw the shadow, and all his
brave conrades dead. He

cried a great cry of despair, and, turning, fled the battl eground.

"Thus he ran, hunted by death, and the nmenory of the shadow was upon him For three days he ran
never stopping, never resting -and for three days the King's host cane behind himlike a murderous
beast, panting for blood. At the last of his strength and the extrenmity of his despair, he cane to
Mount Thunder. dinbing the rock-strewn slope, he threw hinself down atop a great boul der and
wept, saying, "Alas for the Earth. W are overthrown, and have no friend to redeem us. Beauty
shall pass utterly fromthe Land.'

"But the rock on which he lay replied, "There is a Friend for a heart with the wisdomto see it."'
" “The stones are not ny friends,' cried Berek. “See, ny enenies ride the Land, and no convul sion
tears the earth fromunder their befouling feet.

" “That may be,' said the rock. “They are alive as nuch as you, and need the ground to stand upon
Yet there is a Friend for you in the Earth, if you will pledge your soul to its healing.'

"Then Berek stood upon the rock, and beheld his enenies close upon him He took the pledge,
sealing it with the blood of his riven hand. The Earth replied with thunder; fromthe heights of
the nmountain came great stone Fire-Lions, devouring everything in their path. The King and all his
host were laid waste, and Berek al one stood above the rampage on his boulder like a tall ship in
t he sea.

"When the ranpage had passed, Berek did homage to the Lions of Mouunt Thunder, prom sing respect
and communi on and service for the Earth fromhinmself and all the generations which followed him
upon the Land. Welding the first Earthpower, he nade the Staff of Law fromthe wood of the One



Tree, and with it began the healing of the Land. In the fullness of tinme, Berek Hal fhand was given
the nane Heartthew, and he becane the Lord-Fatherer, the first of the A d Lords. Those who
followed his path flourished in the Land for two thousand years."

For a |l ong nonent, there was silence over the gathering when Atiaran finished. Then together, as

i f

their pul ses noved to a single beat, the Stonedownors began to surge forward, stretching out their
hands to touch her in appreciation. She spread her arnms to hug as many of her friends as she
could, and those who could not reach her enbraced each other, sharing the oneness of their

comunal response.

SEVEN. Lena

ALONE i n the night-al one because he could not share the spontaneous -enbracing inpul se of the

St onedown Covenant felt suddenly trapped, threatened. A pressure of darkness cranmped his lungs; he
could not seemto get enough air. A leper's claustrophobia was on him a leper's fear of crowds,
of unpredictabl e behavior. Berek! he panted with nordant intensity. These people wanted himto be
a hero. Wth a stiff jerk of repudiation, he swng away fromthe gathering, went stalking in high
dudgeon between the houses as if the Stonedownors had dealt hima nortal insult.

Berek! Hi s chest heaved at the thought. WId magic! It was ridiculous. Did not these people know
he was a | eper? Nothing could be | ess possible for himthan the kind of heroismthey saw i n Berek
Hal f hand.

But Lord Foul had said, He intends you to be nmy final foe. He chose you to destroy ne.

In stark dismay, he glinpsed the end toward which the path of the dream ni ght be | eading hiny he
saw himsel f drawn ineluctably into a confrontation with the Despiser

He was trapped. O course he could not play the hero in sone dreamwar. He could not forget

hi msel f that nuch; forgetful ness was suicide. Yet he could not escape this dream w t hout passing
through it, could not return to reality w thout awakeni ng. He knew what woul d happen to himif he

stood still and tried to stay sane. Already, only this far fromthe Iights of the gathering, he
felt dark night beating toward him circling on broad wi ngs out of the sky at his head.
He lurched to a halt, stunbled to | ean against a wall, caught his forehead in his hands.

I can't -he panted. Al his hopes that this Land m ght conjure away his inpotence, heal his sore
heart sonmehow, fell into ashes.

Can't go on.

Can't stop.

What's happening to ne?

Abruptly, he heard steps running toward him He junped erect, and saw Lena hurrying to join him
The swing of her graveling pot cast mad shadows across her figure as she noved. In a few nore
strides, she slowed, then stopped, holding her pot so that she could see himclearly. "Thomas
Covenant ?" she asked tentatively. "Are you not well?"

"No," he lashed at her, "I"'mnot well. Nothing's well, and it hasn't been since"-the words caught
in his throat for an instant "since | was divorced." He glared at her, defying her to ask what a
di vorce was.

The way she held her light left nmost of her face in darkness; he could not see how she took his
outburst. But sonme inner sensitivity seemed to guide her. When she spoke, she did not aggravate
his pain with crude questions or condol ences. Softly, she said, "I know a place where you nay be
al one. "

He nodded sharply. Yes! He felt that his distraught nerves were about to snap. Hs throat was
thick with violence. He did not want anyone to see what happened to him

Gently, Lena touched his arm |ed himaway fromthe Stonedown toward the river. Under the dim
starlight they reached the banks of. the Mthil, then turned down river. In half a nle, they cane
to an old stone bridge that gleanmed with a danp, black

reflection, as if it had just arisen fromthe water for Covenant's use. The suggestiveness of that
t hought made him stop. He saw the span as a kind of threshold; crises lurked in the dark hills
beyond the far riverbank. Abruptly, he asked, "Were are we going?" He was afraid that if he
crossed that bridge he would not be able to recognize hinself when he returned.

"To the far side," Lena said. "There you nay be al one. Qur people do not often cross the Mthil-it
is said that the western nountains are not friendly, that the ill of Dooms Retreat which lies
behi nd them has bent their spirit. But | have wal ked over all the western valley, stone-questing
for suru-pa-naerl images, and have nmet no harm There is a place nearby where you will not be

di sturbed."



For all its appearance of age, the bridge had an untrustworthy | ook to Covenant's eye. The
unnortared joints seened tenuous, held together only by dim treacherous, star-cast shadows. Wen
he stepped onto the bridge, he expected his foot to slip, the stones to trenble. But the arch was
steady. At the top of the span, he paused to |l ean on the | ow side wall of the bridge and gaze down
at the river.

The water flowed bl ackly under him grunbling over its long prayer for absolution in the sea. And
he | ooked into it as if he were asking it for courage. Could he not sinply ignore the things that
threatened him ignore the opposing inpossibilities, madnesses, of his situation-return to the

St onedown and pretend with blithe guile that he was Berek Hal fhand reborn?

He could not. He was a | eper; there were sone lies he could not tell.

Wth a sharp twi st of nausea, he found that he was pounding his fists on the wall. He snatched his
hands up, tried to see if he had injured hinself, but the dimstars showed hi m not hi ng.

Gimacing, he turned and foll owed Lena down to the western bank of the Mthil

Soon they reached their destination. Lena | ed Covenant directly west for a distance, then up a
steep hill to the right, and down a splintered ravine toward the river again. Carefully, they

pi cked their way al ong the ragged bottomof the ravine as if they were bal anci ng on the broken
keel of a ship; its shattered hull rose up on either side of them narrowing their horizons. A few
trees stuck out of the sides |like spars, and near the river the hulk lay aground on a swath of
snoot h sand which faded toward a flat rock pronontory jutting into the river. The Mthi

conpl ained around this rock, as if annoyed by the brief constriction of its banks, and the sound
blew up the ravine like a sea breeze npaning through a reefed weck.

Lena halted on the sandy bottom Kneeling, she scooped a shallow basin in the sand and enptied her
pot of graveling into it. The fire-stones gave nore light fromthe open basin, so that the ravine
bottomwas lit with yellow, and shortly Covenant felt a quiet warnth fromthe graveling. The touch
of the stones' gl ow made himaware that the night was cool, a pleasant night for sitting around a
fire. He squatted beside the graveling with a shiver like the |ast keen quivering of inm nent
hysteri a.

After she had settled the graveling in the sand, Lena noved away toward the river. Were she stood
on the pronmontory, the light barely reached her, and her formwas dark; but Covenant could see
that her face was raised to the heavens.

He foll owed her gaze up the black face of the nmountains, and saw that the noon was rising. A
silver sheen paled the stars along the rimof rock, darkening the valley with its shadow, but the
shadow soon passed down the ravine, and noonlight fell on the river, giving it the appearance of
old argent. And as the full nmoon arose fromthe nountains, it caught Lena, cast a white haze |ike
a caress across her head and shoul ders. Standing still by the river, she held her head up to the
moon, and Covenant watched her with an odd grimjeal ousy, as if she were poised on a precipice
that bel onged to him

Finally, when the noonlight had crossed the river into the eastern valley, Lena | owered her head
and returned to the circle of the graveling. Wthout neeting Covenant's gaze, she asked softly,
"Shall | go?"

Covenant's palns itched as if he wanted to strike her for even suggesting that she m ght stay. But
at the sane time he was afraid of the night; he did not want to face it alone. Awkwardly he got to
his feet, paced a short distance away fromher. Scowling up the hulk of the ravine, he fought to
sound neutral as he said, "Wat do you want?"

Her reply, when it canme, was quiet and sure. "I want to know nore of you."

He wi nced, ducked his head as if claws had struck at himout of the air. Then he snatched hinself
erect again.

" Ask. "

"Are you married?"

At that, he whirled to face her as if she had stabbed himin the back. Under the hot distress of
his eyes and his bared teeth, she faltered, |owered her eyes and turned her head away. Seeing her
uncertainty, he felt that his face had betrayed himagain. He had not willed the snarling
contortion of his features. He wanted to contain hinmself, not give way like this. not in front of
her. Yet she aggravated his distress nore than anything el se he had encountered. Striving for self-
control, he snapped, "Yes. No. It doesn't matter. Wy ask?"

Under his glare, Lena dropped to the sand, sat on her feet by the graveling, and watched him
obliquely from beneath her eyebrows. Wen she said nothing i mediately, he began to pace up and
down the swath of sand. As he noved, he turned and pulled fiercely at his wedding ring.

After a nmonment, Lena answered with an air of irrelevance, "There is a nman who desires to narry ne.
He is Triock son of Thuler. Though | am not of age he woos nme, so that when the tine comes | will
make no other choice. But if | were of age now !l would not marry him Oh, he is a good man in his



way-a good Cattl eherd, courageous in defense of his kine. And he is taller than nost. But there
are too many wonders in the world, too nmuch power to know and beauty to share and to create-and
have not seen the Ranyhyn. | could not marry a Cattl eherd who de

sires no nore than a suru-pa-naerl for wife. Rather, | would go to the Loresraat as Atiaran ny
not her did, and | would stay and not falter no matter what trials the Lore put upon ne, until |
became a Lord. It is said that such things nay happen. Do you think so?"

Covenant scarcely heard her. He was pacing out his agitation on the sand, enraged and undercut by
an unwanted nenory of Joan. Beside his lost |love, Lena and the silver night of the Land failed of
significance. The hol | owness of his dream became suddenly obvious to his inner view, |ike an
unvei l ed wil derland, a new pernutation of the desolation of |eprosy. This was not real-it was a
tornent that he inflicted upon hinmself in subconscious, involuntary revolt against his di sease and
loss. To hinmself, he groaned, Is it being outcast that does this? |Is being cut off such a shock?
By hell! | don't need any nore. He felt that he was on the edge of screaming. In an effort to
control hinmself, he dropped to the sand with his back to Lena and hugged his knees as hard as he
coul d. Careless of the unsteadi ness of his voice, he asked, "How do your people marry?"

In an unconplicated tone, she said, "It is a sinple thing, when a nan and a wonman choose each
other. After the two have become friends, if they wish to marry they tell the Crcle of elders.
And the elders take a season to assure thenmselves that the friendship of the two is secure, with
no hi dden jeal ousy or failed prom se behind themto disturb their course in |ater years. Then the
St onedown gathers in the center, and the elders take the two in their arns and ask, Do you w sh
to share life, in joy and sorrow, work and rest, peace and struggle, to nake the Land new?'

"The two answer, "Life with |ife, we choose to share the blessings and the service of the Earth.'
For a monent, her star-lit voice paused reverently. Then she went on, "The Stonedown shouts
together, "It is good! Let there be life and joy and power while the years last!' Then the day is
spent in joy, and the new mates teach new ganmes and dances and songs to the people, so that the
happi ness of the Stonedown

is renewed, and comuni on and pl easure do not fail in the Land."

She paused again shortly before continuing: "The nmarriage of Atiaran ny nmother with Trell ny
father was a bold day. The elders who teach us have spoken of it many times. Every day in the
season of assurance, Trell clinbed the nmountains, searching forgotten paths and | ost caves, hidden
falls and new broken crevices, for a stone of orcrest -a precious and many-powered rock. For there
was a drought upon the South Plains at that tinme, and the life of the Stonedown faltered in

fam ne.

"Then, on the eve of the marriage, he found his treasure-a piece of orcrest snmaller than a fist.
And in the time of joy, after the speaking of the rituals, he and Atiaran ny nother saved the

St onedown. Wil e she sang a deep prayer to the Earth-a song known in the Loresraat but |ong
forgotten anong our people he held the orcrest in his hand and broke it with the strength of his

fingers. As the stone fell into dust, thunder rolled between the nountains, though there were no
cl ouds, and one bolt of lightning sprang fromthe dust in his hand. Instantly, the blue sky turned
bl ack with thunderheads, and the rain began to fall. So the fam ne was broken, and the

St onedownors sniled on the coning days |ike a people reborn.™

Though he clenched his legs with all his strength, Covenant could not master his dizzy rage. Joan
Lena's tale struck himlike a nockery of his pains and failures.

| can't.

For a nonent, his |ower jaw shuddered under the effort he nade to speak. Then he | eaped up and
dashed toward the river. As he covered the short distance, he bent and snatched a stone out of the
sand. Springing onto the pronontory, he hurled the stone with all the might of his body at the
wat er .

Can't-!

A faint splash answered him but at once the sound di ed under the heedl ess plaint of the river,
and the ripples were swept away.

Softly at first, Covenant said to the river, "I gave Joan a pair of riding boots for a wedding
present." Then, shaking his fists wildly, he shouted, "Riding boots! Does ny inpotence surprise
you?!"

Unseen and i nconprehendi ng, Lena arose and noved toward Covenant, one hand stretched out as if to
soot he the violence knotted in his back. But she paused a few steps away from him searching for
the right thing to say. After a nonent, she whi spered, "Wat happened to your w fe?"

Covenant's shoul ders jerked. Thickly, he said, "She's gone."

"How di d she die?"

"Not her-ne. She left nme. Divorced. Term nated. Wen | needed her."



I ndi gnantly, Lena wondered, "Wy would such a thing happen while there is life?"

"I mnot alive." She heard fury clinbing to the top of his voice. "I'"'ma |eper. Qutcast unclean. -
Lepers are ugly and filthy. And abom nable."

H's words filled her with horror and protest. "How can it be?" she npaned. "You are not-

aboni nabl e. What world is it that dares treat you so?"

Hi s rmuscles junped still higher in his shoulders, as if his hands were | ocked on the throat of
sonme tormenting denon. "It's real. That is reality. Fact. The kind of thing that kills you if you
don't believe it." Wth a gesture of rejection toward the river, he gasped, "This is a nightmare."
Lena flared with sudden courage. "I do not believe it. It nay be that your world-but the Land-ah
the Land is real."

Covenant's back clenched abruptly still, and he said with preternatural quietness, "Are you trying

to drive ne crazy?"

Hi s om nous tone startled her, chilled her. For an instant, her courage stunbled; she felt the
river and the ravine closing around her like the jaws of a trap. Then Covenant whirled and struck
her a stinging slap across the face.

The force of the blow sent her staggering back into the light of the graveling. He foll owed

qui ckly, his face contorted in a wild grin. As she caught her bal ance, got one last, clear
terrified ook at him she felt sure that he neant to kill her. The thought paral yzed her. She
stood dumb and hel pl ess whil e he approached.

Reachi ng her, he knotted his hands in the front of her shift and rent the fabric like a veil. She
could not nove. For an instant, he stared at her, at her high, perfect breasts and her short slip,
with grimtriunph in his eyes, as though he had just exposed sone foul plot. Then he gripped her
shoul der with his left hand and tore away her slip with his right, forcing her down to the sand as
he uncovered her

Now she wanted to resist, but her |inbs would not nove; she was hel pl ess with anguish.

A nonent | ater, he dropped the burden of his weight on her chest, and her |oins were stabbed with
awild, white fire that broke her silence, made her scream But even as she cried out she knew
that it was too late for her. Sonmething that her people thought of as a gift had been torn from
her .

But Covenant did not feel like a taker. His clinmax flooded himas if he had fallen into a Mthi
of molten fury. Suffocating in passion, he alnbst swooned. Then tinme seemed to pass himby, and he
lay still for nmoments that m ght have been hours for all he knew -hours during which his world

coul d have crunbl ed, unheeded.

At last he renenbered the softness of Lena's body under him felt the | ow shake of her sobbing.
Wth an effort, he heaved hinself up and to his feet. Wen he | ooked down at her in the graveling
light, he saw the bl ood on her loins. Abruptly, his head becane gi ddy, unbal anced, as though he
were peering over a precipice. He turned and hurried with a shanbling, unsteady gait toward the
river, pitched hinmself fiat on the rock, and vomted the weight of his guts into the water. And
the Mthil erased his vonit as cleanly as if nothing had happened.

He lay still on the rock while the exhaustion of his exacerbated nerves overcane him He did not
hear Lena arise, gather the shreds of her clothing, speak, or clinmb away out of the shattered
ravi ne. He heard

not hi ng but the long | ament of the river-saw nothing but the ashes of his burnt-out passion-felt
not hi ng but the danpness of the rock on his cheeks like tears.

El GHT: The Dawn of the Message

THE hard bones of the rock slowy brought Thomas Covenant out of dreams of close enbraces. For a
time, he drifted on the rising current of the dawn-surrounded on his ascetic, sufficient bed by
the searching sel f-comunion of the river, the fresh odors of day, the wheeling cries of birds as
they sprang into the sky. Wile his self-awareness, returned, he felt at peace, harnonious with
his context; and even the unconprom sing hardness of the stone seened apposite to him a proper
part of a whol e norning.

H s first recollections of the previous night were of orgasm heartrendi ng, easing rel ease and

satisfaction so precious that he would have been willing to coin his soul to make such things part
of his real life. For a long nonent of joy, he re-experienced that sensation. Then he renenbered
that to get it he had hurt Lena.

Lena!

He roll ed over, sat up in the dawn. The sun had not yet risen above the nountains, but enough
light reflected into the valley fromthe plains for himto see that she was gone.



She had left her fire burning in the sand up the ravine fromhim He lurched to his feet, scanned
the ravi ne and both banks of the Mthil for sone sign of her-or, his imagination | eaped, of

St onedownor s

seeki ng vengeance. H s heart thudded; all those rockstrong people would not be interested in his
expl anati ons or apol ogies. He searched for evidence of pursuit like a fugitive.

But the dawn was as undisturbed as if it contained no people, no crinmes or desires for punishnent.
Gradual |y, Covenant's panic receded. After a |last | ook around, he began to prepare for whatever

|l ay ahead of him

He knew that he should get going at once, hurry along the river toward the relative safety of the
plains. But he was a | eper, and could not undertake solitary journeys lightly. He needed to
organi ze hinsel f.

He did not thing about Lena; he knew instinctively that he could not afford to think about her. He
had violated her trust, violated the trust of the Stonedown; that was as close to his last night's
rage as he could go. It was past, irrevocable-and illusory, like the dreamitself. Wth an effort
that made himtrenble, he put it behind him Al nost by accident on Kevin's Watch, he had

di scovered the answer to all such insanity: keep noving, don't think about it, survive. That
answer was even nore necessary now. His "Berek" fear of the previous evening seened relatively

uni mportant. His resenblance to a | egendary hero was only a part of a dream not a conpul sory fact
or demand. He put it behind himalso. Deliberately, he gave hinself a thorough scrutiny and VSE
When he was sure that he had no hidden injuries, no dangerous purple spots, he noved out to the
end of the pronontory. He was still trenbling. He needed nore discipline, nortification; his hands
shook as if they could not steady thenselves without his usual shaving ritual. But the penknife in
hi s pocket was inadequate for shaving. After a nonent, he took a deep breath, gripped the edge of

the rock, and dropped hinself, clothes and all, into the river for a bath.
The current tugged at himseductively, urging himto float off under blue skies into a spring day.
But the water was too cold; he could only stand the chill |ong enough to duck and thrash in the

stream for a nonent. Then he haul ed hinself onto the rock and stood up, blow ng spray off his
face. Water fromhis hair kept running into his eyes, blinding himnonmentarily to the fact that
Atiaran stood on the sand by the graveling. She contenplated himwith a grave, firm glance.
Covenant froze, dripping as if he had been caught in the mddle of a flagrant act. For a noment,
he and Atiaran measured each ot her across the sand and rock. Wen she started to speak, he cringed
i nwardly, expecting her to revile, denounce, hurl inprecations. But she only said, "Cone to the
graveling. You nust dry yourself."

In surprise, he scrutinized her tone with all the high alertness of his senses, but he could hear
nothing in it except determination and qui et sadness. Suddenly he guessed that she did not know
what had happened to her daughter

Breat hing deeply to control the labor of his heart, he noved forward and huddl ed down next to the
graveling. His mnd raced with inprobable speculations to account for Atiaran's attitude, but he
kept his face to the warnth and remai ned silent, hoping that she would say sonething to let him
know where he stood with her

Al nost at once, she murnured, "I knew where to find you. Before | returned from speaking with the
Circle of elders, Lena told Trell that you were here."

She stopped, and Covenant forced hinself to ask, "Did he see her?"

He knew that it was a suspicious question. But Atiaran answered sinply, "No. She went to spent the
night with a friend. She only called out her nessage as she passed our hone."

Then for several |ong nonents Covenant sat still and voicel ess, anmazed by the inplications of what
Lena had done. Only called out! At first, his brain reeled with thoughts of relief. He was safe-
tenporarily, at least. Wth her reticence, Lena had purchased precious tine for him Cearly, the
peopl e of this Land were prepared to make sacrifices

After another nonent, he understood that she had not nade her sacrifice for him He could not

i magi ne that she cared for his personal safety. No, she chose to protect himbecause he was a
Berek-figure, a bearer of nessages to the Lords. She did not want his purpose to be waylaid by the
retribution of the Stonedown. This was her contribution to the defense of the Land from Lord Foul
the Gray Sl ayer.

It was a heroic contribution. In spite of his discipline, his fear, he sensed the viol ence Lena
had done herself for the sake of his nmessage. He seened to see her huddling naked behind a rock in
the foothills throughout that bleak night, shunning for the first tine in her young |life the open
arns of her comunity bearing the pain and shane of her riven body al one so that he would not be
required to answer for it. An unwanted nenory of the blood on her [oins withed in him

H s shoul ders bunched to strangle the thought. Through | ocked teeth, he breathed to hinself, |'ve
got to go to the Council.



When he had steadied hinself, he asked grimy, "Wat did the elders say?"

"There was little for themto say,"” she replied in a flat voice. "I told themwhat | know of you-
and of the Land's peril.
They agreed that | must guide you to Lord's Keep. For that purpose | have conme to you now. See
she indicated two packs lying near her feet "I amready. Trell ny husband has given nme his

bl essing. It grieves ne to go without giving nmy love to Lena my daughter, but time is urgent. You
have not told me all your message, but | sense that fromthis day forward each delay is hazardous.
The elders will " give thought to the defense of the plains. W nust.

Covenant nmet her eyes, and this tinme he understood the sad deternmination in them She was afraid,
and did not believe that she would live to return to her famly. He felt a sudden pity for her
Wthout fully conprehendi ng what he said, he tried to reassure her. "Things aren't as bad as they
nm ght be. A Cavew ght has found the Staff of Law, and | gather he doesn't really know how to use
it. Somehow, the Lords have got to get it away fromhim"

But his attenpt nmiscarried. Atiaran stiffened and said, "Then the |ife of the Land is in our
speed. Alas that we cannot go to the Ranyhyn for help. But the Ranen have little countenance for
the affairs of the Land, and no Ranyhyn has been ridden, save by Lord or Bl oodguard, since the age
began. W nust wal k, Thomas Covenant, and Revel stone is three hundred | ong | eagues distant. Is
your clothing dry? W nmust be on our way."

Covenant was ready; he had to get away fromthis place. He gathered hinself to his feet and said,
"Fine. Let's go."

However, the | ook that Atiaran gave himas he stood held sonmething unresolved. In a | ow voice as
if she were nortifying herself, she said, "Do you trust me to gui de you, Thonmas Covenant? You do
not know me. | failed in the Loresraat."

Her tone seenmed to inply not that she was undependabl e, but that he had the right to judge her

But he was in no position to judge anyone. "I trust you," he rasped. "Wy not? You said yourself-"
He faltered, then forged ahead. "You said yourself that | conme to save or damn the Land.™

"True," she returned sinply. "But you do not have the stink of a servant of the Gray Slayer. My
heart tells me that it is the fate of the Land to put faith in you, for good or ill."

"Then let's go." He took the pack that Atiaran lifted toward hi mand shrugged his shoulders into
the straps. But before she put on her own pack, she knelt to the graveling in the sand. Passing
her hands over the fire-stones, she began a | ow hummi ng-a soft tune that sounded ungainly in her
mouth, as if she were unaccustoned to it-and under her waving gestures the yellow light faded. In
a nonent, the stones had | apsed into a pale, pebbly gray, as if she had lulled themto sleep, and
their heat dissipated. Wen they were cold, she scooped theminto their pot, covered it, and
stored it in her pack
The sight reni nded Covenant of all the things he
did not know about this dream As Atiaran got to her feet, he said, "There's only one thing

need. | want you to talk to nme-tell me all about the Loresraat and the Lords and everything

m ght be interested in." Then because he could not give her the reason for his request, he
concluded lanely, "It'll pass the tine."
Wth a quizzical glance at him she settled her pack on her shoulders. "You are strange, Thomas
Covenant. | think you are too eager to know ny ignorance. But what | know !l will tell you-though
wi t hout your rainment and speech it would pass ny belief to think you an utter stranger to the
Land. Now come. There are treasure-berries aplenty along our way this norning. They will serve as
breakfast. The food we carry nust be kept for the chances of the road."”

Covenant nodded, and foll owed her as she began clinbing out of the ravine. He was relieved to be
nmovi ng again, and the di stance passed quickly. Soon they were down by the river, approaching the
bri dge.
Atiaran strode straight onto the bridge, but when she reached the top of the span she stopped. A
monent after Covenant joined her, she gestured north along the Mthil toward the distant plains.
"l tell you openly, Thomas Covenant," she said, "I do not nean to take a direct path to Lord's
Keep. The Keep is west of north fromus, three hundred | eagues as the eye sees across the Center
Pl ai ns of the Land. There nany people live, in Stonedown and Wodhel ven, and it m ght chance that
both road and help could be found to take us where we nust go. But we could not hope for horses.
They are rare in the Land, and few fol k but those of Revel stone know t hem
"It is in ny heart that we may save time by journeying north, across the Mthil when it sw ngs
east, and so into the land of Andelain, where the fair Hlls are the flower of all the beauties of
the Earth. There we will reach the Soul sease River, and it may be that we will find a boat to
carry us up that sweet stream past the westland of Trothgard, where the pronises of the Lords are
kept, to great Revelstone itself, the Lord' s Keep. Al travelers are blessed by the currents of
the Soul sease, and our journey will end sooner if we find a carrier there. But we nust pass within



fifty | eagues of Munt Thunder-Gavin Threndor." As she said the ancient nane, a shiver seened to
run through her voice. "It is there or nowhere that the Staff of Law has been found, and | do not
wish to go even as close as Andelain to the wong wi el der of such mght."

She paused for a nonent, hesitating, then went on: "There would be rue unending if a corrupt
Cavew ght gai ned possession of the ring you bear-the evil ones are quick to unleash such forces as
wild magic. And even were the Cavewi ght unable to use the ring, | fear that ur-viles still live
under Mount Thunder. They are lore-wi se creatures, and white gold would not surpass them

"But tine rides urgently on us, and we nust save it where we may. And there is another reason for
seeki ng the passage of Andelain at this tine of year-if we hasten. But | should not speak of it.
You will see it and rejoice, if no ill befall us on our way."

She fixed her eyes on Covenant, turning all their inward strength on him so that he felt, as he
had t he previous evening, that she was searching for his weaknesses. He feared that she would

di scover his night's work in his face, and he had to force hinself to neet her gaze until she

said, "Now tell nme, Thonmas Covenant. WIIl you go where | |ead?"
Feeling both shaned and relieved, he answered, "Let's get on with it. I'mready."
"That is well." She nodded, started again toward the east bank. But Covenant spent a nonent

| ooki ng down at the river. Its soft plaint sounded full of echoes, and they seened to noan at him
with serene irony, Does ny inpotence surprise you? A cloud of trouble darkened his face, but he

cl enched hinsel f, rubbed his ring, and stal ked away after Atiaran, leaving the Mthil to flow on
its way like a streamof forgetful ness or a border of death.

As the sun clinbed over the eastern nountains, Atiaran and Covenant were noving north, downstream
along the river toward the open plains. At first, they traveled in silence. Covenant was occupied
with short forays into the hills to his right, gathering aliantha. He found their tangy peach
flavor as keenly delicious as before; a fine essence in their juice made hunger and taste into

poi gnant sensations. He refrained fromtaking all the berries off any one bush he had to range
away from Atiaran's sternly forward track often to get enough food to satisfy himand he scattered
the seeds faithfully, as Lena had taught him Then he had to trot to catch up with Atiaran. In
this way, he passed nearly a | eague, and when he finished eating, the valley was perceptibly
broader. He nmade one |last side trip-this tine to the river for a drink-then hurried to take a
position beside Atiaran.

Sonething in the set of her features seened to ask himnot to talk, so he disciplined hinmself to
stillness with survival drills. Then he strove to regain the nmechanical ticking stride which had
carried himso far from Haven Farm Atiaran appeared resigned to a trek of three hundred | eagues,
but he was not. He sensed that he would need all his leper's skills to hike for even a day wi thout
injuring himself. In the rhythmof his steps, he struggled to master the unruliness of his

si tuation.

He knew that eventually he would have to explain his peculiar danger to Atiaran. He might need her
hel p, at |east her conprehension. But not yet-not yet. He did not have enough control

But after a while, she changed direction, began angling away fromthe river up into the
northeastern foothills. This close to the nountains, the hills were steep and involuted, and she
seened to be followi ng no path. Behind her, Covenant scranbled up and staggered down the rocky,
twi sting slopes, though the natural lay of the land tried constantly to turn them westward. The
sides of his neck started to ache fromthe weight of his pack, and tw tches junped like incipient
cranps under his shoul der bl ades. Soon he was panting heavily, and nuttering against the folly of
Atiaran's choice of directions.

Toward m dnorning, she stopped to rest on the downward curve of a high hill. She renmai ned
standi ng, but Covenant's nuscles were trenbling fromthe exertion, and he dropped to the ground
besi de her, breathing hard. Wen he had regained hinself a little, he panted, "Wy didn't we go
around, north past these hills, then east? Save all this up and down."

"Two reasons"” she said shortly. "Ahead there is a long file north through the hills-easy wal ki ng
so that we will save tine. And agai n"-she paused while she | ooked around-"we nay | ose sonet hi ng.
Since we left the bridge, there has been a fear in nme that we are foll owed. "

"Fol | owed?" Covenant jerked out. "Wo?"

"I do not know. It may be that the spies of the Gray Slayer are already abroad. It is said that
hi s hi ghest servants, his Ravers, cannot die while he yet lives. They have no bodies of their own,
and their spirits wander until they find |iving beings which they can master. Thus they appear as
ani mal s or humans, as chance allows, corrupting the life of the Land. But it is nmy hope that we
will not be followed through these hills. Are you rested? W nust go."

After adjusting her robe under the straps of her pack, she set off again down the slope. A nonent
| ater, Covenant went groaning after her.

For the rest of the norning, he had to drive hinmself to persevere in the face of exhaustion. His



l egs grew nunmb with fatigue, and the weight on his back seemed to constrict his breathing so that
he panted as if he were suffocating. He was not conditioned for such work; |urching unsteadily, he
stunmbl ed up and down the hills. Tine and again, only his boots and tough trousers saved him from
damage. But Atiaran noved ahead of himsnoothly, with hardly a wasted notion or fal se step, and
the sight of her drew hi monward.

But finally she turned down into a long ravine that ran north as far as he could see, like a cut
inthe hills. Asmall streamflowed down the center of the file, and they stopped beside it to
drink, bathe their faces, and rest. This tine, they both took off their packs and dropped to the
ground. Groaning deeply, Covenant lay flat on his back with his eyes cl osed

For a while he sinply relaxed, listened to his own hoarse respiration until it softened and he
coul d hear behind it the wind whistling softly. Then he opened his eyes to take in his

surroundi ngs.

He found hinself | ooking up four thousand feet at Kevin's Watch

The view was unexpected; he sat up as if to look at it nore closely. The Watch was just east and
south fromhim and it |eaned out into the sky fromits cliff face |like an accusing finger. At

t hat distance, the stone | ooked black and fatal, and it seemed to hang over the file down which he
and Atiaran would walk. It renminded him of the Despiser and darkness.

"Yes," Atiaran said, "that is Kevin's Watch. There stood Kevin Landwaster, Hi gh Lord and wi el der
of the Staff, direct descendant of Berek Halfhand, in the last battle against the Gay Slayer. It
is said that there he knew defeat, and mad grief. In the blackness which whel ned his heart he-the
nost powerful chanpion in all the ages of the Land-even he, High Lord Kevin, sworn Earthfriend,
brought down the Desecration, the end of all things in the Land for nmany generations. It is not a
good oren that you have been there."

As she spoke, Covenant turned toward her, and saw that she was ,gazing, not up at the rock, but
inward, as if she were considering how badly she would have failed in Kevin's place. Then
abruptly, she gathered herself and stood up. "But there is no help for it," she said. "Qur path
Iies under the shadow of the Watch for nmany | eagues. Now we nust go on." \Wen Covenant npaned, she
commanded, "Cone. W dare not go slowy, for fear that we will be too late at the end. Qur way is

easier now. And if it will help your steps, | will talk to you of the Land."
Reachi ng for his pack, Covenant asked, "Are we still being foll owed?"
"I do not know. | have neither heard nor seen any sign. But my heart misgives ne. | feel sone

wrong upon our path this day."

Covenant pulled on his pack and staggered wincing to his feet. His heart m sgave himal so, for
reasons of its own. Here under Kevin's Watch, the hunming wi nd sounded |ike the thrum of distant
vulture wings. Settling the pack straps on his raw shoul ders, he bent under the weight, and went
with Atiaran down the bottomof the file.

For the nost part, the cut was straight and smoot h-fl oored, though never nore than fifteen feet-
across. However, there was room beside the narrow stream for Atiaran and Covenant to wal k
together. As they traveled, pausing at every rare aliantha to pick and eat a few berries, Atiaran
sketched in a few of the wide blanks in Covenant's know edge of the Land.

"It is difficult to know how to speak of it," she began. "Everything is part of everything, and
each question which | can answer raises three nore which | cannot. My lore is linted to what all
learn quickly in their first years in the Loresraat. But | will tell you what | can

"Berek Heartthew s son was Danelon G antfriend, and his son was Loric Vilesilencer, who stemed
the corruption of the Denondim rendering theminpotent.” As she spoke, her voice took on a
cadence that rem nded Covenant of her singing. She did not recite dry facts; she narrated a tale
that was of sovereign inportance to her, to the Land. "And Kevin, whom we nane Landwaster nore in
pity than in condemation of his despair, was the son of Loric, and High Lord in his place when
the Staff was passed on. For a thousand years, Kevin stood at the head of the Council, and he
extended the Earthfriendship of the Lords beyond anythi ng known before in the Land, and he was
greatly honored.

"In his early years, he was wise as well as mighty and know edgeabl e. Wen he saw the first hints
that the ancient shadow was alive, he |ooked far into the chances of the future, and what he saw
gave himcause to fear. Therefore he gathered all his Lore into Seven Wards

Seven Wards of ancient Lore For Land's protection, wall and door

and hid them so that his knowl edge woul d not pass fromthe Land even if he and the A d Lords
fell

"For many nmany |ong years the Land lived on in peace. But during that tine, the Gray Slayer rose
up in the guise of a friend. In some way, the eyes of Kevin were blinded, and he accepted his
eneny as a friend and Lord. And for that reason, the Lords and all their works passed fromthe
Eart h.



"But when Kevin's betrayal had brought defeat and Desol ati on, and the Land had | ain under the bane
for many generations, and had begun to heal, it called out to the people who lived in hiding in
the Wastes and the Northron Cinbs. Slowy, they returned. As the years passed, and the hones and
vi |l | ages becane secure, sone folk traveled, exploring the Land in search of half-renmenbered

| egends. And when they finally braved G ant Wods, they came to the old | and of Seareach, and
found that the G ants, Rockbrothers of the people of the Land, had survived the Ritual of
Desecrati on.

"There are many songs, old and new, praising the fealty of the G ants-with good reason. Wen the
G ants |l earned that people had returned to the Land, they began a great journey, sojourning over
all the Land to every new Stonedown and Wodhel ven, teaching the tale of Kevin's defeat and
renewi ng the ol d Rockbrotherhood. Then, taking with themthose people who chose to cone, the
giants ended their journey at Revel stone, the agel ess castle-city which they had riven out of the
rock of the mountain for H gh Lord Danel on, as surety of the bond between them

"At Revel stone, the Gants gave a gift to the gathered people. They revealed the First Ward, the
fundamental store of the beginnings of Kevin's Lore. For he had trusted it to the G ants before
the last battle. And the peopl e accepted that Ward and consecrated t hensel ves, swearing
Earthfriendship and loyalty to the Power and beauty of the Land.

"One thing nore they swore-Peace, a cal mess of self to protect the Land from destructive enotions
Ii ke those that naddened Kevin. For it was clear to all there gathered that power is a dreadfu
thing, and that the know edge of power dins the seeing of the wi se. Wen they beheld the First
Ward, they feared a new Desecration. Therefore they swore to naster the Lore, so that they m ght
heal the Land-and to naster themselves, so that they would not fall into the anger and despair

whi ch nade Kevin his own worst foe.

"These oaths were carried back to all the people of the Land, and all the people swore. Then the
few who were chosen at Revel stone for the great work took the First Ward to Kurash Pl enet hor
Stricken Stone, where the gravest damage of the last battle was done. They naned the | and
Trothgard, as a token of their pronmise of healing, and there they founded the Loresraat-a place of
| earni ng where they sought to regain the know edge and power of the AOd Lords, and to train
themselves in the Cath of Peace."

Then Atiaran fell silent, and she and Covenant wal ked down the file in stillness textured by the
whi spering of the stream and by the occasional calls of the birds. He found that her tale did help
himto keep up their pace. It caused himto forget hinself sonewhat, forget the raw ache of his
shoul ders and feet. And her voice seened to give himstrength; her tale was |ike a promi se that
any exhaustion borne in the Land's service would not be wasted.

After a time, he urged her to continue. "Can you tell nme about the Loresraat?"

The bitter vehenence of her reply surprised him "Do you remind nme that | amof all people the

|l east worthy to talk of these matters? You, Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold wi el der-do
you reproach nme?"

He could only stare dunbly at her, unable to fathomthe years of struggling that filled her

spaci ous eyes.

"I do not need your rem nders."

But a nonent |ater she faced forward again, her expression set to neet the north. "Now you

reproach me indeed," she said. "I amtoo easily hurt that the whole world knows what | know so
well nyself. Like a guilty woman, | fail to believe the innocence of others. Please pardon ne-you
shoul d receive better treatnment than this.”

Bef ore he could respond, she forged ahead. "In this way | describe the Loresraat. It stands in
Trothgard in the Valley of Two Rivers, and it is a community of study and |learning. To that place
go all who will, and there they consecrate thenselves to Earthfriendship and the Lore of the AQd
Lords.

"This Lore is a deep matter, not mastered yet despite all the years and effort that have been
given to it. The chiefest problemis translation, for the |language of the A d Lords was not |ike
ours, and the words which are sinple at one place are difficult at another. And after translation
the Lore nmust be interpreted, and then the skills to use it nust be | earned. Wien |"-she faltered
briefly-"when | studied there, the Lorewardens who taught nme said that all the Loresraat had not
yet passed the surface of Kevin's mighty know edge. And that know edge is only a seventh part of
the whole, the First Ward of Seven."

Covenant heard an unwitting echo of Foul's contenpt in her words, and it nade himlisten to her

still nmore closely.
"Easiest of translation,"” she went on, "has been the Warlore, the arts of battle and defense. But
there much skill is required. Therefore one part of the Loresraat deals solely with those who

woul d follow the Sword, and join the Warward of Lord's Keep. But there have been no wars in our



time, and in ny years at the Loresraat the Warward nunbered scarcely two thousand men and wonen.
"Thus the chief work of the Loresraat is in teaching and studying the | anguage and know edge of
the Earthpower. First, the new | earners are taught the history of the Land, the prayers and songs
and | egends-in time, all that is known of the A d Lords and their struggles against the Gay

Sl ayer. Those who master this becone Lorewardens. They teach others, or search out new know edge
and power fromthe First Ward. The price of such mastery is high-such purity and determ nati on and
i nsi ght and courage are required by Kevin's Lore-and there are sone,"” she said as if she were
resolved not to spare her own feelings, "who cannot match the need. | failed when that which

| earned made ny heart quail-when the Lorewardens led ne to see, just a little way, into the
Despite of the Gray Slayer. That | could not bear, and so | broke ny devotion, and returned to
Mthil Stonedown to use the little that | knew for ny people. And now, when | have forgotten so
much, ny trial is upon ne."

She sighed deeply, as if it grieved her to consent to her fate. "But that is no matter. In the
Loresraat, those who follow and naster both Sword and Staff, who earn a place in the Warward and
anong the Lorewardens, and who do not turn away to pursue private dreans in isolation, as do the
Unfettered those brave hearts are named Lords, and they join the Council which guides the healing
and protection of the Land. Fromtheir nunber, they choose the H gh Lord, to act for all as the
Lore requires:

And one High Lord to wield the Law
To keep all uncorrupt Earth's Power's core.

"In ny years at the Loresraat, the High Lord was Variol Tanmarantha-mate son of Pentil. But he was
old, even for a Lord, and the Lords live |Ionger than other fol k-and our Stonedown has had no news
of Revel stone or Loresraat for many years. | do not know who | eads the Council now. "

Wt hout thinking, Covenant said, "Prothall son of Dwillian."

"Ah!" Atiaran gasped. "He knows ne. As a Lorewarden he taught ne the first prayers. He will
renenber that | failed, and will not trust ny mssion.” She shook her head in pain. Then, after a
monment's refl ection, she added, "And you have known this. You know all. Wy do you seek to shane
t he rudeness of my know edge? That is not kind."

"Hel I fire!" Covenant snapped. Her reproach made hi m suddenly angry. "Everybody in this whole

busi ness, you and"-but he could not bring hinmself to say Lena's name" and everyone keep accusing
me of being some sort of closet expert. | tell you, | don't know one damm thing about this unless
sonmeone explains it to ne. |I'mnot your bl oody Berek."

Atiaran gave hima |l ook full of skepticismthe fruit of |ong, harsh self-doubt-and he felt an
answering urge to prove hinself in sone way. He stopped, pulled hinself erect against the weight
of his pack. "This is the nessage of Lord Foul the Despiser: “Say to the Council of Lords, and to
H gh Lord Prothall son of Dwillian, that the utternost limt of their span of days upon the Land
is seven times seven years fromthis present tinme. Before the end of those days are numnbered,

wi Il have the command of |life and death in my hand. "'

Abruptly, he caught hinself. H s words seened to beat down the file |like ravens, and he felt a hot
| eper's shame in his cheeks, as though he had defiled the day. For an instant, conplete stillness
surrounded himthe birds were as silent as if they had been stricken out of the sky, and the
stream appeared notionless. In the noon heat, his flesh was slick with sweat.

For that instant, Atiaran gaped aghast at him Then she cried, "Ml enkurion abatha! Do not speak
it until you nust! | cannot preserve us fromsuch ills."

The sil ence shuddered, passed; the stream began chattering again, and a bird swooped by overhead
Covenant w ped his forehead with an unsteady hand. "Then stop treating ne as if |I'msonething |I'm
not . "

"How can | ?" she responded heavily. "You are closed to nme, Thonas Covenant. | do not see you."

She used the word see as if it meant something he did not understand. "Wat do you mean, you don't
see ne?" he demanded sourly. "lI'mstanding right in front of you."

"You are closed to ne," she repeated. "I do not know whether you are well or ill."

He blinked at her uncertainly, then realized that she had unwittingly given hima chance to tel

her about his | eprosy. He took the opportunity; he was angry enough for the job now Putting aside
hi s i nconprehension, he grated, "Ill, of course. I"'ma |leper."

At this, Atiaran groaned as if he had just confessed to a crine. "Then woe to the Land, for you
have the wild magi ¢ and can undo us all."

"WIl you cut that out?" Brandishing his left fist, he gritted, "It's just a ring. To rem nd ne of
everything | have to live without. It's got no nore-wild nmagic-than a rock."

"The Earth is the source of all power," whispered Atiaran



Wth an effort, Covenant refrained fromshouting his frustration at her. She was tal king past him
reacting to himas if his words meant sonething he had not intended. "Back up a mnute,” he said.
"Let's get this straight. | said |l was ill. Wiat does that nean to you? Don't you even have

di seases in this world?"

For an instant, her lips formed the word di seases. Then a sudden fear tightened her face, and her
gaze sprang up past Covenant's |eft shoul der

He turned to see what frightened her. He found nothing behind him but as he scanned the west rim
of the file, he heard a scrabbling noise. Pebbles and shale fell into the cut.

"The follower!" Atiaran cried. "Run! Run!"

Her urgency caught him he spun and foll owed her as fast as he could go down the file.
Monmentarily, he forgot his weakness, the weight of his pack, the heat. He pounded after Atiaran's
racing heels as if he could hear his pursuer poised above himon the rimof the file. But soon his
I ungs seened to be tearing under the exertion, and he began to | ose his bal ance. Wen he stunbl ed,
his fragile body al nbst struck the ground.

Atiaran shouted, "Run!" but he hauled up short, swung trenbling around to face the pursuit.

A leaping figure flashed over the edge of the cut and dropped toward him He dodged away fromthe
plumet, flung up his arms to ward off the figure's sw nging arm

As the attacker passed, he scored the backs of Covenant's fingers with a knife. Then he hit the
ground and rolled, cane to his feet with his back to the east wall of the cut, his knife weaving
threats in front of him

The sunlight seened to etch everything starkly in Covenant's vision. He saw the unevennesses of
the wall, the shadows stretched under themlike rictus.

The attacker was a young man with a powerful franme and dark hair-unm stakably a Stonedownor
though taller than nost. Hs knife was made of stone, and woven into the shoulders of his tunic
was his family insignia, a pattern like crossed Iightning. Rage and hate strained his features as
if his skull were splitting. "Raver!" he yelled. "Ravisher!"”

He approached sw nging his blade. Covenant was forced to retreat until he stood in the stream
ankl edeep in cool water

Atiaran was running toward them though she was too far away to intervene between Covenant and the
kni f e.

Bl ood welled fromthe backs of his fingers. H's pulse throbbed in the cuts, throbbed in his
fingertips.

He heard Atiaran's commandi ng shout: "Triock!"

The knife slashed closer. He saw it as clearly as if it were engraved on his eyeballs.

Hi s pul se pounded in his fingertips.

The young man gathered hinself for a killing thrust.

Atiaran shouted again, "Triock! Are you mad? You swore the Cath of Peace!"

In his fingertips?

He snatched up his hand, stared at it. But his sight was suddenly dimw th awe. He could not grasp
what was happeni ng.

That's inpossible, he breathed in the utterest astoni shment. |npossible.

Hi s numb, |eprosy-ridden fingers were aflame with pain.

Atiaran neared the two nen and stopped, dropped

for a noment before she rasped hoarsely, "Loyalty is due. | forbid your vengeance."
"Does he go unpuni shed?" protested Triock
"There is peril in the Land," she answered. "Let the Lords punish him" A taste of blood sharpened

her voice. "They will know what to think of a stranger who attacks the innocent." Then her
weakness returned. "The matter is beyond ne. Triock, remenber your GCath." She gripped her

shoul ders, knotted her fingers in the | eaf pattern of her robe as if to hold her sorrow down.
Triock turned toward Covenant. There was somnething broken in the 'young man's face-a shattered or
wast ed capacity for contentnment, joy. He snarled with the force of an anathenma, "I know you
Unbeliever. W will meet again." Then abruptly he began noving away. He accelerated until he was
sprinting, beating out his reproaches on the hard floor of the file. In a nmonent, he reached a

pl ace where the west wall sloped away, and then he was out of sight, gone fromthe cut into the
hills.

"I nmpossi bl e,” Covenant nurnured. "Can't happen. Nerves don't regenerate." But his fingers hurt as
if they were being crushed with pain. Apparently nerves did regenerate in the Land. He wanted to
scream agai nst the darkness and the terror, but he seened to have lost all control of his throat,
voi ce, self.

As if froma distance made great by abhorrence or pity, Atiaran said, "You have made of ny heart a
wi | derl and. "



"Nerves don't regenerate.
scream "They don't."
"Does that nmake you free?" she demanded softly, bitterly. "Does it justify your crinme?"

"Crime?" He heard the word like a knife thrust through the beating wings. "Crinme?" H s blood ran
fromthe cuts as if he were a normal man, but the flow was decreasing steadily. Wth a sudden
convul si on, he caught hold of hinself, cried mserably, "I'min pain!"

Covenant's throat clenched as if he were gaggi ng, but he coul d not

The sound of his wail jolted him knocked the swirling darkness back a step. Pain! The

i mpossibility bridged a gap for him Pain was for healthy people, people whose nerves were alive.
Can't happen. O course it can't. That proves it -proves this is all a dream

Al'l at once, he felt an acute desire to weep. But he was a | eper, and had spent too much tine

| earning to dam such enotional channels. Lepers could not afford grief. Trenbling feverishly, he
pl unged his cut hand into the stream

"Pain is pain," Atiaran grated. "Wat is your pain to ne? You have done a black deed, Unbeliever
violent and cruel, without commitnment or sharing. You have given nme a pain that no blood or tine
will wash clean. And Lena ny daughter-1 Ah, | pray that the Lords will punish-punish!"

The running water was chill and clear. After a nonment, his fingers began to sting in the cold, and
an ache spread up through his knuckles to his wist. Red pluned away fromhis cuts down the
stream but the cold water soon stopped his bleeding. As he watched the current rinse clean his
injury, his grief and fear turned to anger. Because Atiaran was his only conpani on, he grow ed at
her, "Wy should | go? None of this matters-1 don't give a damm about your precious Land."

"By the Seven!" Atiaran's hard tone seened to chisel words out of the air. "You will go to

Revel stone if | nust drag you each step of the way."

He lifted his hand to examine it. Triock's knife had sliced himas neatly as a razor; there were
no jagged edges to conceal dirt or roughen the healing. But the cut had reached bone in his mddle
two fingers, and bl ood still seeped fromthem He stood up. For the first time since he had been
attacked, he | ooked at Atiaran

She stood a few paces fromhim w th her hands cl enched together at her heart as if its pul sing
hurt her. She glared at hi mabomi nably, and her face was taut with intinmations of fierce, rough
strength. He could see that she was prepared to fight himto Revelstone if necessary. She shaned
him aggravated his ire. Belligerently, he waved his injury at her. "I need a bandage."

For an instant, her gaze intensified as if she were about to hurl herself at him But then she
mast ered herself, swallowed her pride. She went over to her pack, opened it, and took out a strip
of white cloth, which she tore at an appropriate |l ength as she returned to Covenant. Holding his
hand carefully, she inspected the cut, nodded her approval of its condition, then bound the soft
fabric firmy around his fingers. "I have no hurtloam" she said, "and cannot take the tine to
search for it. But the cut |ooks well, and will heal cleanly."

When she was done, she went back to her pack. Swinging it onto her shoul ders, she said, "Come. W
have lost tinme." Wthout a glance at Covenant, she set off down the file.

He remai ned where he was for a nmonent, tasting the ache of his fingers. There was a hot edge to
his hurt, as if the knife were still in the wound. But he had the answer to it now. The darkness
had receded somewhat, and he could | ook about himw thout panic. Yet he was still afraid. He was
dream ng healthy nerves; he had not realized that he was so close to collapse. Hel pless, lying
unconsci ous sonewhere, he was in the grip of a crisis-a crisis of his ability to survive. To

weat her it he would need every bit of discipline or intransigence he could find.

On an inpul se, he bent and tried to pull Triock's knife fromthe ground with his right hand. Hs
hal fgrip slipped when he tugged straight up on the handle, but by working it back and forth he was
able to loosen it, draw it free. The whole knife was shaped and polished out of one flat sliver of
stone, with a haft |eather-bound for a secure hold, and an edge that seened sharp enough for
shaving. He tested it on his left forearm and found that it lifted off his hair as snmoothly as if
the bl ade were | ubri cat ed.

He slipped it under his belt. Then he hitched his pack higher on his shoulders and started after
Atiaran.

N NE: Jehannum

BEFORE t he afternoon was over, he had | apsed into a dull, hypnotized throb of pain. H s pack
straps constricted the circulation in his arms, nultiplied the aching of his hand; his danp socks
gave himblisters to which his toes were acutely and inpossibly sensitive; weariness nmade his
muscl es as awkward as | ead. But Atiaran noved constantly, severely, ahead of himdown the file,



and he followed her as if he were being dragged by the coercion of her will. H s eyes becane
sightless with fatigue; he lost all sense of tinme, of novenent, of everything except pain. He
hardly knew that he had fallen asleep, and he felt a detached, inpersonal sense of surprise when
he was finally shaken awake.

He found hinself Iying in twilight on the floor of the file. After rousing him Atiaran handed him
a bowl of hot broth. Dazedly, he gulped at it. Wen the bow was enpty, she took it and handed him
a large flask of springwine. He gulped it also.

From his stonmach, the springw ne seened to send | ong, soothing fingers out to caress and rel ax
each of his raw nuscles, |oosening themuntil he felt that he could no | onger sit up. He adjusted
his pack as a pillow, then lay down to sleep again. His last sight before his eyes fell shut was
of Atiaran, sitting enshadowed on the far side of the graveling pot, her face set relentlessly
toward the north.

The next day dawned clear, cool, and fresh. Atiaran finally succeeded in awakeni ng Covenant as
darkness was fading fromthe sky. He sat up painfully, rubbed his face as if it had gone nunb
during the night. A nonent passed before he recollected the new sensitivity of his nerves; then he
flexed his hands, stared at themas if he had never seen them before. They were alive, alive.

He pushed the bl anket aside to uncover his feet. When he squeezed his toes through his boots, the
pain of his blisters answered sharply. H s toes were as alive as his fingers

H's guts twisted sickly. Wth a groan, he asked hinself, How | ong-how long is this going to go on?
He did not feel that he could endure nuch nore.

Then he renenbered that he had not had on a bl anket when he went to sleep the night before.
Atiaran must have spread it over him

He wi nced, avoided her eyes by shanbling woodenly to the streamto wash his face. Were did she
find the courage to do such things for hin? As he splashed cold water on his neck and cheeks, he
found that he was afraid of her again.

But she did not act |like a threat. She fed him checked the bandage on his injured hand, packed up
the canp as if he were a burden to which she had al ready becone habituated. Only the lines of

sl eepl essness around her eyes and the grim set of her nobuth showed that she was cl enching herself.
When she was ready to go, he gave hinself a deliberate VSE, then forced his shoulders into the
straps of his pack and followed her down the file as if her stiff back were a demand he coul d not
ref use.

Bef ore the day was done, he was an expert on that back. It never conprom sed; it never admtted a
doubt about its authority, never offered the nerest conm seration. Though his nuscles tightened
until they becane as inarticulate as bone-though the aching rictus of his shoul ders made hi m hunch
in his pack like a cripple-though the | eagues aggravated his sore feet until he hobbled along like
a man harried by vultures-her back conpelled himlike an ultimatum keep nmoving or go mad; |

pernmit no other alternatives. And he could not deny her. She stal ked ahead of himlike a nightmare
figure, and he followed as if she held the key to his existence.

Late in the norning, they left the end of the file, and found thensel ves on a heathered hill side
al nrost directly north of the high, grimfinger of Kevin's Watch. They could see the South Pl ains
off to the west; and as soon as the file ended, the streamturned that way, flowing to sone
distant union with the Mthil. But Atiaran | ed Covenant still northward, weaving her way al ong
fragmentary tracks and across unpat hed | eas which bordered the hills on her right.

To the west, the grasslands of the plains were stiff with bracken, purplish in the sunlight. And
to the east, the hills rose calmy, cresting a few hundred feet higher than the path which Atiaran
chose along their sides. In this mddle ground, the heather alternated with broad swaths of

bl uegrass. The hillsides wore flowers and butterflies around thick copses of wattle and clusters
of taller trees-oaks and sycanores, a few elns, and sone gol d-|eaved trees-Atiaran called them

"G lden"-which | ooked like maples. Al the colors-the trees, the heather, and bracken, the
aliantha, the flowers, and the infinite azure sky-were vibrant with the eagerness of spring, |ush
and exuberant rebirth of the world.

But Covenant had no strength to take in such things. He was blind and deaf w th exhaustion, pain

i nconpr ehensi on. Like a penitent, he plodded on through the afternoon at Atiaran's behest.

At last the day cane to an end. Covenant covered the final |eague staggering nunbly, though he did
not pass out on his feet as he had the previous day; and when Atiaran halted and dropped her pack
he toppled to the grass like a, felled tree. But his overstrained nuscles twitched as if they were
appal  ed; he could not hold themstill without clenching. In involuntary restlessness, he hel ped
Atiaran by unpacking the bl ankets whil e she cooked supper. During their neal, the sun set across
the plains, streaking the grasslands with shadows and | avender; and when the stars came out he |ay
and watched them trying with the help of springw ne to make hinself rel ax.

At last he faded into sleep. But his slunbers were troubled. He dreamed that he was trudging



through a desert hour after hour, while a sardonic voice urged himto enjoy the freshness of the
grass. The pattern ran obsessively in his mnd until he felt that he was sweating anger. \Wen the
dawn cane to wake him he net it as if it were an affront to his sanity.

He found that his feet were already growi ng tougher, and his cut hand had heal ed al npst
completely. H s overt pain was fading. But his nerves were no less alive. He could feel the ends
of his socks with his toes, could feel the breeze on his fingers. Now the i mediacy of these

i nexplicabl e sensations began to infuriate him They were evidence of health, vitality-a whol eness
he had spent |long, mserable nonths of his |ife learning to live w thout-and they seened to
inundate himwith terrifying inplications. They seened to deny the reality of his disease.

But that was inpossible. It's one or the other, he panted fiercely. Not both. Either I'ma |eper
or I'mnot. Either Joan divorced me or she never existed. There's no middle ground.

Wth an effort that made himgrind his teeth, he averred, I"'ma leper. I'"'mdreamng. That's a
fact.

He could not bear the alternative. If he were dreaning, he mght still be able to save his sanity,
survive, endure. But if the Land were real, actual-- ah, then the |ong anguish of his | eprosy was

a dream and he was nad al ready, beyond hope.

Any belief was better than that. Better to struggle for a sanity he could at |east recognize than
to submit to a "health" which surpassed all explanation

He chewed the gristle of such thoughts for |eagues as he trudged al ong behind Atiaran, but each
argurent brought him back to the sane position. The nystery of his | eprosy was all the nystery he
could tolerate, accept as fact. It deternmined his response to every other question of credibility.
It nade himstalk along at Atiaran's back as if he were ready to attack her at any provocation
Nevert hel ess, he did receive one benefit fromhis dilemma. Its inmedi ate presence and tangibility
built a kind of wall between himand the particular fears and actions whi ch had threatened him
earlier. Certain menories of violence and blood did not recur. And without shane to goad it, his
anger remai ned nanageabl e, discrete. It did not inpel himto rebel against Atiaran's
unconpron si ng | ead.

Throughout that third day, her erect, relentless formdid not relax its conpul sion. Up slopes and
down hillsides, across glens, around thickets-along the western margin of the hills-she drew him
onward against his funming mnd and recalcitrant flesh. But early in the afternoon she stopped
suddenl y, | ooked about her as if she had heard a distant cry of fear. Her unexpected anxiety
startled Covenant, but before he could ask her what was the matter, she started grinly forward

agai n.
Sone tine |ater she repeated her performance. This tinme, Covenant saw that she was snelling the
air as if the breeze carried an erratic scent of evil. He sniffed, but snelled nothing. "Wat is

it?" he asked. "Are we being followed again?"

She did not look at him "Wuld that Trell were here," she breathed distractedly. "Perhaps he
woul d know why the Land is so unquiet." Wthout explanation she swng hasteni ng away northward
once nore.

That evening she halted earlier than usual. Late in the afternoon, he noticed that she was | ooking
for sonething, a sign of sone kind in the grass and trees; but she said nothing to explain
hersel f, and so he could do nothing but watch and follow Then wi thout warning she turned sharply
to the right, noved into a shallow valley between two hills. They had to skirt the edge of the
valley to avoid a | arge patch of branbles which covered nost of its bottom and in a few hundred
yards they canme to a wide, thick copse in the northern hill. Atiaran wal ked around the copse, then
unexpectedly vanished into it.

Di My wondering, Covenant went to the spot where she had di sappeared. There he was able to pick
out a thin sliver of a path leading into the copse. He had to turn sideways to follow this path
around sone of

the trees, but in twenty feet he came to an open space |ike a chanber grown into the center of the
woods.

The space was lit by light filtering through the walls, which were forned of saplings standing
closely side by side in a rude rectangle; and a faint rustling breeze bl ew through them But

i nterwoven branches and | eaves nmade a tight roof for the chanber. It was confortably | arge enough
for three or four people, and along each of its walls were grassy nounds |ike beds. In one corner
stood a larger tree with a hollow center, into which shelves had been built, and these were | aden
with pots and flasks made of both wood and stone. The whol e pl ace seemed deliberately wel com ng
and cozy.

As Covenant |ooked around, Atiaran set her pack on one of the beds, and said abruptly, "This is a
Wayneet." Wien he turned a face full of questions toward her, she sighed and went on, "A resting
place for travelers. Here is food and drink and sleep for any who pass this way."



She nmoved away to inspect the contents of the shelves, and her busyness forced Covenant to hold
onto his questions until a tine when she night be nore accessible. But while she replenished the
supplies in her pack and prepared a neal, he sat and reflected that she was not ever likely to be
accessible to him and he was in no nood to be kept in ignorance. So after they had eaten, and
Atiaran had settled herself for the night, he said with as nuch gentl eness as he coul d manage,
"Tell me nore about this place. Maybe 1'll need to know sonetine."

She kept her face away fromhim and lay silent in the gathering darkness for a while. She seened
to be waiting for courage, and when at |ast she spoke, she sighed only, "Ask."

Her delay made himabrupt. "Are there many places like this?"

"There are many throughout the Land."

"Why? Who sets them up?”

"The Lords caused themto be nade. Revelstone is only one place, and the people live in many
therefore the Lords sought a way to help travelers, so that people nmight cone to Revel stone and to
each other nore easily."

"Well, who takes care of thenP? There's fresh food here."

Atiaran sighed again, as if she found tal king to him arduous. The ni ght had deepened; he could see
not hi ng of her but a shadow as she explained tiredly, "Among the Denondi m spawn that survived the
Desol ation, there were some who recalled Loric Vilesilencer with gratitude. They turned agai nst
the ur-viles, and asked the Lords to give thema service to perform as expiation for the sins of
their kindred. These creatures, the Waynhim care for the Wayneets -helping the trees to grow,
providing food and drink. But the bond between nmen and Waynhimis fragile, and you will not see
one. They serve for their own reasons, not for |ove of us-performng sinple tasks to redeemthe
evil of their mighty lore."”

The darkness in the chanber was now conplete. In spite of his irritation, Covenant felt ready to
sl eep. He asked only one nore question. "How did you find this place? Is there a map?"

"There is no map. A Wayneet is a bl essing which one who travels accepts wherever it is found-a
token of the health and hospitality of the Land. They nmay be found when they are needed. The
Waynhi m | eave signs in the surrounding |and."

Covenant thought he could hear a note of appreciation in her voice which clashed with her

rel uctance. The sound rem nded hi mof her constant burden of conflicts-her sense of persona
weakness in the face of the Land's strong need, her desires to both punish and preserve him But
he soon forgot such things as the image of Wayneets filled his reverie. Enfolded by the snell of
the fresh grass on which he lay, he swing easily into sleep.

During the night, the weat her changed. The norning cane gl oweri ng under heavy clouds on a ragged
wi nd out of the north, and Covenant net it with a nmassive frown that seened to weigh down his
forehead. He awoke before Atiaran called him Though he had slept soundly in the security of the
Wayneet, he felt as tired as if he had spent the whole night shouting at hinself.

VWil e Atiaran was preparing breakfast, he took out Triock's knife, then scanned the shel ves and
found a basin for water and a snmall mrror. He could not | ocate any soap-apparently the Waynhi m
relied on the sane fine sand which he had used in Atiaran's hone. So he braced hinself to shave
without lather. Triock's knife felt clumsy in his right hand, and he coul d not shake lurid visions
of slitting his throat.

To marshal his courage, he studied hinmself in the mirror. H's hair was tousled wildly; with his

stubbl ed beard he | ooked like a rude prophet. His lips were thin and tight, |ike the chiseled
mout h of an oracle, and there was grit in his gaunt eyes. Al he needed to conplete the picture
was a touch of frenzy. Muttering silently, Al in good tinme, he brought the knife to his cheek

To his surprise, the blade felt slick on his skin, and it cut his whiskers w thout having to be
scraped over themrepeatedly. In a short time, he had given hinmself a shave whi ch appeared
adequate, at |east by contrast, and he had not damaged hinself. Wth a sardonic nod toward his
reflection, he put the blade away in his pack and began eating his breakfast.

Soon he and Atiaran were ready to | eave the Wayneet. She notioned for himto precede her; he went
ahead a few steps along the path, then stopped to see what she was doing. As she |eft the chanber,
she raised her head to the leafy ceiling, and said softly, "W give thanks for the Wayneet. The
giving of this gift honors us, and in accepting it we return honor to the giver. W |eave in
Peace." Then she foll owed Covenant out of the copse.

When they reached the open valley, they found dark clouds piling over them out of the north.
Tensely, Atiaran |ooked at the sky, snelled the sir; she seened distraught by the com ng rain. Her
reacti on made the boiling thunderheads appear om nous to Covenant, and when she turned sharply
down the valley to resune her northward path, he hurried after her, calling out, "Wat's the
matter?"

"I'l'l upon evil,"'

she replied. "Do you not snell it? The Land is unquiet."



"What's wrong?"

"l do not know," she murrmured so quietly that he could barely hear her. "There is a shadow in the
air. And this rain-! Ali, the Land!"

"What's wwong with rain? Don't you get rain in the spring?"

"Not fromthe north," she answered over her shoulder. "The spring of the Land arises fromthe

sout hwest. No, this rain comes straight from G avin Threndor. The Cavew ght Staff w ong-w el der
tests his power-1 feel it. W are too late.™

She stiffened her pace into the claws of the wi nd, and Covenant pressed on behind her. As the
first raindrops struck his forehead, he asked, "Does this Staff really run the weather?"

"The O d Lords did not use it so---they had no wish to violate the Land. But who can say what such
power may acconplish?"

Then the full clouts of the stormhit them The wind scourged the rain southward as if the sky
were |lashing out at them at every defenseless living thing. Soon the hillsides were drenched with
ferocity. The wind rent at the trees, tore, battered the grass; it struck daylight fromthe hills,
buried the earth in preternatural night. In nonents, Atiaran and Covenant were soaked, gasping
through the torrent. They kept their direction by facing the dark fury, but they could see nothing
of the terrain; they staggered down rough sl opes, wandered hel pl essly into hip-deep streans,

| urched headl ong t hrough thickets; they forced against the wind as if it were the current of sone
stinging linbo, sone abyss running from nowhere nercilessly into nowhere. Yet Atiaran |unged
onward erect, with careless determ nation, and the fear of |osing her kept Covenant | unbering at
her heel s.

But he was wearying rapidly. Wth an extra effort that made his chest ache, he caught up to
Atiaran, grabbed her shoul der, shouted in her ear, "Stop! W've got to stop!"”

"No!" she screaned back. "We are too late!l | do not dare!"
Her voice barely reached himthrough the how of the wind. She started to pull away, and he
tightened his grip on her robe, yelling, "No choice! W'll kill ourselves!" The rain thrashed

brutally; for an instant he alnost |ost his hold. He got his other arm around her, tugged her
stream ng face close to his. "Shelter!" he cried. "W've got to stop!"

Through the water, her face had a drowning | ook as she answered, "Never! No tine!" Wth a quick
thrust of her weight and a swing of her arns, she broke his grip, tripped himto the ground.

Bef ore he could recover, she snatched up his right hand and began draggi ng hi mon through the
grass and rud, hauling himlike an unsupportabl e burden agai nst the opposition of the storm Her
pul | was so desperate that she had taken hi mseveral yards before he coul d heave upward and get
his feet under him

As he braced hinsel f, her hold slipped off his hand, and she fell away fromhim Shouting, "By
hell, we're going to stop!" he |leaped after her. But she eluded his grasp, ran unevenly away from
himinto the spite of the storm

He stunbl ed al ong behind her. For several |ong nonments, he slipped and scranbl ed through the
flailing rain after her untouchable back, furious to get his hands on her. But some inner resource
gal vani zed her strength beyond anything he could match; soon he failed at the pace. The rain
hanpered himas if he were trying to run on the bottom of a breaki ng wave.

Then a vicious skid sent himsledding down the hill with his face full of nmud. \Wen he | ooked up
again through the rain and dirt, Atiaran had vanished into the dark stormas if she were in terror
of him dreaded his touch

Fighting his way to his feet, Covenant roared at the ranpant clouds, "Hellfire! You can't do this
to me!"

Wthout warning, just as his fury peaked, a huge white flash expl oded beside him He felt that a
bolt of lightning had struck his |eft hand.

The blast threw himup the hill to his right. For uncounted noments, he |ay dazed, conscious only
of the power of the detonation and the flamng pain in his hand. H's wedding ring seemed to be on
fire. But when he recovered enough to | ook, he could see no nark on his fingers, and the pain
faded away while he was still hunting for its source.

He shook his head, thrust hinself into a sitting position. There were no signs of the bl ast
anywhere around him He was nunbly aware that sonething had changed, but in his confusion he could
not identify

what it was. He clinbed painfully to his feet. After only a nonent, he spotted Atiaran |ying on
the hillside twenty yards ahead of him H's head felt unbal anced with bew | dernent, but he noved
cautiously toward her, concentrating on his equilibrium She lay on her back, apparently unhurt,
and stared at him as he approached. When he reached her, she said in wondernment, "Wat have you
done?"

The sound of her voice hel ped focus his attention



He was able to say without slurring, "Me? | didn't -nothing.”

Atiaran cane slowy to her feet. Standing in front of him she studied himgravely, uncertainly,
as she said, "Sonething has aided us. See, the stormis less. And the wind is changed-it bl ows now
as it shoul d.

G avin Threndor no |longer threatens. Praise the Earth, Unbeliever, if this is not your doing."

"Of course it's not ny doing," nmurnured Covenant.

"I don't run the weather." There was no asperity in his tone. He was taken aback by his failure to
recogni ze the change in the stormfor hinself. Atiaran had told the sinple truth. The w nd had
shifted and dropped considerably. The rain fell steadily, but without fury; nowit was just a
good, solid, spring rain.

Covenant shook his head again. He felt strangely unable to understand. But when Atiaran said
gently, "Shall we go?" he heard a note of unwilling respect in her voice. She seened to believe
that he had in

fact done sonething to the storm

Nunbly, he nunbled, "Sure,"” and foll owed her onward agai n.

They wal ked in clean rain for the rest of the day. Covenant's sense of nental dullness persisted,
and the only outside influences that penetrated himwere wetness and cold. Mst of the day passed
wi t hout his notice in one Iong, drenched push against the cold. Toward eveni ng, he had regai ned
enough of hinself to be glad when Atiaran found a Wayneet, and he checked over his body carefully
for any hidden injuries while his clothes dried by the graveling. But he still felt dazed by what
had happened. He could not shake the odd inpression that whatever force had changed the fury of
the stormhad altered him al so

The next day broke clear, crisp, and glorious, and he and Atiaran |left the Wayneet early in the
new spring dawn. After the strain of the previous day, Covenant felt keenly alert to the joyous
freshness of the air and the sparkle of danpness on the grass, the sheen on the heather and the
bursting flavor of the treasure-berries. The Land around himstruck himas if he had never noticed
its beauty before. Its vitality seened curiously tangible to his senses. He felt that he could see
spring fructifying within the trees, the grass, the flowers, hear the excitenent of the calling
birds, snell the newness of the buds and the cleanliness of the air.

Then abruptly Atiaran stopped and | ooked about her. A grinace of distaste and concern tightened
her features as she sanpled the breeze. She noved her head around intently, as if she were trying
to |l ocate the source of a threat.

Covenant followed her exanple, and as he did so, a thrill of recognition ran through him He could
tell that there was indeed sonething wong in the air, sonething false. It did not arise in his

i medi ate vicinity-the scents of the trees and turf and flowers, the lush afterward of rain, were
all as they should be-but it lurked behind those snmells |ike something uneasy, out of place,

unnatural in the distance. He understood instinctively that it was the odor of illthe odor of
premnedi t at ed di sease.
A nonment |ater, the breeze shifted; the odor vanished. But that ill snell had hei ghtened his

perceptions; the contrast vivified his sense of the vitality of his surroundings. Wth an
intuitive |eap, he grasped the change which had taken place within himor for him In some way
that conpletely anazed him his senses had gai ned a new di nensi on. He | ooked at the grass, snelled
its freshness-and saw its verdancy, its springing life, its fitness. Jerking his eyes to a nearby
al i antha, he received an inpression of potency, health, that dunmbfounded him

Hi s thoughts reeled, groped, then suddenly clarified around the imge of health. He was seeing
health, snelling natural fitness and vitality, hearing the true exuberance of spring. Health was
as vivid around himas if the spirit of the Land's |ife had becone pal pable, incarnate. It was as
if he had stepped w thout warning into an altogether different universe. Even Atiaran -- she was
gazing at his entrancement with puzzled surprise-was mani festly healthy, though her life was
conpl i cated by uneasi ness, fatigue, pain, resolution

By hell, he nmunbled. Is ny leprosy this obvious to her? Then why doesn't she understand-? He
turned away from her stare, hunted for sonme way to test both his eyes and hers. After a nonent, he
spotted near the top of a hill a Glden tree that seened to have sonething wong with it. In every
respect that he could identify, specify, the tree appeared nornmal, healthy, yet it conveyed a
sense of inner rot, an unexpected pang of sorrow, to his gaze. Pointing at it, he asked Atiaran
what she saw.

Soberly, she replied, "I amnot one of the lillianrill, but I can see that the G| den dies. Somne
blight has stricken its heart. Did you not see such things before?"

He shook hi s head.

"Then how does the world fromwhich you cone |ive?" She sounded di smayed by the prospect of a

pl ace in which health itself was invisible.



He shrugged of f her question. He wanted to challenge her, find out what she sawin him But then
he renenbered her saying, You are closed to me. Now he understood her comment, and the

conpr ehensi on gave hima feeling of relief. The privacy of his own illness was intact, safe. He
noti oned her northward again, and when after a noment she started on her way, he followed her with
pl easure. For a long tinme he forgot hinself in the sight of so nuch healthiness.

Gradual ly, as the day -noved through afternoon into gloamng and the onset of night, he adjusted
to seeing health behind the colors and forns which nmet his eyes. Twice nore his nostrils had
caught the elusive odor of wongness, but he could not find it anywhere near the creek by which
Atiaran chose to nake canp. In its absence he thought that he woul d sl eep peacefully.

But somehow a rosy dream of soul health and beauty becanme a nightmare in which spirits threw off
their bodies and reveal ed thensel ves to be ugly, rotten, contenptuous. He was glad to wake up

glad even to take the risk of shaving without the aid of a mirror

On the sixth day, the snell of wong becanme persistent, and it grew stronger as Atiaran and
Covenant worked their way north along the hills. A brief spring shower danpened their clothes in
the mddle of the norning, but it did not wash the odor fromthe air. That snell nade Covenant
uneasy, whetted his anxiety until he seened to have a cold bl ade of dread poised over his heart.
Still he could not l|ocate, specify, the odor. It keened in him behind the bouquet of the grass and
the tangy bracken and the aliantha, behind the |oveliness of the vital hills, Iike the reek of a
rotting corpse just beyond the range of his nostrils.

Finally he could not endure it any longer in silence. He drew abreast of Atiaran, and asked, "Do

you snell it?"

Wthout a glance at him she returned heavily, "Yes, Unbeliever. | snell it. It becones clear to
ne. "

"What does it mean?"

"It neans that we are walking into peril. Did you not expect it?"

Thinki ng, Hellfire! Covenant rephrased his question. "But what does it conme fronf? What's causing
it?"

"How can | say?" she countered. "I amno oracle."

Covenant caught hinself on the edge of an angry retort. Wth an effort, he kept his tenper. "Then
what is it?"

"It is nurder," Atiaran replied flatly, and qui ckened her pace to pull away fromhim Do not ask
me to forget, her back seened to say, and he stunped fum ng after it. Cold anxiety inched cl oser
to his heart.

By nidafternoon, he felt that his perception of wongness was sharpening at al nost every step. H's
eyes wi nced up and down the hills, as though he expected at any nmonment to see the source of the
smell. H's sinuses ached fromconstantly tasting the odor. But there was nothing for himto

percei ve-nothing but Atiaran's roamng path through the dips and holl ows and val |l eys and

out croppi ngs of the hills-nothing but healthy trees and thickets and fl owers and verdant grass,
the blazonry of the Earth's spring and nothing but the intensifying threat of sonething ill in the
air. It was a poignant threat, and he felt obscurely that the cause would be worth bewailing.

The sensation of it increased without resolution for sonme tinme. But then a sudden change in the
tension of Atiaran's back warned Covenant to brace hinself scant instants before she hissed at him
to stop. She had just rounded the side of a hill far enough to see into the holl ow beyond it. For
a nmonent she froze, crouching slightly and peering into the hollow Then she began runni ng down
the hill.

At once, Covenant followed. In three strides, he reached the spot where she had halted. Beyond
him in the bottomof the hollow, stood a single copse Iike an eyot in a broad gl ade. He could see
not hi ng ami ss. But his sense of snell jabbered at himurgently, and Atiaran was dashi ng straight
toward the copse. He sprinted after her.

She stopped short just on the east side of the trees. Quivering feverishly, she glared about her
with an expression of terror and hatred, as if she wanted to enter the copse and did not have the
courage. Then she cried out, aghast, "Wynhin? Mel enkuri on! Ah, by the Seven, what evil!"

When Covenant reached her side, she was staring a silent screamat the trees. She held her hands
cl asped together at her mouth, and her shoul ders shook

As soon as he | ooked at the copse, he saw a thin path leading into it. Inpulsively, he noved
forward, plunged between the trees. In five steps, he was in an open space nuch |ike the other
Wayneets he had seen. This chanber was round, but it had the sanme tree walls, branch-woven roof,
beds, and shel ves.

But the walls were spattered with blood, and a figure lay in the center of the floor.

Covenant gasped as he saw that the figure was not hunan.

Its outlines were generally manlike, though the torso was inordinately |long, and the |inbs were



short, matched in length, indicating that the creature could both stand erect and run on its hands
and feet. But the face was entirely alien to Covenant. A long, flexible neck joined the hairless
head to the body; two pointed ears perched near the top of the skull on either side'; the nouth
was as thin as a nere slit in the flesh. And there were no eyes. Two gaping nostrils surrounded by
a thick, fleshy nenbrane filled the center of the face. The head had no other features.

Driven through the center of the creature's chest -pinning it to the ground-was a |ong iron spike.
The chamber stank of violence so badly that in a few breaths Covenant felt about to suffocate. He
wanted to flee. He was a | eper; even dead things were dangerous to him But he forced hinself to

remain still while he sorted out one inpression. On seeing the creature, his first thought had
been that the Land was rid of sonething | oathsonme. But as he gritted hinself, his eyes and nose
corrected him The wongness which assailed his senses cane fromthe killing fromthe spike-not

fromthe creature. Its flesh had a hue of ravaged health; it had been natural, right-a proper part
of the Iife of the Land Gaggi ng on the stench of the crine, Covenant turned and fl ed.

As he broke out into the sunlight, he saw Atiaran already noving away to the north, alnobst out of
the hollow. He needed no urging to hurry after her; his bones ached to put as nuch distance as
possi bl e between hinself and the desecrated Wayneet. He hastened in her direction as if there were
fangs snappi ng at his heels.

For the rest of the day, he found relief in putting | eagues behind him The edge of the unnatural
snell was slowy blunted as they hurried onward. But it did not fade bel ow a certain | evel. \Wen
he and Atiaran were forced by fatigue and darkness to stop for the night, he felt sure that there
was uneasiness still ahead -that the killer of the Waynhi mwas nmoving invidiously to the north of
them Atiaran seemed to share his conviction; she asked himif he knew how to use the knife he
carried.

After sleep had eluded himfor some tinme, he nade hinself ask her, "Shouldn't we have-buried it?"
She answered softly from her shadowed bed across the low |light of the graveling, "They would not
thank our interference. They will take care of their own. But the fear is on nme that they nay
break their bond with the Lords because of this."

That thought gave Covenant a chill he could not explain, and he lay sleepless for half the night
under the cold nockery of the stars.

The next day dawned on short rations for the travelers. Atiaran had been planning to replenish her
supplies at a Wayneet the previ ous day, so now she had no springwine left and little bread or

stapl es. However, they were in no danger of going hungry -treasure-berries were plentiful along
their path. But they had to start without warmfood to steady them after the cold, unconforting
night. And they had to travel in the sane direction that the killer of the Waynhi m had taken
Covenant found hinself stanping angrily into the dawn as if he sensed that the murder had been
intended for him For the first time in several days, he allowed hinmself to think of Drool and
Lord Foul. He knew that either of them was capable of killing a Waynhim even of killing it
gratuitously. And the Despiser, at |east, mght easily know where he was.

But the day passed wi thout mishap. The dim constant uneasiness in the air grew no worse and

al i ant ha abounded. As the | eagues passed, Covenant's anger |lost its edge. He relaxed into

contenpl ation of the health around him | ooked wi th undi m ni shed wonder at the trees, the

magi sterial oaks and dignified elnms, the conforting spread of the G lden, the fine filigree of the
m nosas, the spry saplings of wattle -and at the calmold contours of the hills, lying like

sl unmberous heads to the reclining earth of the western plains. Such things gave hima new sense of
the pul se and pause, the clinbing sap and the still rock of the Land. In contrast, the trailing
ordure of death seened both petty insignificant beside the vast abundant vitality of the hills-and
vile, like an act of cruelty done to a child.

The next norning, Atiaran changed her course, veering sonmewhat eastward, so that she and Covenant
clinmbed nore and nmore into the heart of the hills. They took a crooked trail, keeping primarily to
val | eys that wandered generally northward between the hills. And when the sun was | ow enough to
cast the eastern hillsides into shadow, the travelers canme in sight of Soaring Wodhel ven

Thei r approach gave Covenant a good view of the tree village from sone di stance away across a w de
gl ade. He judged the tree to be nearly four hundred feet high, and a good thirty broad at the
base. There were no branches on the trunk until forty or fifty feet above the ground, then
abruptly huge linbs spread out horizontally fromthe stem forming in outline a half-oval with a
flattened tip. The whole tree was so thickly branched and | eaved that nobst of the village was

hi dden; but Covenant could see a few | adders between the branches and al ong the trunk; and in sone
tight knots on the linbs he thought he could nake out the shapes of dwellings. If any people were
nmovi ng t hrough the foliage,

they were -so well campufl aged that he could not discern them

"That is Soaring Wodhel ven," said Atiaran, "a home for the people of the lillianrill, as M thi



St onedown is a home for those of the rhadhamaerl. | have been here once, on ny returning fromthe
Loresraat. The Wyodhel vennin are a conely folk, though | do not understand their wood-lore. They
will give us rest and food, and perhaps help as well. It is said, "Go to the rhadhanaerl for
truth, and the lillianrill for counsel.' My need for counsel is sore upon ne. Cone."

She | ed Covenant across the glade to the base of the great tree. They had to pass around the
roughbarked trunk to the northwest curve, and there they found a | arge natural opening in the
holl ow stem The inner cavity was not deep; it was only large enough to hold a spiral stairway.
Above the first thick |inb was anot her opening, fromwhich |adders began their way upward.

The sight gave Covenant a quiver of his old fear of heights, alnobst forgotten since his ordeal on
the stairs of Kevin's Watch. He did not want to have to clinb those | adders.

But it appeared that he would not have to clinb. The opening to the trunk was barred with a heavy
wooden gate, and there was no one to open it. In fact, the whole place seened too quiet and dark
for a human habitation. Dusk was gathering, but no hone glinmers broke through the overhangi ng
shadow, and no gloanmng calls between famlies interrupted the silence.

Covenant gl anced at Atiaran, and saw that she was puzzled. Resting her hands on the bars of the

gate, she said, "This is not well, Thomas Covenant. Wen last | canme here, there were children in
the gl ade, people on the stair, and no gate at the door. Sonething is anmiss. And yet | sense no
great evil. There is no nore ill here than el sewhere along our path."

St eppi ng back fromthe gate, she raised her head and called, "Hail! Soaring Wodhel ven! W are
travelers, people of the Land! Qur way is |long-our future dark! \Wat has becone of you?" Wen no
answering shout cane, she went on in exasperation, "I have been here before! In those days, it was
sai d that Wbodhel vennin hospitality had no equal! Is this your friendship to the Land?"

Suddenly, they heard a light scattering fall behind them Spinning around, they found thensel ves
encircled by seven or eight nen gripping snooth wooden daggers. Instinctively, Atiaran and
Covenant backed away. As the nen advanced, one of them said, "The neaning of friendship changes
with the tinmes. W have seen darkness, and heard dark tidings. W will be sure of strangers”

A torch flared in the hands of the man who had spoken. Through the glare, Covenant got his first

| ook at the Woodhel vennin. They were all tall, slim and lithe, with fair hair and |ight eyes.
They dressed in cl oaks of woodl and colors, and the fabric seened to cling to their linmbs, as if to
avoi d snaggi ng on branches. Each nman held a pointed dagger of polished wood which gleamed dully in
the torchlight.

Covenant was at a | oss, but Atiaran gathered her robe about her and answered with stern pride,
"Then be sure. | amAtiaran Trell-mate of Mthil Stonedown. This is Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever
and nessage-bearer to the Lords. W cone in friendship and need, seeking safety and help. | did
not know that it is your customto make strangers prisoner."

The man who held the torch stepped forward and bowed seriously. "Wien we are sure, we will ask
your pardon. Until that time, you nust conme with nme to a place where you may be exam ned. We have

seen strange tokens, and see nore now. " He nodded at Covenant. "~W would nmake no nistake, either
in trust or in doubt. WII you acconpany ne?"
"Very well," Atiaran sighed. "But you would not be treated so in Mthil Stonedown."

The man replied, "Let the Stonedownors taste our troubles before they despise our caution. Now,
cone behind nme." He noved forward to open the gate.

At the conmand, Covenant bal ked. He was not

prepared to go clinbing around a tall tree in the dark. It would have been bad enough in the
light, when he could have seen what he was doing, but the very thought of taking the risk at night
made his pul se hanmmer in his forehead. Stepping away from Atiaran, he said with a quaver he could
not repress, "Forget it."

Before he could react, two of the nmen grabbed his arns. He tried to twi st away, but they held him
pull ed his hands up into the torchlight. For one stark nmonent, the Wodhel vennin stared at his
hand, at the ring on his left and the scar on his right-as if he were some kind of ghoul. Then the
man with the torch snapped, "Bring him"

"No!" Covenant clanobred. "You don't understand. |I'mnot good at heights. I'lIl fall." As they
westled himtoward the gate, he shouted, "Hellfire! You' re trying to kill ne!"

Hi s captors halted nonmentarily. He heard a series of shouts, but in his confused, angry panic he
did not understand. Then the | eader said, "If you do not clinb well, you will not be asked to
clinmb."

The next nmonent, the end of a rope fell beside Covenant. Instantly, two nore nmen |ashed his wists
to the line. Before he realized what was happeni ng, the rope sprang taut. He was hauled into the
air like a sack of mscellaneous hel pl essness.

He thought he heard a shout of protest from Atiaran, but he could not be sure. Crying silently,

Bl oody hell! he tensed his shoul ders against the strain and stared wildly up into the darkness. He



could not see anyone drawing up the rope in the last glimering of the torch, the Iine seened to
stretch up into an abyss-and that made hi m doubly afraid.

Then the |ight bel ow hi mvani shed.

The next nonent, a low rustling of |eaves told himthat he had reached the | evel of the first
branches. He saw a yell ow gl ow through the upper opening of the tree's stairwell. But the rope
haul ed hi mon upward into the heights of the village.

H s own novenments made himswing slightly, so that at odd intervals he brushed agai nst the | eaves.
But that was his only contact with the tree. He saw no lights, heard no voices; the deep bl ack

wei ghts of the mghty linbs slid snobothly past himas if he were being dragged into the sky.

Soon both his shoul ders throbbed sharply, and his arns went nunb. Wth his head craned upward, he
gaped into a lightless terror and noaned as if he were drowning, Hellfire! Ahh!

Then wi thout warning his novenment stopped. Before he could brace hinself, a torch flared, and he
found hinmself level with three nen who were standing on a linb. In the sudden |light, they | ooked
identical to the nen who had captured him but one of themhad a small circlet of |eaves about his
head. The other two consi dered Covenant for a nonment, then reached out and gripped his shirt,
pulling himtoward their linmb. As the solid branch struck his feet, the rope slackened; letting
his arnms drop

Hs wists were still tied together, but he tried to get a hold on one of the nmen, keep hinself
fromfalling off the linb. Hs arms were dead; he could not nove them The darkness stretched
below himlike a hungry beast. Wth a gasp, he lunged toward the nen, striving to make them save
him They grappled himroughly. He refused to bear his own weight, forced themto carry and drag
himdown the linmb until they cane to a wide gap in the trunk. There the center of the stem was
hol | owed out to forma |arge chanber, and Covenant dropped heavily to the floor, shuddering with
relief.

Shortly, a rising current of activity began around him He paid no attention to it; he kept his
eyes shut to concentrate on the hard stability of the floor, and on the pain of blood returning to
his hands and arns. The hurt was excruciating, but he endured it in clenched silence. Soon his
hands were tingling, and his fingers felt thick, hot. He flexed them curled theminto cl aws.
Through his teeth, he nuttered to the fierce rhythmof his heart, Hellfire. Hell and bl ood.

He opened his eyes.

He was |ying on polished wood at the center of the nyriad concentric circles of the tree trunk
The age rings nmade the rest of the roomseemto focus toward himas if he were spraw ed on a
target. His arns felt unnaturally inarticulate, but he forced themto thrust himinto a sitting
position. Then he | ooked at his hands. Hs wists were raw fromthe cut of the rope, but they were
not bl eedi ng.

Bast ar ds!
He rai sed his head and gl owered around hi m
The chamber was about twenty feet wi de, and seenmed to fill the whole inside diameter of the trunk

The only opening was the one through which he had stunbl ed, and he coul d see darkness outside; but
the roomwas brightly lit by torches set into the walls-torches which burned snokel essly, and did
not appear to be consunmed. The polished walls gleaned as if they were burnished, but the ceiling,
hi gh above the floor, was rough, untouched wood.

Fi ve Whodhel venni n st ood around Covenant in the hollowthree nen, including the one wearing the
circlet of |eaves, and two wonen. They all were dressed in similar cloaks which clung to their
outlines, though the colors varied, and all were taller than Covenant. Their tallness seened
threatening, so he got slowy to his feet, |lowering the pack fromhis shoul ders as he stood.

A nonment |ater, the nan who had | ed Covenant's captors on the ground entered the chanber, followed
by Atiaran. She appeared unharned, but weary and depressed, as though the clinb and the distrust
had sapped her strength. When she saw Covenant, she noved to take her stand beside him

One of the women said, "Only two, Soranal ?"

"Yes," Atiaran's guard answered. "W watched, and there were no others as they crossed the south
gl ade. And our scouts have not reported any other strangers in the hills."

"Scouts?" asked Atiaran. "I did not know that scouts were needed anong the people of the Land."
The wonan took a step forward and replied, "Atiaran Trell-mate, the folk of Mthil Stonedown have
been known to us since our return to the Land

in the new age. And there are those anong us who renenber your visit here. W know our friends,
and the value of friendship."

"Then in what way have we deserved this treatnent?" Atiaran denanded. "We cane in search of
friends."

The wonan did not answer Atiaran's question directly. "Because we are all people of the Land," she
sai d, "and because our peril is a peril for all, | will attenpt to ease the sting of our



di scourtesy by explaining our actions. W in this heartwood chanber are the Heers of Soaring

Whodhel ven, the | eaders of our people. | amLlaura daughter of Annamar. Here al so"-she indicated

each individual with a nod "are Omurnil daughter of Murnil, Soranal son of Thiller, Padrias son
of MII, Mlliner son of Veinnin, and Baradakas, Hi rebrand of the lillianrill." This |last was the
man wearing the circlet of |leaves. "W made the decision of distrust, and will give our reasons.

"I see that you are inpatient." A taste of bitterness roughened her voice. "Wll, | will not tire
you with the full tale of the blighting wind which has bl own over us fromtime to time from Gavin
Threndor. | will not describe the angry storns, or show you the body of the three-wi nged bird that

di ed atop our Wodhel ven, or discuss the truth of the runors of nurder which have reached our

ears. By the Seven! There are angry songs that should be sung-but | will not sing themnow This
will tell you: all servants of the Gray Slayer are not dead. It is our belief that a Raver has
been anong us."

That name carried a pang of danger that made Covenant | ook rapidly about him trying to |locate the
peril. For an instant, he did not conprehend. But then he noticed how Atiaran stiffened at

Ll aura's words-saw the junping knot at the corner of her jaw, felt the heightened fear in her

t hough she said not hi ng-and he understood. The Wodhel vennin feared that he and she m ght be
Ravers.

Wt hout thinking, he snapped, "That's ridicul ous."

The Heers ignored him After a short pause, Soranal continued Llaura's explanation. "Two days
past, in the high sun of afternoon, when our people were busy at their crafts and | abors, and the
children were playing in the upper branches of the Tree, a stranger cane to Soari ng Wodhel ven

Two days earlier, the last ill stormout of Munt Thunder had broken suddenly and turned into good-
and on the day the stranger canme our hearts were glad, thinking that a battle we knew not of had
been won for the Land. He wore the appearance of a Stonedownor, and said his nane was Jehannum W
wel comed himwith the hospitality which is the joy of the Land. W saw no reason to doubt him
though the children shrank fromhimw th unwonted cries and fears. Al as for us-the young saw nore
clearly than the old.

"He passed anobng us with dark hints and spite in his mouth, casting sly ridicule on our crafts and
custonms. And we could not answer him But we renmenbered Peace, and did nothing for a day.

"I'n that tine, Jehannunmis hints turned to open foretelling of doom So at last we called himto

t he heartwood chanber and the nmeeting of the Heers. W heard the words he chose to speak, words
full of glee and the reviling of the Land. Then our eyes saw nore deeply, and we offered himthe
test of the lomllialor."

"You know of the High Whwod, lonillialor-do you not, Atiaran?" Baradakas spoke for the first tine.
"There is much in it like the orcrest of the rhadhanaerl. It is an offspring of the One Tree, from
which the Staff of Law itself was nade."

"But we had no chance to nmake the test," Soranal resumed. "Wen Jehannum saw the H gh Wod, he
sprang away fromus and escaped. We gave pursuit, but he had taken us by surprise-we were too ful
of quiet, not ready for such evils-and his fleetness far surpassed ours. He eluded us, and nmde
his way toward the east."

He sighed as he concluded, "In the one day whi ch has passed since that tinme, we have begun
rel earning the defense of the Land."

After a nmoment, Atiaran said quietly, "I hear you. Pardon ny anger -1 spoke in haste and

i gnor ance.

But surely now you can see that we are no friends of the Gray Slayer."

"W see nuch in you, Atiaran Trell-mate," said Llaura, her eyes fixed keenly on the Stonedownor,
"much sorrow and much courage. But your conpanion is closed to us. It nay be that we will need to
enprison this Thomas Covenant."

"Mel enkurion!" hissed Atiaran. "Do not dare! Do you not know? Have you not | ooked at hinP"

At this, a murnur of relief passed anong the Heers, a murmur which accented their tension

St eppi ng toward Atiaran, Soranal extended his right hand, palmforward, in the salute of wel cone,
and said, "W have | ooked-|ooked and heard. W trust you, Atiaran Trell-mate. You have spoken a
nane which no Raver would call upon to save a conpanion." He took her by the arm and drew her away
from Covenant, out of the center of the chanber.

Wthout her at his shoul der, Covenant felt suddenly exposed, vulnerable. For the first tine, he
sensed how rmuch he had conme to depend upon her presence, her guidance, if not her support. But he
was in no nood to neet threats passively. He poised hinself on the balls of his feet, ready to
nmove in any direction; and his eyes shifted quickly anong, the faces that stared at himfromthe
gl eami ng wal | s of the chanber.

"Jehannum predi cted many things," said Llaura, "but one especially you should be told. He said
that a great evil in the senblance of Berek Hal fhand wal ked the hills toward us out of the south.



And here-" She pointed a pale armat Covenant, her voice rising sternly as she spoke. "Here is an
utter stranger to the Land-half unhanded on his right, and on his left bearing a ring of white
gol d. Beyond doubt carrying nessages to the Lords-nessages of doom "

Wth a pleading intensity, Atiaran said, "Do not presune to judge. Renenber the CGath. You are not
Lords. And dark words nay be warnings as well as prophecies. WII you trust the word of a Raver?"
Bar adakas shrugged slightly. "It is not the nessage we judge. Qur test is for the man." Reachi ng
behind him he lifted up a smooth wooden rod three feet long fromwhich all the bark had been
stripped. He held it by the mddle gently, reverently. "This is lomllialor." As he said the nang,
the wood glistened as if its clear grain were noist with dew.

What the hell is this? Covenant tried to balance hinself for whatever was coning

But the Hirebrand' s next nove caught himby surprise. Baradakas swung his rod and lofted it toward
t he Unbel i ever.

He jerked aside and clutched at the lomllialor with his right hand. But he did not have enough
fingers to get a quick grip onit; it slipped anay fromhim dropped to the floor with a wooden
click that seenmed unnaturally loud in the hush of the chanber.

For an instant, everyone renmined still, frozen while they absorbed the neani ng of what they had
seen. Then, in unison, the Heers uttered their verdict with all the finality of a death sentence
"The Hi gh Wod rejects him He is a wong in the Land."

TEN: The Cel ebration of Spring

IN one fluid notion, Baradakas drew a club fromhis cloak and raised it as he noved toward
Covenant .

Covenant reacted instinctively, defensively. Before the Hirebrand could reach him he stooped and
snatched up the lomllialor rod with his Ieft hand. As Baradakas swung the club at his head, he

sl ashed the Hirebrand's armwi th the rod.

In a shower of white sparks, the club sprang into splinters. Baradakas was flung back as if he had
been bl asted away by an expl osi on

The force of the hit vibrated through Covenant's hand to his elbow, and his fingers were struck
monentarily nunmb. The rod started to slip fromhis hand. He gaped at it, thinking, Wat the hell-?
But then the nute astoni shnment of the Heers, and the Hirebrand's crunpled form steadied him Test
me? he rasped. Bastards. He took the rod in his right hand, holding it by the m ddl e as Baradakas
had done. Its glistening wood felt slick; it gave hima sensation of slippage, as if it were
oozing fromhis grasp, though the wood did not actually nove. As he gripped it, he glared around
at the Heers, put all the anger their treatnent had sparked in himinto his gaze. "Now why don't
you tell nme one nore tine about how this thing rejects nme."

Soranal and Ll aura stood on either side of Atiaran, with Mlliner opposite them against the wall.
Omournil and Padrias were bent over the fallen H rebrand. As Covenant surveyed them Atiaran faced
himgrimy. "In the older age," she said, "when High Lord Kevin trusted the Gray Sl ayer, he was
given priceless gifts of orcrest and lonillialor. The tale says that these gifts were soon | ost-
but while the Gray Sl ayer possessed themthey did not reject him It is possible for Despite to
wear the guise of truth. Perhaps the wild magic surpasses truth."”

Thanks a lot! Covenant glowered at her. What're you trying to do to nme?

In a pale voice, Llaura replied, "That is the tale. But we are only Wodhel venni n-not Lords. Such
matters are beyond us. Never in the nmenory of our people has a test of truth struck down a

Hirebrand of the lillianrill. Wat is the song? "he will save or damm the Earth.' Let us pray that
we will not find damation for our distrust." Extending an unsteady hand toward Covenant in the
sal ute of wel cone, she said, "Hail, Unbeliever! Pardon our doubts, and be welcome in Soaring

Wbodhel ven. "

For an instant, Covenant faced her with a bitter retort twisting his lips. But he found when he
met her eyes that he could see the sincerity of her apology. The perception abashed his vehenence.
Wth conflicting intentions, he nmuttered, "Forget it."

Ll aura and Soranal both bowed as if he had accepted her apol ogy. Then they turned to watch as

Bar adakas clinmbed dazedly to his feet. His hands pulled at his face as if it were covered with
cobwebs, but he assured Omurnil and Padrias that he was unharmed. Wth a m xture of wonder and
dismay in his eyes, he also saluted Covenant.

Covenant responded with a dour nod. He did not wait for the Hrebrand to ask; he handed the
lomllialor to Baradakas, and was glad to be rid of its disquieting, insecure touch

Bar adakas received the rod and smiled at it crookedly, as if it had witnessed his defeat. Then he
slipped it away into his cloak. Turning his smle toward Covenant, he said, "Unbeliever, our



presences are no |onger needed here. You have not eaten, and the weariness of your journey lies
heavily upon you. WIIl you accept the hospitality of ny house?"

The invitation surprised Covenant; for a nmonment he hesitated, trying to deci de whether or not he
could trust the Hirebrand. Baradakas appeared calm unhostile, but his snmile was nore conpl ex than
LIl aura's apol ogy. But then Covenant reflected that if the question were one of trust, he would be
safer with Baradakas alone than with all the Heers together. Stiffly, he said, "You honor ne."

The Hirebrand bowed. "In accepting a gift you honor the giver." He | ooked around at the other
Wbodhel venni n, and when they nodded their approval, he turned and noved out of the heartwood
chanber .

Covenant gl anced toward Atiaran, but she was already tal king softly to Soranal. Wthout further
del ay, he stepped out onto the broad |inb beside Baradakas.

The night over the great tree was now scattered with lights-the hone fires of the Wodhel vennin.
They illum nated the fall far down through the branches, but did not reach to the ground.
Involuntarily, Covenant clutched at Baradakas' shoul der

"It is not far," the Hirebrand said softly. "Only up to the next linb. I will conme behind you-you
will not fall."

Cursing silently through his teeth, Covenant gripped the rungs of the | adder. He wanted to
retreat, go back to the solidity of the heartwood chanber, but pride and anger prevented him And
the rungs felt secure, alnost adhesive, to his fingers. Wen Baradakas placed a reassuring hand on
hi s back, he started awkwardly upward.

As Baradakas had prom sed, the next linb was not far away. Soon Covenant reached anot her broad
branch. A few steps out fromthe trunk, it forked, and in the fork sat the Hirebrand s hone.
Hol di ng Baradakas' shoul ders for support, he gained the doorway, crossed the threshold as if he
were being blown in by a gust of relief.

He was in a neat, two-rooned dwelling forned entirely fromthe branches of the tree. Interwoven
limbs made part of the floor and all the walls, including the partition between the roons. And the
ceiling was a done of twigs and | eaves. Along one wall of the first room broad knees of wood grew
into the chanber like chairs, and a bunk hung opposite them The place had a warm cl ean

at nosphere, an anbi ence of devotion to lore, that Covenant found faintly disturbing, like a

rem nder that the Hirebrand could be a dangerous nan.

Whi | e Covenant scanned the room Baradakas set torches in each of the outer walls and Iit them by
rubbi ng his hands over their ends and murnuring softly. Then he rummged around in the far room
for a noment, and returned carrying a tray |aden with slabs of bread and cheese, a | arge bunch of
grapes, and a wooden jug. He set a snall, three-legged table between two of the chairs, put the
tray on it, and notioned for Covenant to sit down.

At the sight of the food, Covenant discovered that he was hungry; he had eaten nothing but
aliantha for the past two days. He watched whil e Baradakas bowed nonentarily over the food. Then
he seated hinself. Followi ng his host's exanple, he nade sandw ches with cheese and grapes between
slices of fresh bread, and hel ped hinself liberally to the jug of springwine. In the first rush of
eating, he said nothing, saving his attention for the food.

But he did not forget who his host was, what had happened between them

Leavi ng the springwi ne with Covenant, Baradakas cleared away the remains of the nmeal. \Wen he
returned after storing his food in the far room he said, "Now, Unbeliever. In what other way may
| give you confort?"

Covenant took a deep draft of springwine, then replied as casually as he could, "G ve an answer.
You were ready to split nmy head open-back there. And it |ooked as if you got quite a jolt from
that-fromthat H gh Wod. Wiy did you invite ne here?"

For a nonent, Baradakas hesitated, as if pondering how nuch he shoul d say. Then he reached into
hi s back room picked up a snmooth staff nearly six feet long, and sat down on the bed across from
Covenant. As he spoke, he began polishing the white wood of the staff with a soft cloth. "There
are many reasons, Thonmas Covenant. You required a place to sleep, and ny hone is nearer to the
heartwood chanber than any other-for one who dislikes heights. And neither you nor | are necessary
for the consideration of counsel and help which will be done this night. Atiaran knows the Land-
she will say all that need be said concerning your journey. And both Soranal and Llaura are able
to give any help she may ask."

As he | ooked 'across the roomat the Hrebrand s working hands and light, penetrating eyes,
Covenant had the odd feeling that his test had been resunmed that the encounter of the lomllialor
had only begun Baradakas' exam ning. But the springw ne unknotted his fears and tensions; he was
not anxious. Steadily, he said, "Tell ne nore."

"I also intended that nmy offer of hospitality should be an apology. | was prepared to injure you,
and that violation of my Cath of Peace needs reparation. Had you shown yourself to be a servant of



the Gay Slayer, it would have sufficed to capture you. And injury nmight have deprived the Lords
of a chance to examine you. So in that way | was wong. And becane nore wong still when you
lifted the lomllialor, and its fire struck me. | hope to amend ny folly."

Covenant recogni zed the Hirebrand' s frankness, but his sense of being probed sharpened rather than
faded. He held his host's eyes as he said, "You still haven't answered ny question."

In an unsurprised tone, Baradakas countered, "Are there other reasons? Wat do you see in ne?"
"You're still testing nme," Covenant grow ed.

The Hirebrand nodded slowly. "Perhaps. Perhaps | am" He got to his feet and braced one end of the
staff against the floor as he gave a last touch to its polish. Then he said, "See, Thomas Covenant -
| have made a staff for you. Wien | began it, | believed it was for nyself. But now | know
otherwi se. Take it. It nmay serve you when help and counsel fail." To the brief question in
Covenant's eyes, he replied, "No, this is not H gh Wod. But it is good nonetheless. Let ne give
it to you."

Covenant shook his head. "Finish your testing."”

Suddenl y, Baradakas raised the staff and struck the wood under his feet a hard bl ow. For an
instant, the entire linb shook as if a gale had cone up; the snaller branches thrashed, and the
dwel ling tossed like a chip on an angry wave. Covenant feared that the tree was falling, and he
gripped his chair in apprehension. But al npost imediately the viol ence passed. Baradakas |eveled
his pal e eyes at Covenant and whi spered, "Then hear ne, Unbeliever. Any test of truth is no
greater than the one who gives it. And | have felt your power. In all the nenory of the
lillianrill, no H rebrand has ever been struck by the Hi gh Wod. W are the friends of the One
Tree, not its foes. But beside you | amas weak as a child. | cannot force the truth fromyou. In
spite of ny testing, you might be the Gray Slayer hinself, come to turn all the life of the Land
to ashes.”

I ncensed by the suggestion, Covenant spat, "That's ridicul ous."

Bar adakas stepped cl oser, drove his probing gaze

deep into Covenant's eyes. Covenant squirned; he could feel the Hirebrand exploring parts of him
that he wanted to protect, keep hidden. What has that bastard Foul to do with ne? he demanded
bitterly. I didn't exactly choose to be his errand boy.

Abruptly, Baradakas' eyes w dened, and he fell back across the roomas if he had seen sonething of
ast oni shi ng power. He caught hinmself on the bed, sat there for a noment while he watched his hands
trenble on the staff. Then he said carefully, "True. One day | may be wi se enough to know what can
be relied upon. Now | need tine to understand. | trust you, ny friend. At the last trial, you wll
not abandon us to death.

"Here." He proffered the staff again. "WII| you not accept ny gift?"

Covenant did not reply at once. He was trenbling al so, and he had to clench hinself before he
could say without a trenor, "Wiy? Wiy do you trust ne?"

The Hirebrand's eyes gleaned as if he were on the verge of tears, but he was sniling as he said,
"You are a man who knows the val ue of beauty."

Covenant stared at that answer for a nonent, then |ooked away. A conpl ex shane canme over him he
felt unclean, tainted, in the face of Baradakas' trust. But then he stiffened. Keep noving.
Survive. What does trust have to do with it? Brusquely, he reached out and accepted the staff.

It felt pure in his hands, as if it had been shaped fromthe healthi est wood by the nost | oving
devotion. He gripped it, scrutinized it, as if it could provide himw th the innocence he | acked
A short tinme later, he surprised hinmself with a wide yawm. He had not realized that he was so
tired. He tried to suppress his weariness, but the effort only produced anot her yawn.

Bar adakas responded with a kindly smile. He left the bed and notioned for Covenant to |ie down.
Covenant had no intention of going to sleep, but as soon as he was horizontal, all the springw ne
he had consumed seened to rush to his head, and he felt himself drifting on the high tree breeze
Soon he was fast in slunber

He sl ept soundly, disturbed only by the nenory of the Hirebrand s intense, questioning eyes, and
by the sensation that the lomllialor was slipping through his fingers, no matter how hard he
clenched it. Wien he awoke the next norning, his arnms ached as if he had been grappling with an
angel all night.

Opening his eyes, he found Atiaran sitting across the roomfromhim waiting. As soon as she saw
that he was awake, she stood and noved closer to him "Conme, Thonmas Covenant," she said. "Already
we have | ost the dawn of this day.”

Covenant studied her for a nonent. The background of her face held a deepeni ng shadow of fatigue,
and he guessed that she had spent nuch of the night talking with the Heers. But she seened sonehow
conforted by what she had shared and heard, and the brightness of her glance was al nost
optimstic. Perhaps she now had some sort of hope.



He approved of anything that m ght reduce her hostility toward him and he swng out of bed as if
he shared her optimsm Despite the soreness of his arns, he felt remarkably refreshed, as if the
anbi ence of the Wodhel ven had been exerting its hospitality, its beneficence, to help himrest.
Movi ng briskly, he washed his face, dried hinself on a thick towel of |eaves, then checked hinself
for injuries and adjusted his clothing. A loaf lay on the threel egged table, and when he broke off
a hunk for his breakfast, he found that it was nmade of bread and neat baked together. Minching it,
he went to | ook out one of the w ndows.

Atiaran joined him and together they gazed through the branches northward. In the far distance,
they saw a river running alnost directly east, and beyond it the hills spread on to the horizon
But something nore than the river separated these northern hills fromthose beside which the
travel ers had been wal king since they had left Mthil Stonedown. The |and beyond the river seemed
to ripple in the norning sunshine, as if the quiet earth were flowi ng over shoals-as if there -the
secret rock of the Land ruffled the surface, revealing itself to those who could read it. Fromhis
hi gh Whodhel ven vantage, Covenant felt he was seeing sonething that surpassed even his new
percepti ons.

"There," said Atiaran softly, as if she were speaking of a holy place, "there is Andelain. The

Hi rebrand has chosen his hone well for such a view Here the Mthil River runs east before turning
north again toward Gravin Threndor and the Soul sease. And beyond are the Andelainian Hills, the
hearthealing richness of the Land. Ali, Covenant, the seeing of them gives nme courage. And Sorana
has taught ne a path which may nmake possible ny fondest dream Wth good fortune and good speed,
we may see that which will turn nmuch of ny folly to wisdom W nust go. Are you prepared?"

No, Covenant thought. Not to go clinbing around this tree. But he nodded. Atiaran had brought his
pack to him and while she stepped out of the H rebrand' s hone onto the broad branch, he pulled
the straps onto his shoulders, ignoring the ache of his arns. Then he took up the staff Baradakas
had given him and braced hinself to risk his neck on the descent of the Waodhel ven.

The trunk was only three or four steps away, but the two-hundred-foot drop to the ground rmade hi m
freeze, hesitate apprehensively while the first reels of vertigo gnawed at his resolve. But as he
stood in the Hirebrand' s doorway, he heard the shouting of young voices, and saw chil dren
scanpering through the branches overhead. Sone of them pursued others, and in the chase they
sprang fromlinb to linb as blithely as if the fall were helpless to hurt them

The next instant, two children, a boy and a girl, dropped onto the |inmb before Covenant from a
branch nearly twenty feet above. The girl was in nerry pursuit of the boy, but he eluded her touch
and darted around behind Covenant. Fromthis covert, he shouted gleefully, "Safe! Chase another! |
am safe! "

Wt hout thinking, Covenant said, "He's safe.”

The girl laughed, faked a lunge forward, and sprang away after someone el se. At once, the boy
dashed to the trunk and scurried up the | adder toward hi gher playgrounds.

Covenant took a deep breath, clutched the staff for bal ance, and stepped away fromthe door
Teetering awkwardly, he struggled to the relative safety of the trunk

After that, he felt better. Wen he slid the staff through his pack straps, he could grip the

| adder with both hands, and then the secure touch of the rungs reassured him Before he had
covered half the distance, his heart was no | onger pounding, and he was able to trust his hold
enough to | ook about himat the dwellings and peopl e he passed.

Finally, he reached the | owest branches, and followed Atiaran down the stair to the ground. There
the Heers were gathered to say their farewells. Wen he saw Baradakas, Covenant took the staff in
his hands to show that he had not forgotten it, and grinaced in response to the Hirebrand' s smle.
"Wel |, nessage-bearers," said Llaura after a pause, "you have told us that the fate of the Land is
on your shoul ders, and we believe. It sorrows us that we cannot ease the burden-but we judge that
no one can take your place in this matter. Wat little help we can give we have given. Al which
remains for us is to defend our honmes, and to pray for you. W wi sh you good speed for the sake of
all the Land. And for your own sake we urge you to be in time for the Celebration. There are great
onens of hope for any who view that festival

"Atiaran Trell-nmate, go in Peace and fealty. Renenber the path Soranal taught you, and do not turn
asi de.

"Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and stranger to the Land-be true. In the hour of darkness, renenber
the Hrebrand' s staff. Now be on your way."

Atiaran replied as formally as if she were conpleting a ritual. "W go, renenbering Soaring
Wyodhel ven for hone and hel p and hope." She bowed, touching her palns to her forehead and then
spreadi ng her arns wide. Uncertainly, Covenant followed her exanple. The Heers returned the heart-
openi ng gesture of farewell with cerenonial deliberateness. Then Atiaran strode off northward, and
Covenant scudded al ong behind her like a leaf in the wake of her determ nation



Nei t her of them | ooked back. The rest and restoration of the fair tree village made them bri sk,
gave thema forward air. They were both in their separate ways eager for Andelain, and they knew
that Jehannum had | eft Soari ng Whodhel ven toward the east, not the north. They hastened ahead
among the richening hills, and reached the banks of the Mthil River early that afternoon

They crossed by wading a wi de shall ows. Before she entered the water, Atiaran renoved her sandal s,
and some half conscious insight urged Covenant to take off his boots and socks, roll up his pant
legs. As he snelled the first lush scents of the Hlls, he felt sonehow that he needed to wade the
Mthil barefoot in order to be ready, that the foot-washing of the stream was necessary to
transubstantiate his flesh into the keener essence of Andelain. And when he stepped onto the north
bank, he found that he could feel its vitality through his feet; now even his soles were sensitive
to the Land's heal th.

He so liked the strong sensation of the Hills under his toes that he was |loath to put his boots
back on, but he denied hinmself that pleasure so that he would be able to keep up with Atiaran's
pace. Then he followed her along the path which Soranal had taught her-an easy way through the
center of Andelain wal ked and wondered at the change that had cone over the Earth since they had
crossed the river

He felt the change distinctly, but it seened to go beyond the details which conposed it. The trees
were generally taller and broader than their southern relations; abundant and prodi gal aliantha
sonetimes covered whole hillsides with viridian; the rises and vales luxuriated in deep aromatic
grass; flowers bobbed in the breeze as spontaneously as if just nonments before they had gaily
burst fromthe nurture

of the soil; small woodl and ani mal s-rabbits, squirrels, badgers, and the |ike-scanpered around,
only vaguely renenbering that they were wary of humans. But the real difference was transcendent.
The Andelainian Hills carried a purer inpression of health to all Covenant's senses than anything
el se he had experienced. The aura of rightness here was so powerful that he began to regret he

bel onged in a world where health was inpal pable, indefinite, discernible only by inplication. For
a tine, he wondered how he woul d be able to endure goi ng back, waking up. But the beauty of
Andel ai n soon nade him forget such concerns. It was a dangerous | oveliness-not because it was
treacherous or harnful, but because it could seduce. Before |ong, disease, VSE, Despite, anger

all were forgotten, lost in the flow of health fromone vista to another around him

Enclosed in the Hills, surrounded by such tangi ble and specific vitality, he became nore and nore
surprised that Atiaran did not wish to linger. As they hiked over the | anbent terrain, penetrating
| eague after |eague deeper into Andelain, he wanted to stop at each new revel ati on, each new
val |l ey or avenue or dale, to savor what he sawgrip it with his eyes until it was a part of him

i ndel i bl e, secure against any com ng bereavenent. But Atiaran pushed on-arising early, stopping
little, hurrying late. Her eyes were focused far away, and the fatigue nounting behi nd her
features seened unable to reach the surface. Clearly, even these Hlls paled for her beside her
antici pation of the unexplained "Cel ebration.” Covenant had no choice but to urge hinself after
her; her will tolerated no del ay.

Their second night away from Soari ng Whodhel ven was so bright and clear that they did not have to
stop with the setting of the sun, and Atiaran kept going until nearly midnight. After supper
Covenant sat for a while | ooking at the sky and the piquant stars. The aging crescent of the noon
stood high in the heavens, and its white sliver sent down only a suggestion of the eldritch |ight
whi ch had illum nated his

first night in the Land. Casually, he renmarked, "The noon'|l|l be dark in a few days."

At that, Atiaran |ooked at himsharply, as if she suspected that he had di scovered sonme secret of
hers. But she said nothing, and he did not know whether she reacted to a nenory or to an

antici pation.

The next day began as splendidly as the previous one. Sunshine be-gemred the dew, sparkled like

di anonds anong the grass and | eaves; air as fresh as the Earth's first breath carried the tang of
aliantha and larch, the fragrance of G lden and peony, across the Hills. Covenant beheld such
things with sonething like bliss in his heart, and followed Atiaran northward as if he were
content. But early in the afternoon sonethi ng happened whi ch darkened all his joy, offended himto
the marrow of his bones. As he traveled down a natural |ane between tree-thick hills, walking with
a fine sense of the springy grass under his feet, he stepped w thout warning on a patch of turf
that felt as dangerous as a pit of quicksand.

Instinctively, he recoiled, jerked back three steps. At once, the threatening sensation vani shed
But his nerves renenbered it fromthe sole of his foot up the whole length of his |eg.

He was so surprised, so insulted, that he did not think to call Atiaran. Instead, he cautiously
approached the spot on which he had felt the danger, and touched it with one tentative toe. This
time, however, he felt nothing but the lush grass of Andel ai n. Bendi ng down, he went over the



grass for a yard in all directions with his hands. But whatever had fired his sense of w ongness
was gone now, and after a nonent of perplexity he started forward again. At first he took each
step gingerly, expecting another jolt. But the earth seened as full of pure, resonant vitality as
before. Shortly, he broke into a trot to catch up with Atiaran.

Toward evening, he felt the sting of wong again, as if he had stepped in acid. This tinme, he
reacted in violent revul sion; he pitched forward as if diving away froma blast of |ightning, and
a yell ripped past his teeth before he could stop hinself. Atiaran came back to himat a run, and
found hi m pawi ng over the grass, tearing up the blades in handfuls of outrage.

"Here!" he gritted, thunping the turf with his fist. "By hell! It was here."

Atiaran blinked at himblankly. He junped to his feet, pointed an accusing finger at the ground.
"Didn't you feel it? It was there. Hellfire!" H's finger quivered. "How did you miss it?"

"I felt nothing," she replied evenly.

He shuddered and dropped his hand. "It felt as if I-as if | stepped in quicksand-or acid-or"-he
renmenbered the slain Waynhi m"or nurder.™

Slowy, Atiaran knelt beside the spot he indicated. For a nonent, she studied it, then touched it
with her hands. Wen she stood up, she said, "I feel nothing-"

"I't's gone," he interrupted.

"-but | have not the touch of a rhadhamaerl,’
"Once. Earlier."

"Ah," she sighed, "would that | were a Lord, and knew what to do. There nust be an evil working
deep in the Earth-a great evil, indeed, if the Andelainian Hlls are not altogether safe. But the
ill is newyet, or timd. It does not remain. W nust hope to outrun it. Ah, weak! Qur speed
becones less sufficient with each passing day."

She pulled her robe tightly about her, strode away into the evening. She and Covenant travel ed on
wi thout a halt until night was thick around them and the wani ng nmoon was high in its path anong
the stars.

The next day, Covenant felt convulsions of ill through the grass nore often. Twi ce during the
nmorni ng, and four tinmes during the afternoon and evening, one foot or the other recoiled wth
sudden ferocity fromthe turf, and by the time Atiaran stopped for the night, his nerves fromhis
legs to the roots of his teeth were raw and jangling. He felt intensely that such sore spots were
an affront to, even a betrayal of, Andelain, where every other touch and |ine and hue of sky and
tree and grass and hill was redolent with richness. Those attacks, pangs, stings nmade him
involuntarily wary of the ground itself, as if the very foundation of the Earth had been cast into
doubt .

On the fifth day since Soaring Wodhel ven, he felt the wongness in the grass |less often, but the
attacks showed an increase in virulence. Shortly after noon, he found a spot of ill that did not
vani sh after he first touched it. Wen he set his foot on it again, he felt a quiver as if he had
stepped on an ache in the ground. The vibration rapidly nunbed his foot, and his jaws hurt from
clenching his teeth, but he did not back away. Calling to Atiaran, he knelt on the grass and
touched the earth's sore with his hands.

To his surprise, he felt nothing.

Atiaran explored the ground herself, then considered himwith a frown in her eyes. She also felt
not hi ng.

But when he probed the spot with his foot, he found that the pain was still there. It scraped his
brain, nmade sweat bead on his forehead, drew a snarl fromhis throat. As the ache spread through
hi s bones, sending cold nunbness up his leg, he bent to slide his fingers under the sole of his
boot. But his hands still felt nothing; only his feet were sensitive to the peril.

On an inpulse, he threw off one boot, renpved his sock, and placed his bare foot on the spot of
ill. This time, the discrepancy was even nore surprising. He could feel the pain with his booted
foot, but not with his bare one. And yet his sensations were perfectly clear; the wong arose from
the ground, not from his boot.

Bef ore he could stop hinself, he snatched off his other boot and sock, and cast them away from
him Then he dropped heavily to sit on the grass, and clutched his throbbing head in both hands.

"I have no sandals for you," Atiaran said stiffly. "You will need footwear before this journey has
reached its end."

Covenant hardly heard her. He felt acutely that he had recogni zed a danger, identified a threat

whi ch had been warping himfor days w thout his know edge.

Is that how you're going to do it, Foul? he snarled. First my nerves cone back to life. Then

Andel ain nakes nme forget, Then | throw away ny boots. Is that it? Break down all ny defenses one
at atine so that | won't be able to protect nyself? Is that how you're going to destroy ne?

"W nust go on," Atiaran said. "Decide what you will do."

she went on. "Have you felt this before?"



Deci de? Bl oody hell! Covenant jerked hinmself to his feet. Fumi ng, he grated through his teeth,
"lIt's not that easy." Then he stal ked over to retrieve his boots and socks.

Survi ve.

He laced his feet into his boots as if they were a kind of arnor.

For the rest of the day, he shied away fromevery hint of pain in the ground, and followed Atiaran
grimy, with a clenched ook in his eyes, striving against the stinging wong to preserve his
sovereignty, his sense of hinmself. And toward evening his struggle seened to find success. After a
particularly vicious attack late in the afternoon, the ill pangs stopped. He did not know whet her
or not they would return, but for a while at | east he was free of them

That night was dark with clouds, and Atiaran was forced to make canp earlier than usual. Yet she
and Covenant got little rest. Alight, steady rain soaked their blankets, and kept them awake nost
of the night, huddling for shelter under the deeper shadow of an enshrouding w |l ow

But the next norning-the sixth of their journey from Soari ng Whodhel ven -dawned bright and full of
Andel ai ni an cheer. Atiaran net it with haste and anticipation in her every nove; and the way she
urged Covenant al ong seened to express nore friendliness, nore conpani onship, than anything she
had done since the begi nning of their sojourn. Her desire for speed was infectious; Covenant was
glad to share it because it rescued himfromthinking about the possibility of further attacks of
wrong. They began the day's travel at a | ope.

The day was nmade for traveling. The air was cool, the sun clean and encouraging; the path |ed
straight and level; springy grass carried Atiaran and Covenant forward at every stride. And her
cont agi ous eagerness kept himtrotting behind her |eague after |eague. Toward m dday, she sl owed
her pace to eat treasure-berries along the way; but even then she nmade good speed, and as evening
neared she pushed their pace into a | ope again

Then the untracked path which the Wodhel venni n had taught her brought themto the end of a broad
valley. After a brief halt while she verified her bearings, she started straight up a | ong, slow
hillside that seened to carry on away eastward for a great distance. She chose a plunb-Iline
direction which took her directly between two matched G | den trees a hundred yards above the
val | ey, and Covenant followed her toiling lope up the hill w thout question. He was too tired and
out of breath to ask questions.

So they ascended that hillside-Atiaran trotting upward with her head held high and her hair
fluttering, . as if she saw fixed before her the starry gates of heaven, and Covenant pl oddi ng,
punpi ng behind her. At their backs, the sun sank in a deep exhalation like the release of a |ong
pent -up sigh. And ahead of themthe slope seened to stretch on into the sky.

Covenant was dunbf ounded when Atiaran reached the crest of the hill, stopped abruptly, grabbed his
shoul ders, and spun himaround in a circle, crying joyfully, "W are here! W are in tinme!"

He |l ost his balance and fell to the turf. For a noment he lay panting, with hardly enough energy
to stare at her. But she was not aware of him Her eyes were fixed down the eastern slope of the
hill as she called in a voice shortbreathed by fatigue and exultation and reverence, "Banas

Ni moraml Ali, glad heart! dad heart of Andelain. | have lived to this tine."

Caught by the witchery of her voice, Covenant

| evered hinself to his feet and foll owed her gaze as if he expected to behold the soul of Andel ain
i ncarnat e.

He could not refrain fromgroaning in the first sag of his di sappointnent. He could see nothing to
account for Atiaran's rapture, nothing that was nore healthy or precious than the nyriad vistas of
Andel ai n past which she had rushed unheedi ng. Below him the grass dipped into a snboth w de bow
set into the hills like a drinking cup for the night sky. Wth the sun gone, the outlines of the
bowl were not clear, but starlight was enough to show that there were no trees, no bushes, no
interruptions to the snmoothness of the bowl. It |ooked as regular as if the surface of the grass
had been sanded and burnished. On this night, the stars seemed especially gay, as if the darkness
of the noon chall enged themto new brightness. But Covenant felt that such things were not enough
to reward his bone-deep fatigue.

However, Atiaran did not ignore his groan. Taking his arm she said, "Do not judge ne yet," and
drew himforward. Under the branches of the last tree on the bow's |ip, she dropped her pack and
sat against the trunk, facing down the hill. Wen Covenant had joined her, she said softly,
"Control your mad heart, Unbeliever. W are here in tinme. This is Banas N noram the dark of the
moon on the middle night of spring. Not in ny generation has there been such a night, such a tine
of rareness and beauty. Do not neasure the Land by the standard of yourself. Wait. This is Banas
Ni moram the Cel ebration of Spring-finest rite of all the treasures of the Earth. If you do not
disturb the air with anger, we will see the Dance of the Waiths of Andelain." As she spoke, her
voi ce echoed with rich harnonics as if she were singing; and Covenant felt the force of what she
promi sed, though he did not understand. It was not a tine for questions, and he set hinmself to



wait for the visitation

Waiting was not difficult. First Atiaran passed bread and the |ast of her springwine to him and
eating and drinking eased some of his weariness. Then, as the ni ght deepened, he found that the
air which flowed up to themfromthe bow had a lush, restful effect. Wen he took it far into his
lungs, it seenmed to unwind his cares and dreads, setting everything but itself behind him and
lifting himinto a state of cal msuspense. He relaxed in the gentle breeze, settled hinself nore
confortably against the tree. Atiaran's shoul der touched his with warnmh, as if she had forgiven
him The ni ght deepened, and the stars gl eaned expectantly, and the breeze sifted the cobwebs and
dust from Covenant's heart-and waiting was not difficult.

The first flickering light came Iike a twi st of resolution which brought the whole night into
focus. Across the width of the bow, he saw a flane |like the burn of a candle-tiny in the

di stance, and yet vivid, swaying yellow and orange as clearly as if he held the candlestick in his
hands. He felt strangely sure that the distance was neaningless; if the flanme were before himon
the grass, it would be no larger than his palm

As the Waith appeared, Atiaran's breath hissed intently between her teeth, and Covenant sat up
strai ghter to concentrate nore keenly.

Wth a lucid, cycling noverment, the flame noved down into the bow. It was not halfway to the
bott om when a second fire arrived on the northern rim Then two nore Waiths entered fromthe

sout h-and then, too suddenly to be counted, a host of flames began tracing their private ways into
the bowl fromall directions. Sone passed within ten feet of Atiaran and Covenant on either side,
but they seened unconsci ous of the observers; they followed their slow cycles as if each were
alone in the Hlls, independent of every gleambut its own. Yet their |ights poured together
casting a done of gold through which the stars could barely be seen; and at nonents particul ar
Waiths seenmed to bow and revol ve around each other, as if sharing a wel cone on their way toward
the center.

Covenant watched the great novenent that brought thousands of the flanes, bobbing at shoul der
height, into the bow, and he hardly dared to breathe. In the excess of his wonder, he felt like
an unpermtted spectator behol ding sone occult enactnment which was not neant for human eyes. He
clutched his chest as if his chance to see the Celebration to its end rode on the utter silence of
his respiration, as if he feared that any sound might violate the fiery conclave, scare the

W aiths away.

Then a change cane over the gathered flanes. Up into the sky rose a high, scintillating, wordless
song, an arching nmel ody. Fromthe center of the bow, the private rotations of the Waiths

resol ved thenselves into a radiating, circling Dance. Each Waith seened finally to have found its
place in a |large, wheel-like pattern which filled half the bow, and the wheel began to turn on
its center. But there were no lights in the center; the wheel turned on a hub of stark blackness
whi ch refused the gl ow of the Waiths.

As the song spread through the night, the great circle revol ved-each flane dancing a secret,

i ndependent dance, various in noves and sways-each flanme keeping its place in the whole pattern as
it turned. And in the space between the inner hub and the outer rim nore circles rolled, so that
t he whol e wheel was filled with nany wheels, all turning. And no Waith kept one position |ong.
The flames flowed continuously through their noving pattern, so that as the wheel turned, the

i ndi vi dual Waiths danced from place to place, now swi nging along the outer rim now gyring
through the niddle circles, now circling the hub. Every Waith noved and changed pl aces
constantly, but the pattern was never broken-no hiatus of msstep gapped the wheel, even for an
instant-and every flane seened both perfectly al one, wandering nysteriously after sonme persona
destiny through the Dance, and perfectly a part of the whole. Wile they danced, their |ight grew
stronger, until the stars were paled out of the sky, and the night was withdrawn, |ike a distant
spectator of the Cel ebration

And t he beauty and wonder of the Dance nmade of Covenant's suspense a yearni ng ache.

Then a new change entered the festival. Covenant did not realize it until Atiaran touched his arm
her signal sent a thrill of awareness through him and he saw that the wheel of the Waiths was
slowy bending. The rest of the wheel retained its shape, and the black core did not nove.
Gradual ly, the turning circle becane |opsided as the outer Waiths noved closer to the onl ookers.
Soon the grow ng bul ge pointed unmi stakably at Covenant.

In response, he seened to feel their song nore intensely-a keening, ecstatic |ament, a threnody as
throbbi ngly passionate as a dirge and as di spassionate as a subline, inpersonal affirmation. Their
nearing flames filled himwith awe and fascination, so that he shrank within hinself but could not
nmove. Cycle after cycle, the Waiths reached out toward him and he cl asped his hands over his
knees and held hinself still, taut-hearted and utterless before the fiery Dancers.

In monents, the tip of this long extension fromthe circle stood above him and he could see each



flane bowing to himas it danced by. Then the rim of the extension di pped, and the pace of the
Dance sl owed, as though to give each Waith a chance to linger in his conpany. Soon the fires were
passing within reach of his hand. Then the long armof the Dance flared, as if a decision had run
t hrough the Dancers. The nearest Waith noved forward to settle on his weddi ng band.

He flinched, expecting the fire to burn him but there was no pain. The flame attached itself to
the ring as to a wick, and he felt faintly the harnonies of the Cel ebration song through his
finger. As the Waith held to his ring, it danced and junped as if it were feeding excitedly
there. And slowy its color turned fromflamng yelloworange to silver-white.

When the transfornati on was conplete, that Waith flashed away, and the next took its place. A
succession of fires followed, each dancing on his ring until it became argent; and as his anxiety
rel axed, the succession grew faster. In a short time, the line of glistening white Waiths had

al nost reached back to the rest of the Dance. Each new flane presented itself swiftly, as if eager
for sone apotheosis, sone culmnation of its being, in the white gold of Covenant's ring.

Before long, his enption becanme too strong to let himrenain seated. He surged to his feet,

hol ding out his ring so that the Waiths could Iight on it w thout |owering thenselves.

Atiaran stood beside him He had eyes only for the transformati on which his ring sonehow nade
possi bl e, but she | ooked away across the Dance.

What she saw made her dig her fingers like claws of despair into his arm "No! By the Seven! This
must not be!"

Her cry snatched at his attention; his gaze junped across the bow .

"There! That is the neaning of the ill your feet have felt!"

What he saw staggered himlike a blow to the heart.

Comi ng over the northeast rimof the bow into the golden Iight was an intrudi ng wedge of

bl ackness, as pitch-dark and un-illuninable as the spawning ground of night. The wedge cut its
narrow way down toward the Dance, and through the song of the flanes, it carried a sound like a
host of bloody feet rushing over clean grass. Deliberately, agonizingly, it reached i nward w thout
breaking its fornmation. In nonents, the tip of the darkness sliced into the Dance and began
plunging toward its center.

In horror, Covenant saw that the Dance did not halt or pause. At the wedge's first touch, the song
of the Waiths dropped fromthe air as if it had been ripped away by sacril ege, |eaving no sound
behind it but a noise like running nurder. But the Dance did not stop. The flames went on
revolving as if they were unconsci ous of what was happening to them helpless. They followed their
cycles into the wedge's path and vanished as if they had fallen into an abyss. No Waith energed
from that darkness.

Swal | owi ng every light that touched it, the black wedge gouged its way into the Cel ebration

"They will all die!" Atiaran groaned. "They cannot stop-cannot escape. They nust dance until the
Dance is done. Al dead-every Waith, every bright light of the Land! This nust not be. Help them
Covenant, help them"

But Covenant did not know how to hel p. He was paral yzed. The sight of the bl ack wedge nmade him
feel as nauseated as if he were observing across a gulf of nunbness his fingers being eaten by a
madnman nauseat ed and enraged and inpotent, as if he had waited too long to defend hinsel f, and now
had no hands with which to fight back. The knife of Triock slipped fromhis nunb fingers and

di sappeared in darkness.

How- ?

For an instant, Atiaran dragged furiously at him "Covenant! Help them " she shrieked into his
face. Then she turned and raced down into the valley to neet the wedge.

The Waiths-!

Her novenent broke the freeze of his horror. Snatching up the staff of Baradakas, he ducked under
the flames and sped after her, holding himself bent over to stay below the path of the Waiths. A
madness seenmed to hasten his feet; he caught Atiaran before she was hal fway to the hub. Thrusting
her behind him he dashed on toward the penetrati ng wedge, spurred by a blind conviction that he
had to reach the center before the bl ackness did.

Atiaran foll owed, shouting after him "Ware and ward! They are ur-viles! Denondimcorruption!"

He scarcely heard her. He was focused on the furious need to gain the center of the Dance. For
better speed, he ran nore upright, flicking his head asi de whenever a Waith flashed near the

| evel of his eyes.

Wth a last burst, he broke into the enpty core of the wheel

He halted. Now he was cl ose enough to see that the wedge was conposed of tall, crowded figures, so
bl ackfl eshed that no |ight could gleamor glisten on their skin. As the hel pl ess Waiths swing
into the wedge, the attackers ate them

The ur-viles drew nearer. The tip of their wedge was a single figure, larger than the rest.



Covenant could see it clearly. It |ooked Iike one of the Waynhimgrown tall and evil-long torso,
short linmbs of equal length, pointed ears high on its head, eyeless face alnost filled by gaping
nostrils. Its slit nouth snapped |ike a trap whenever a Waith came near. Micus

trailed fromits nostrils back along either side of its head. Wen Covenant faced it, its nose
twitched as if it snmelled new game, and it snarled out a cadenced bark |ike an exhortation to the
other creatures. The whol e wedge thrust eagerly forward.

Atiaran caught up with Covenant and shouted in his ear, "Your hand! Look at your hand!"

He jerked up his left hand. A Waith still clung to his ring-burning whitely-obliviously dancing
The next instant, the leading ur-vile breached the core of the Dance and stopped. The attackers
st ood packed agai nst each other's shoul ders behind their |eader. Dark, roynish, and cruel, they
sl avered together and bit at the hel pless Waiths.

Covenant quailed as if his heart had turned to sand. But Atiaran raged, "Now Strike them now"
Trenbling, he stepped forward. He had no idea what to do.

At once, the first ur-vile brandished a long knife with a seething, blood-red blade. Fell power
radi ated fromthe blade; in spite of thenselves, Covenant and Atiaran recoil ed.

The ur-vile raised its hand to strike.

| mpul sively, Covenant shoved the white, burning Waith at the ur-vile's face. Wth a snarl of
pain, the creature junped back

A sudden intuition gripped Covenant. Instantly, he touched the end of his staff to the burning
Waith. Wth a flash, bold white flane bl oomed fromthe staff, shading the gold of the Dance and
chal l enging the force of the ur-viles. Their |eader retreated again.

But at once it regained its determi nation. Springing forward, it stabbed into the heart of the
white fire with its blood-red bl ade.

Power clashed in the core of the Dance. The ur-vile's blade seethed |like hot hate, and the staff
bl azed wildly. Their conflict threw sparks as if the air were aflane in blood and |i ghtning.

But the ur-vile was a naster. Its mght filled the bowl with a deep, crunbling sound, |ike the
crushi ng of a boul der under huge pressure. In one abrupt exertion, Covenant's fire was stanped
out .

The force of the extinguishing threw himand Atiaran to their backs on the grass. Wth a grow of
triunph, the ur-viles poised to leap for the kill

Covenant saw the red knife comng, and cowered with a pall of death over his nind.

But Atiaran scranbled back to her feet, crying, "Ml enkurion! Ml enkurion abatha!" Her voice
sounded frail against the victory of the ur-viles, but she net them squarely, grappled with the

| eader's knife-hand. Mnentarily, she withheld its stroke.

Then, from behind her to the west, her cry was answered. An iron voice full of fury shouted,

"Mel enkurion abatha! Binas m || Banas N noram khabaal! Mel enkuri on abat ha! Abatha Ni noram " The
sound broke through Covenant's panic, and he lurched up to Atiaran's aid. But together they could
not hold back the ur-vile; it flung themto the ground again. At once, it pounced at them

It was stopped hal fway by a hulking formthat |eaped over themto tackle it. For a nonent, the two
wrest| ed savagely. Then the newconer took the bloodred blade and drove it into the heart of the
creature.

A burst of snarls broke fromthe ur-viles. Covenant heard a sweeping noise |ike the sound of many
children running. Looking up, he saw a stream of small animals pour into the bow -rabbits,
badgers, weasels, noles, foxes, a few dogs. Wth silent determ nation, they hurled thensel ves at
the ur-viles.

The Waiths were scattering. Wiile Covenant and Atiaran stunbled to their feet, the last flane
passed fromthe bow .

But the ur-viles remained, and their size made the animals' attack | ook |like a nere annoyance. In
t he sudden darkness, the creatures seenmed to expand, as if the light had hindered them forced
themto keep their close ranks. Now they broke away from each other. Dozens of blades that boil ed
like lava | eaped out as one, and in horrible unison began to slaughter the animals.

Bef ore Covenant could take in all that was happening, the hul king figure who had saved them turned
and hissed, "Go! North to the river. |I have released the Waiths. Now we will make time for your
escape. Co!"

"No!" Atiaran panted. "You are the only man. The animals are not enough. W nust help you fight."
"Toget her we are not enough!" he cried. "Do you forget your task? You nust reach the Lords-nmust!
Drool nust pay for this Desecration! Go! | cannot give you rmuch tine!" Shouting, "Ml enkurion
abatha!" he whirled and junped into the thick of the fray, felling ur-viles with his mghty fists.
Pausing only to pick up the staff of Baradakas, Atiaran fled northward. And Covenant foll owed her
running as if the ur-vile blades were striking at his back. The stars gave them enough |ight. They
drove thensel ves up the slope, not looking to see if they were pursued, not caring about the packs



they left behind afraid to think of anything except their need for distance. As they passed over
the rimof the bow, the sounds of slaughter were abruptly di med. They heard no pursuit. But they
ran on-ran, and still ran, and did not stop until they were caught in mdstride by a short scream
full of agony and failed strength.

At the sound, Atiaran fell to her knees and dropped her forehead to the earth, weeping openly. "He
is dead!" she wailed. "The Unfettered One, dead! Alas for the Land! Al ny paths are ill, and
destruction fills all nmy choices. Fromthe first, | have brought wong upon us. Now there will be
no nore Cel ebrations, and the blane is mne." Raising her face to Covenant, she sobbed, "Take your
staff and strike nme, Unbeliever!"

Bl ankl y, Covenant stared into the pooled hurt of her eyes. He felt benunbed with pain and gri ef
and wasted rage, and did not understand why she castigated herself. He stooped for the staff, then
took her armand lifted her to her feet. Stunned and enpty, he led her onward into the night unti
she had cried out her anguish and could stand on her own again. He wanted to weep hinself, but in
his long struggle with the msery of being a | eper he had forgotten how, and now he could only
keep on wal ki ng. He was

aware as Atiaran regained control of herself and pulled away from himthat she accused hi m of
sonet hi ng. Throughout the sl eepless night of their northward trek, he could do nothing about it.

ELEVEN. The Unhoned

GRADUALLY, night stunbled as if stunned and wandering aimessly into an overcast day-Iinped
through the wilderland of transition as though there were no knowi ng where the waste of darkness
ended and the ashes of |ight began. The | ow clouds seened full of grief-tense and uneasy with
accunul ated woe -and yet affectless, unable to rain, as if the air clenched itself too hard for
tears. And through the dawn, Atiaran and Covenant noved heavily, unevenly, |ike pieces of a broken
| anent .

The comi ng of one day made no difference to them did not alter the way they fled-terrorless
because their capacity for fear was exhausted-into the north. Day and night were nothing but

di sqgui ses, notley raiment, for the constant shadow on the Land's heart. To that heart they could
not guess how much damage had been done. They could only judge by their own hurt-and so throughout
the I ong, dismal night and day which foll owed the defil enent of the Cel ebration, they wal ked on
haunt ed by what they had witnessed and nunb to everything el se, as though even hunger and thirst
and fatigue were extinguished in them

That night, their flesh reached the end of its endurance, and they pitched blindly into sleep, no
| onger able to care what pursuit was on their trail. Wile they slept, the sky found sone rel ease
for its tension. Blue lightning flailed the Hills; thunder groaned in |ong suppressed pain. \Wen
the travel ers awoke, the sun stood over them and their clothes were drenched with the night's
rain. But sunshine and norning could not unscar their wounded nenories. They clanbered |ike
corpses to their feet-ate aliantha, drank froma streamset off again walking as if they were
stiff with death.

Yet time and aliantha and Andel ainian air slowy worked their resuscitations. Slowy, Covenant's
weary thoughts shifted; the trudging horror of slaughter receded, allowed a nore familiar pain to
ache in him He could hear Atiaran crying, Covenant, help them and the sound nmade his bl ood ran
cold with inpotence.

The Waiths, the Waiths! he npaned dimy, distantly, to hinself. They had been so beautiful -and
he had been so unable to save them

Yet Atiaran had believed himcapabl e of saving them she had expected sone putting forth of power -
Li ke Lena and Baradakas and everyone el se he met, she saw him as Berek Hal fhand reborn, the naster
of wild magic. You have might, the Despiser had said. You will never know what it is. He did not
know, how could he? What did nagic, or even dreanms, have to do with hinf

And yet the Waiths had paid honage to his ring as if they recognized his |ost humanity. They had
been changed by it.

After a time, he said without nmeaning to speak aloud, "I would have saved themif | could."
"You have the power." Atiaran's voice was dull, inert, as if she were no | onger capable of grief
or anger.

"What power?" he asked painfully.

"Do you wear the white gold for nothing?"

"It's just aring. | wear it-l wear it because |'ma leper. | don't know anythi ng about power."
She did not look at him "I cannot see. You are closed to ne."

At that, he wanted to protest, cry out, grab her by



the shoul ders and shout into her face, O osed? Look -look at ne! 1'mno Berek! No hero. I'mtoo
sick for that. But he |lacked the strength. And he had been too badly hurt-hurt as rmuch by
Atiaran's inpossible denand as by his powerl essness.

How- ?

The Wait hs!

How can this happen to me?

A nonment passed while he groaned over the question. Then he sighed to hinself, | should have known

- He should have heard his danger in Atiaran's singing of the Berek |egend, seen it in Andelain
felt it inthe revulsion in his boots. But he had been deaf, blind, nunb. He had been so busy
nmovi ng ahead, putting nmadness behind him that he had ignored the nadness toward which the path of
his dreamtended. This dream wanted himto be a hero, a savior; therefore it seduced him swept

hi m al ong-urging himforward so that he would run heedl ess of hinself to risk his [ife for the
sake of Waiths, the Land, illusion. The only difference in this between Atiaran and Lord Foul was
that the Despiser wanted himto fail

You will never know what it is. O course he would never know. A visceral anger withed under his
fatigue. He was dreami ng-that was the answer to everything, to the Land' s inpossible expectations
of himas well as to the Land's inpossibility. He knew the difference between reality and dream
he was sane.

He was a | eper.

And yet the Waiths had been so beautiful. They had been sl aughtered

I'"ma | eper!

Trenbling, he began to give hinself a VSE. Hellfire! What do Waiths and wild magi ¢ and Berek

bl oody Hal fhand have to do with ne? H s body appeared whol e-he could see no injuries, his clothing
was runpled but unrent-but the end of the Hirebrand' s staff had been bl ackened by the power of the

ur-viles. By hell! They can't do this to ne.
Fum ng agai nst his weariness, he shanbled along at Atiaran's side. She did not look at him did
not seemto recognize his presence at all; and during that day he left her alone as if he feared

how he woul d respond if he gave her an opportunity to accuse him But when they halted that
evening, the cold night and the brittle stars nade himregret the |l oss of their blankets and
graveling. To distract hinmself fromhis hollow disconfort, he resumed his half-forgotten efforts
to |l earn about the Land. Stiffly, he said, "Tell me about that -whoever saved us. Back there."

A long silence passed before she said, "Tonorrow. " Her voice was |lightless, unillunm ned by
anyt hi ng expect torpor or defeat. "Let nme be. Until tonorrow "

Covenant nodded in the darkness. It felt thick with cold and beating wi ngs, but he could answer it
better than he could reply to Atiaran's tone. For a long tinme he shivered as if he were prepared
to resent every dreamthat afflicted a m serable mankind, and at |last he fell into fitful slunber.
The next day, the ninth from Soari ng Whodhel ven, Atiaran told Covenant about the Unfettered One in
a voice as flat as crushed rock, as if she had reached the point where what she said, how she
exposed herself, no longer mattered to her. "There are those fromthe Loresraat,"” she said, "who
find that they cannot work for the Land or the Lore of the AOd Lords in the conpany of their

fell ows-Lords or Lorewardens, the followers of Sword or Staff. Those have sone private vision

whi ch conpels themto seek it in isolation. But their need for al oneness does not divide themfrom
the people. They are given the Rites of Unfettering, and freed fromall comobn demands, to quest
after their own lore with the blessing of the Lords and the respect of all who |ove the Land. For
the Lords | earned |long ago that the desire for al oneness need not be a selfish desire, if it is
not made so by those who do not feel it.

"Many of the Unfettered have never returned into know edge. But stories have grown up around those
Ones who have not vanished utterly. Some are said to know the secrets of dreams, others to
practice deep mysteries in the arts of healing, still others to be the friends of the animals,
speaki ng their |anguage and calling on their help in times of great need.

"Such a One saved us"-her voice thickened monentarily-"a | earner of the Waiths and a friend to
the small beasts of the woods. He knew nore of the Seven Wrds than nmy ears have ever heard." She
groaned softly. "A mighty man, to have been so slain. He released the Waiths, and saved our

lives. Wuld that | were worth so much. By the Seven! No evil has ever before been ained at the
Waiths of Andelain. The Gray Slayer hinmself never dared- And it is said that the Ritual of
Desecration itself had no power to touch them Now it is in nmy heart that they will not dance
again."

After a heavy pause, she went on: "No nmatter. Al things end, in perversion and death. Sorrow

bel ongs to those who al so hope. But that Unfettered One gave his life so that you and your nessage
and your ring might reach the Lords. This we will acconplish, so that such sacrifices may have
meani ng. "



She fell silent again for a nonent, and Covenant asked hinself, |Is that why? Is that what |iving
is for? To vindicate the deaths of others? But he said nothing, and shortly Atiaran's thoughts

| inped back to her subject. "But the Unfettered. Sone are dreaners, sone heal ers, sone share the
life of the animals. Sone delve the earth to uncover the secrets of the Cavew ghts, others |learn
the I ore of the Denmondi m what ever know edge gui des the One's private prophecy. | have even heard
it whispered that some Unfettered follow the | egend of Caerroil WIdwood of Garroting Deep, and
become Forestals. But that is a perilous thought, even when whi spered.

"Never before have | seen one of the Unfettered. But | have heard the Rites of Unfettering. A hym
is sung." Dully, she recited:

Free

Unfettered

Shriven

Free-

Dreamthat what is dreanmed will be:
Hol d eyes cl asped shut until they see,
And sing the silent prophecy

And be

Unfettered

Shriven

Free.

There is nore, but nmy weakness will not recall- It may be that | will not sing any song again."
She pull ed her robe tight around her shoulders as if a wind were chilling through her, and said

not hi ng nore for the rest of the day.

That night, when they had canped, Covenant again could not sleep. Umwillingly he | ay awake and
wat ched for the sliver of the new nobon. When it finally rose over the Hills, he was appalled to
see that it was no longer silver-white, but red-the color of blood and Drool's | aval eyes.

It hued the Hills with wongness, gave the night a tinge of crinmson |ike blood sweat sheening the
shrubs and trees and grass and slopes, as if the whole of Andelain were in tornent. Under it, the
viol ated ground shimered as if it were shuddering.

Covenant stared at it, could not close his eyes. Though he badly wanted conpany, he clanped his
teeth together, refused to awaken Atiaran. Al one and shivering, with the staff of Baradakas
clutched in his sweating hands, he sat up until noponset, then slept on the edge of consternation
until dawn.

And on the fourth day after the night of the Dance, it was he who set the pace of their traveling.
He pushed their speed nore and nore as the day passed, as though he feared that the bl oody noon
were gai ning on them

When they halted for the night, he gave Atiaran his staff and made her sit awake to see the noon.
It cane over the horizon in a crinson haze, rising like a sickle of blood in the heavens. Its
crescent was noticeably fuller than it had been the previous night. She stared at it rigidly,

cl enched the staff, but did not cry out. Wen she had tasted all its wong, she said tonel essly,
"There is no tine," and turned her face away.

But when norni ng cane, she once nore took charge of their pace. Under the pall of the despoiled
noon she seened to- have reached a resolution, and now she drove herself forward as if she were
spurred by some self curse or flagellation which rejected through naked determ nation the | ogic of
defeat. She seened to believe that she had | ost everything for herself and for the Land, yet the
way she wal ked showed that pain could be as sharp a goad as any. Again Covenant found hinself
hurrying as hard as he could to keep up with her fierce back

He accepted her pace in the nane of his conplex dread; he did not want to be caught by the forces
that could attack Waiths and render noons incarnadi ne. But he was scrupul ous about his VSE and
other self protections. If he could have found a bl ade other than his penknife, he would have
shaved with it.

They spent that day, part of the night, and the norning of the next day stunbling forward on the
verge of a run. Covenant sustained their rate as best he could, but |ong days and restless nights
had drai ned his stanmi na, made his stride ragged and his nmuscles irresilient. He cane to | ean nore
and nmore on his staff, unable to keep his balance without it. And even with it he night have
fallen if he had been pursuing such a pace in sonme other region. But the keen essence of Andel ain
supported him Healthy air salved his lungs, thick grass cushioned his sore joints, G |den shaded
him treasure-berries burst with energy in his nmouth. And at |ast, near noon on the sixth day, he
and Atiaran staggered over the crest of a hill and saw at the bottom of the slope beyond themthe



Soul sease River.

Bl ue under the azure sky, it nmeandered broad, quiet and slow al nost directly eastward across their
path |ike a demarcation or boundary of achievenent. As it turned and ran anong the Hills, it had a
glitter of youth, a sparkle of contained exuberance which could burst into |aughter the noment it
was tickled by any shoals. And its water was as clean, clear and fresh as an offer of baptism At
the sight of it, Covenant felt a rushing desire to plunge in, as if the stream had the power to
wash away his nortality.

But he was distracted fromit alnost inmediately.

Sone di stance away to the west, and noving upstreamin the center of the river, was a boat like a
skiff with a tall figure in the stern. The instant she sawit, Atiaran cried out sharply, waved
her arms, then began pelting down the slope, calling with a frantic edge to her voice, "Hail!
Hel p! Cone back! Come back!"

Covenant followed | ess urgently. H's gaze was fixed on the boat.

Wth a swing of its prow, it turned in their direction

Atiaran threw her arns into the air again, gave one nore call, then dropped to the ground. Wen
Covenant reached her, she was sitting with her knees clasped to her chest, and her lips trenbled
as if her face were about to break. She stared feverishly at the approachi ng boat.

As it drew nearer, Covenant began to see with growi ng surprise just howtall the steering figure
was. Before the boat was within a hundred feet of them he was sure that the steersman was tw ce
his own height. And he could see no neans of propul sion. The craft appeared to be nothing nore
than an enornous rowboat, but there were no oarlocks, no oars, no poles. He gaped wi dely at the
boat as it glided closer

When it was within thirty feet of them Atiaran thrust herself to her feet and called out, "Hail
Rockbrother! The G ants of Seareach are another name for friendship! Help us!" The boat kept
gliding toward the bank, but its steersman did not speak; and shortly Atiaran added in a whisper
that only Covenant could hear, "I beg you."

The G ant kept his silence as he approached. For the |ast distance, he swng the tiller over so
that the boat's prow ai ned squarely at the riverbank. Then, just before the craft struck, he drove
his weight down in the stern. The prow lifted out of the water and grounded itself securely a few
yards from Atiaran and Covenant. In a nmonent, the G ant stood before themon the grass, offering
them the sal ute of wel cone.

Covenant shook his head in wonder. He felt that it was inpossible for anyone to be so big; the

G ant was at |east twelve feet tall. But the rocky concreteness of the Gant's presence
contradicted him The G ant struck his perceptions as tangibly as stunbling on rough stone.

Even for a being twelve feet tall, he appeared gnarled with nuscles, |ike an oak cone to life. He
was dressed in a heavy leather jerkin and | eggings, and carried no weapons. A short beard, as
stiff as iron, jutted fromhis face. And his eyes were small, deep-set and enthusiastic. From
under his brows, nassed over his sockets like the wall of a fortress, his glances fl ashed
piercingly, like gleans fromhis cavernous thoughts. Yet, in spite of his inposing appearance, he
gave an inpression of incongruous geniality, of inunense good hunor.

"Hail, Rocksister," he said in a soft, bubbling tenor voice which sounded too |ight and gentle to

cone fromhis benuscled throat. "Wat is your need? My help is willing, but | ama |legate, and ny
enbassy brooks little delay."

Covenant expected Atiaran to blurt out her plea; the hesitation with which she net the Gant's
offer disturbed him For a long nonment, she gnawed her lips as if she were chewi ng over her

rebel lious flesh, searching for an utterance which would give direction, one way or another, to a
choi ce she hated. Then, with her eyes downcast as if in shane, she nurnured uncertainly, "Were do
you go?"

At her question, the Gant's eyes flashed, and his voice bubbled Iike a spring of water froma
rock as he said, "My destination? Wwo is w se enough to know his own goal ? But I am bound for- No,
that name is too long a story for such atime as this. | go to Lord' s Keep, as you humans cal

it."

Still hesitating, Atiaran asked, "Wuat is your nanme?"

"That is another long story," the G ant returned, and repeated, "Wuat is your need?"

But Atiaran insisted dully, "Your name."

Again a gl eam sprang fromunder the G ant's massive brows. "There is power in nanes. | do not wi sh
to be invoked by any but friends."

"Your nane!" Atiaran groaned.

For an instant, the G ant paused, indecisive.. Then he said, "Very well. Though ny enbassy is not
alight one, I will answer for the sake of the loyalty between my people and yours. To speak
shortly, | amcalled Saltheart Foanfoll ower."



Abruptly, sone resistance, sonme hatred of her decision, crunbled in Atiaran as if it had been
defeated at last by the Gant's trust. She raised her head, showi ng Covenant and Foanfoll ower the
crushed | andscape behind her eyes. Wth grave deliberation, she gave the salute of wel cone. "Let
it be so. Saltheart Foanfollower, Rockbrother and G ants' legate, | charge you by the power of
your name, and by the great Keep of faith which was made between Danel on G antfriend and your
people, to take this nman, Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and stranger to the Land, in safety to the
Council of Lords. He bears nessages to the Council from Kevin's Watch. Ward himwell, Rockbrother
I can go no farther."

What ? Covenant gaped. In his surprise, he alnost protested al oud, And give up your revenge? But he
held hinmself still with his thoughts reeling, and waited for her to take a stance he could

conpr ehend.

"Ah, you are too quick to call on such bold nanes,"” the Gant said softly. "I would have accepted
your charge without them But | urge you to join us. There are rare healings at Lord' s Keep. WII
you not cone? Those who await you woul d not begrudge such a sojourn-not if they could see you as
do now. "

Bitterness twisted Atiaran's lips. "Have you seen the new nobon? That cones of the |ast healing

| ooked for." As she went on, her voice grew gray with self-despite. "It is a futile charge | give
you. | have already caused it to fail. There has been murder in all my choices since | becanme this
man' s gui de, such nmurder-" She choked on the bile of what she had seen, and had to swal |l ow
violently before she could continue. "Because ny path took us too close to Mount Thunder. You
passed around that place. You nust have seen the evil working there."

Distantly, the Gant said, "I saw."
"W went into the know edge of that wong, rather than nmake our way across the Center Plains. And
nowit is too late for anyone. He- The Gray Slayer has returned. | chose that path because

desired healing for nyself. What will happen to the Lords if | ask themto help me now?"

And gi ve up your revenge? Covenant wondered. He could not conprehend. He turned conpletely to.
ward her and studied her face, trying to see her health, her spirit.

She | ooked as if she were in the grip of a ravaging illness. Her men had thinned and sharpened;
her spaci ous eyes were shadowed, veiled in darkness; her |ips were drained of blood. And
vertically down the center of her forehead lay a deep Iine like a rift in her skull-the tool work
of unblinkabl e despair. Etched there was the vastness of the personal hurt which she contained by
sheer force of will, and the danage she did herself by containing it

At | ast Covenant saw clearly the noral struggle that wasted her, the triple conflict between her
abhorrence of him her fear for the Land, and her dismay at her own weakness-a struggl e whose
expense exhausted her resources, reduced her to penury. The sight shamed his heart, nade hi mdrop

his gaze. Wthout thinking, he reached toward her and said - in a voice full of self-contradicting
pl eas, "Don't give up."
"G ve up?" she gasped in virulence, backing away fromhim "If | gave up, | would stab you where

you stand!" Suddenly, she thrust a hand into her robe and snatched out a stone knife like the one
Covenant had lost. Brandishing it, she spat, "Since the Cel ebration since you permtted Waiths to
die-this blade has cried out for your blood: Qher crines | could set aside. | speak for ny own.
But that-1 To countenance such desecration-!"

She hurled the knife savagely to the ground, so that it stuck hilt-deep in the turf by Covenant's

feet. "Behold!" she cried, and in that instant her voice becane abruptly gelid, calm "I wound the
Earth instead of you. It is fitting. | have done little else since you entered the Land.
"Now hear ny | ast word, Unbeliever. | let you go because these decisions surpass ne. Delivering

children in the Stonedown does not fit me for such choices. But | will not intrude ny desires on
the one hope of the Land barren as that hope is. Remenber that | have withheld nmy hand-1 have kept
nmy Gath."

"Have you?" he asked, noved by a conpl ex inpul se of synpathy and nanel ess ire.

She pointed a trenbling finger at her knife. "I have not harmed you. | have brought you here.”
"You' ve hurt yourself."

"That is ny Cath," she breathed stiffly. "Now, farewell. Wen you have returned in safety to your
own world, renenber what evil is."

He wanted to protest, argue, but her enotion mastered him and he held hinself silent before the
force of her resolve. Under the duress of her eyes, he bent, and drew her knife out of the grass.
It came up easily. He half expected to see blood ooze fromthe slash it had nmade in the turf, but
the thick grass closed over the cut, hiding it as conpletely as an absol ution. Unconsciously, he
tested the blade with his thunmb, felt its acuteness.

Wien he | ooked up again, he saw that Atiaran was clinbing up the hill and away, noving with the
unequal stride of a cripple.



This isn't right! he shouted at her back. Have nmercy! -pity! But his tongue felt too thick with
the pain of her renunciation; he could not speak. At |east forgive yourself. The tightness of his
face gave hima nasty inpression that he was grinning. Atiaran! he groaned. Wiy are we so unabl e?
Into his aching, the Gant's voice cane gently. "Shall we go?"

Dunmbly, Covenant nodded. He tore his eyes fromAtiaran's toiling back, and shoved her knife under
his belt.

Sal t heart Foanfoll ower notioned for himto clinb into the boat. Wen Covenant had vaulted over the
gunwal e and taken a seat on a thwart in the prowthe only seat in the thirty-foot craft snal
enough for himthe G ant stepped aboard, pushing off fromthe bank at the sane tine. Then he went
to the broad, shallow stern. Standing there, he grasped the tiller. A surge of power flowed

t hrough the keel. He swung his craft away fromthe riverbank into nmidstream and shortly it was
novi ng westward anong the Hills.

As soon as he had -taken his seat, Covenant had turned with failure in his throat to watch
Atiaran's progress up the hillside. But the surge of power which noved the boat gave it a brisk
pace as fast as running, and in nonents distance had reduced her to a brown nmite in the lush
oblivious green of Andelain. Wth a harsh effort, he forced his eyes to |l et her go, conpelled
hinself to | ook instead for the source of the boat's power.

But he could | ocate no power source. The boat ran snmoothly up against the current as if it were
being towed by fish. It had no propul sion that he could discern. Yet his nerves were sensitive to
the energy flowi ng through the keel. Dimy, he asked, "Wat nmakes this thing nove? | don't see any
engi ne. "

Foanfol | ower stood in the stern, facing upstream with the high tiller under his left armand his
right held up to the river breezes; and he was chanting sonething, some plainsong ,in a | anguage
Covenant could not understand-a song with a wave-breaking, salty tinbre |like the taste of the sea.
For a nonent after Covenant's question, he kept up his rolling chant. But soon its | anguage
changed, and Covenant heard hi m sing:

Stone and Sea are deep in life,

two unal terable synbols of the world:

per manence at rest, and pernanence in notion
participants in the Power that remains.

Then Foanfol | ower stopped, and | ooked down at Covenant with humor sparkling under his unbreachable
brows. "A stranger to the Land," he said. "Did that wonan teach you not hi ng?"

Covenant stiffened in his seat. The G ant's tone seened to denean Atiaran, denigrate the cost she
had borne; his bland, inpregnable forehead and hunorous gl ance appeared inpervious to synpathy.
But her pain was vivid to Covenant. She had been di spossessed of so much normal human | ove and
warnth. In a voice rigid with anger, he retorted, "She is Atiaran Trell-mate, of Mthil Stonedown,
and she did better than teach nme. She brought ne safely past Ravers, murdered Waynhim a bl oody
moon, ur-viles, Could you have done it?"

Foanfol |l ower did not reply, but a grin spread gaily over his face, raising the end of his beard
like a nock salute

"By hell!" Covenant flared. "Do you think I'mIlying? | wouldn't condescend to lie to you."

At that, the Gant's hunor burst into high, head back, bubbling |aughter.

Covenant watched, stifling with rage, while Foanfol |l ower |aughed. Briefly, he bore the affront.
Then he junped fromhis seat and raised his staff to strike the G ant.
Foanf ol | ower stopped himwi th a placating gesture. "Softly, Unbeliever,
taller if I sit down?"

"Hel | and bl ood!" Covenant how ed. Swinging his arnms savagely, he struck the floorboards with the
ur-vile--blackened end of his staff.

The boat pitched as if his blow had sent the river into convul sions. Staggering, he clutched a
thwart to save hinself from being thrown overboard. In a nonent, the spasm passed, |eaving the sun-
glittered streamas calmas before. But he renmmined gripping the thwart for several |ong
heartbeats, while his nerves jangled and his ring throbbed heavily.

Covenant, he snarled to steady hinself, you would be ridiculous if you weren't so-ridicul ous. He
drew hinself erect, and stood with his feet braced until he had a strangl ehold on his envotions.
Then he bent his gaze toward Foanfoll ower, probed the Gant's aura. But he could perceive no ill;
Foanf ol | oner seened as hale as native granite. Ridicul ous! Covenant repeated. "She deserves
respect."”

"Ah, forgive ne," said the Gant. Wth a twist, he lowered the tiller so that he could hold it
under his armin a sitting position. "I meant no disrespect. Your loyalty relieves me. And | know

he said. "WIIl you fee



how t o val ue what

she has achieved." He seated hinself in the stern and | eaned back against the tiller so that his
eyes were only a foot above Covenant's. "Yes, and how to grieve for her as well. There are none in
the Land, not nen or G ants or Ranyhyn, who would bear you to-to Lord's Keep faster than | will."
Then his snmile returned. "But you, Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and stranger in the Land-you burn

yourself too freely. | laughed when | saw you because you seened |ike a rooster threateni ng one of
the Ranyhyn. You waste yourself, Thonmas Covenant."
Covenant took a double grip on his anger, and said quietly, "Is that a fact? You judge too

qui ckly, Gant."

Anot her fountain of |aughter bubbl ed out of Foanfollower's chest. "Bravely saidl Here is a new
thing in the Land-a nan accusing a G ant of haste. Well, you are right. But did you not know t hat
men consider us a"-he | aughed again-"a deliberate people? | was chosen as |egate because short
human nanmes, which bereave their bearers of so much history and power and neani ng, are easier for
me than for nost of my people. But now it appears that they are too easy.” Once nore he threw back
his head and | et out a stream of deep gaiety.

Covenant glared at the Gant as if all this hunor were inconprehensible to him Then with an
effort he pulled hinself away, dropped his staff into the bottom of the boat, and sat down on the
thwart facing forward, into the west and the afternoon sun. Foanfol lower's |aughter had a
cont agi ous sound, a coloration of unconplicated joy, but he resisted it. He could not afford to be
the victimof any nore seductions. Already he had | ost nore of hinself than he could hope to

regai n.
Nerves don't regenerate. He tolled the words as if they were a private litany, icons of his
enbattled self. Gants don't exist. | know the difference

Keep novi ng, survive.

He chewed his lips as if that pain could help himkeep his bal ance, keep his rage under command.

At his back, Saltheart Foanfollower softly began to chant again. H's song rolled through its
channel like a long inlet to the sea, rising and falling |ike a condensation of the tides, and the
wi nds of distance blew through the archaic words. At intervals, they returned to their refrain
Stone and Sea are deep in life then voyaged away again. The sound of |ong sojourning rem nded
Covenant of his fatigue, and he slunped in the prowto rest.

Foanf ol | ower's question caught hi mwandering. "Are you a storyteller, Thomas Covenant ?"

Absently, he replied, "I was, once."

"And you gave it up? Ah, that is as sad a tale in three words as any you m ght have told nme. But a
life without a tale is like a sea without salt. How do you live?"

Covenant folded his arns across the gunwal es and rested his chin on them As the boat noved,
Andel ai n opened constantly in front of himlike a bud; but he ignored it, concentrated instead on
the plaint of water past the prow. Unconsciously, he clenched his fist over his ring. "I live."
"Anot her ?" Foanfol |l ower returned. "In two words, a story sadder than the first. Say no nore-with
one word you will nake ne weep."

If the G ant intended any unbrage, Covenant could not hear it. Foanfoll ower sounded hal f teasing,
hal f synpathetic. Covenant shrugged his shoul ders, and renai ned silent.

In a noment, the Gant went on: "Well, this is a bad pass for me. Qur journeying. will not be
easy, and | had hoped that you could lighten the | eagues with a story. But no matter. | judge that
you will tell no happy tales in any case. Ravers. Waynhi m and Andel ai nian Waiths slain. \Wll

some of this does not surprise ne-our old ones have often guessed that Soul crusher would not die
as easily as poor Kevin hoped. Stone and Seat All that Desecration-ravage and rapine-for a false
hope. But we have a saying, and it conforts our children-few as they are-when

they weep for the nation, the homes, and conpany of our people, which we [ost-we say, Joy is in
the ears that hear, not in the nouth that speaks. The world has few stories glad in thensel ves,
and we nust have gay ears to defy Despite. Praise the Creator! AOd Lord Danmelon G antfriend knew
the value of a good | augh. Wien we reached the Land, we were too grieved to fight for the right to
live."

A good | augh, Covenant sighed norosely. Did | do a whole life's laughing in that little tine?

"You humans are an inpatient [ot, Thomas Covenant. Do you think that | ranble? Not a bit -1 have
cone hastening to the point. Since you have given up the telling of stories, and since it appears
that neither of us is happy enough to withstand the recital of your adventures-why, | nust do the

telling nyself. There is strength in stories-heart rebirth and thew bi ndi ng-and even G ants need
strength when they

face such tasks as mine." He paused, and Covenant, not wishing himto stop -the Gant's voice
seermed to weave the rush of water past the boat into a soothing tapestry-said into the silence,
"Tel I ."



"Ali," Foanfollower responded, "that was not so bad. You recover despite yourself, Thomas
Covenant. Now, then. d adden your ears, and listen gaily, for I amno purveyor of sorrows-though
intines of action we do not wince fromfacts. If you asked ne to resail your path here, | would
require every detail of your journey before | took three steps into the Hills. Resailing is
perilous, and too often return is inpossible the path is lost, or the travel er changed, beyond
hope of recovery.

"But you nust understand, Unbeliever, that selecting a tale is usually a matter for deliberation.
The old Gantish is a wealth of stories, and sonme take days in the telling. Once, as a child,
heard three tinmes in succession the tale of Bahgoon the Unbearable and Thel nra Twofist, who taned
himnow that was a story worth the | aughter-but nine days were gone before | knew it. However, you
do not speak G antish, and translation is a long task, even for Gants, so the probl em of
selection is sinplified. But the lore of our life in Seareach since our ships found the Land
contains many times many stories-tales of the reigns of Danelon G antfriend and Loric Vilesilencer
and Kevin, who is now called Landwaster-tales of the building, the carving out of the nountain, of
Revel st one, revered rock, “a handmark of allegiance and fealty in the eternal stone of tine,' as
Kevin once sang it, the nightiest making that the G ants have done in the Land, a tenmple for our
peopl e to | ook upon and renenber what can be achi eved-tal es of the voyage which saved us fromthe
Desecration, and of the many healings of the new Lords. But again selection is made easy because
you are a stranger. | will tell you the first story of the Seareach G ants the Song of the
Unhomed. "

Covenant | ooked about himat the shining blue tranquility of the Soul sease, and settled hinself to
hear Foanfol lower's story. But the narration did not begin right away. Instead of starting his
tale, the Gant went back to his antique plainsong, spinning the nelody neditatively so that it
unrolled like the sea path of the river. For a long tine, he sang, and under the spell of his

voi ce Covenant began to drowse. He had too much exhaustion dripping through his bones to keep his
attention ready. Wiile he waited, he rested against the prowlike a tired sw nmer.

But then a nodul ati on sharpened the G ant's chant. The nel ody took on keener edges, and turned
itself to the angle of a lanent. Soon Foanfoll ower was singing words that Covenant coul d
under st and.

W are the Unhoned-

| ost voyagers of the world.
In the | and beyond the Sunbirth Sea
we |ived and had our homes and grew
and set our sails to the w nd,
unheedi ng of the peril of the lost.
We are the Unhoned.
From horme and heart h,
stone sacred dwellings crafted by our reverent hands,
we set our sails to the wind of the stars,
and carried life to lands across the earth,
carel ess of the peril of our |oss.
We are the Unhoned-
| ost voyagers of the world.
From desert shore to high cliff crag,
home of nen and syl van sea-edge faery
| ands-
fromdreamto dream we set our sails,
and smled at the rai nbow of our |oss.
Now we are Unhoned,
bereft of root and kith and kin
From ot her nysteries of delight,
we set our sails to resail our track
but the winds of |life blew not the way we chose,
and the | and beyond the Sea was | ost.

"Ah, Stone and Sea! Do you know the old lore | egend of the Wunded Rai nbow, Thomas Covenant? It is
said that in the di mest past of the Earth, there were no stars in our sky. The heavens were a

bl ankness whi ch separated us fromthe eternal universe of the Creator. There he lived with his
people and his nyriad bright children, and they noved to the nusic of play and joy.

"Now, as the ages spired fromforever to forever, the Creator was noved to make a new thing for



the happy hearts of his children. He descended to the great forges and caul drons of his power, and
brewed and hammered and cast rare theurgies. And when he was done, he turned to the heavens, and
threw his nystic creation to the sky-and, behold!' A rainbow spread its arns across the universe.
"For a nonent, the Creator was glad. But then he | ooked closely at the rainbowand there, high in
t he shi mrering span, he saw a wound, a breach in the beauty he had nade. He did not know that his
Eneny,

the denon spirit of nmurk and mre that crawl ed through the bowels of even his universe, had seen
himat work, and had cast spite into the nortar of his creating. So now, as the rai nbow stood
across the heavens, it was marred.

"I'n vexation, the Creator returned to his works, to find a cure for his creation. But while he

| abored, his children, his nyriad bright children, found the rainbow, and were filled with
rejoicing at its beauty. Together, they clinbed into the heavens and scanpered happily up the bow,
danci ng gay dances across its colors. H gh on the span, they discovered the wound. But they did
not understand it. Chorusing joy, they danced through the wound, and found thensel ves in our sky.
This new unlighted world only gl addened themthe nore, and they spun through the sky until it
sparkled with the glee of play.

"When they tired of this sport, they sought to return to their universe of light. But their door
was shut. For the Creator had discovered his Eneny's handi work--the cause of the wound-and in his
anger his nmind had been cl ouded. Thoughtless, he had torn the rai nbow fromthe heavens. Not until
hi s anger was done did he realize that he had trapped his children in our sky. And there they
remain, stars to guide the sojourners of our nights, until the Creator can rid his universe of his
Eneny, and find a way to bring his children Hone.

"So it was with us, the Unhormed. In our long-lost rocky land, we |ived and flourished anbng our
own ki nd, and when we learned to travel the seas we only prospered the nore. But in the eagerness
of our glee and our health and our wandering, we betrayed ourselves into folly. W built twenty
fine ships, each |large enough to be a castle for you humans, and we nade a vow anbng ourselves to
set sail and discover the whole Earth. Ah, the whole Earth! In twenty ships, two thousand G ants
said high farewells to their kindred, promsing to bring back in stories every face of the

mul titudi nous worl d-and they |aunched t hensel ves into their dream

"Then fromsea to sea, through. tenpest and calm drought and fam ne and plenty, between reef and
landfall, the Gants sailed, glorying in the bite of the salt air, and the stretch of sailors
thews, and the perpetual contest with the ocean, “pernanence in notion'-and in the exaltation of
bi ndi ng toget her new peoples in the web of their wandering.

"Three ships they lost in half a generation. One hundred G ants chose to remain and live out their
lot with the sylvan faery Elohim Two hundred died in the war service of the Bhrathair, who were
nearly destroyed by the Sand gorgons of the great Desert. Two ships were reefed and wecked. And
when the first children born on the voyage were old enough to be sailors thenselves, the fifteen
vessel s held council, and turned their thoughts toward Home-for they had | earned the folly of
their vow, and were worn fromwestling with the seas.

"So they set their sails by the stars, and sought for Hone. But they were prevented. Faniliar
paths |l ed themto unknown oceans and unencountered perils. Tenpests drove them beyond their
reckoning until their hands were stripped to the bone by the flailing ropes, and the waves rose up
against themas if in hatred. Five nore ships were |ost-though the weckage of one was found, and
the sail ors of another were rescued fromthe island on which they had been cast. Through ice that
held themin its clutch for many seasons, killing scores of themthrough calns that made them

cl ose conrades of starvation-they endured, struggling for their lives and Hone. But disasters
erased every vestige of know edge fromtheir bearings, until they knew not where they were or
where to go. Wien they reached the Land, they cast their anchors. Less than a thousand G ants
stepped down to the rocky shore of Seareach. In disconsol ation, they gave up their hope of Home.
"But the friendship of H gh Lord Damel on Heartthew son renewed them He saw onens of promise in
his mghty Lore, and at his word the Gants lifted up their hearts. They nade Seareach their

pl ace, and swore fealty to the Lords-and sent three vessels out in quest of Hone. Since that tinme-
for nmore than three tines a thousand years-there have al ways been three G ant ships at sea,
seeking our land turn by turn, three new standing out when the old return, their hands enpty of
success. Still we are Unhoned, lost in the |labyrinth of a foolish dream

"Stone and Sea! We are a long-lived people, conpared to your humans -1 was born on shi pboard
during the short voyage which saved us fromthe Desecration, and ny great-grandparents were anbng
the first wanderers. And we have so few children. Rarely does any wonman bear nore than one child.
So now there are only five hundred of us, and our vitality narrows with each generation

"We cannot forget."

"But in the old lore-legend, the children of the Creator had hope. He put rainbows in our sky



after cleansing rains, as a promise to the stars that sonehow, soneday, he would find a way to
bri ng them hone.

"If we are to survive, we nust find the Hone that we have |ost, the heartland beyond the Sunbirth
Sea. "

During Foanfollower's tale the sun had declined into |l ate afternoon; and as he finished, sunset
began on the horizon. Then the Soul sease ran out of the west with fiery, orange-gold glory
reflected flane for flame in its burni shed countenance. In the fathom ess heavens the fire

radi ated both | oss and prophecy, com ng ni ght and prom sed day, darkness which woul d pass; for
when the true end of day and |ight came, there would be no blazonry to make it admrable, no
spectacle or fine fire or joy, nothing for the heart to behold but decay and gray ashes.

In splendor, Foanfollower lifted up his voice again, and sang with a plunmeting ache

We set our sails to resail our track

but the winds of life blew not the way we chose,

and the | and beyond the Sea was | ost.

Covenant pushed hinself around to |look at the G ant. Foanfollower's head was hel d high, wth wet
streaks of gl eaning gold-orange fire drawn delicately down his cheeks. As Covenant watched, the
reflected light took on a reddi sh shade and began to fade.

Softly, the G ant said, "Laugh, Thomas Covenant |augh for me. Joy is in the ears that hear."
Covenant heard the subdued, undenmandi ng throb and supplication in Foanfollower's voice, and his
own choked pain groaned in answer. But he could not |augh; he had no | aughter of any kind in him
Wth a spasmof disgust for the linmtations that crippled him he made a rough effort in another
direction. "I'mhungry."

For an instant, Foanfoll ower's shadowed eyes flared as if he had been stung. But then he put back
his head and | aughed for hinmself. H's hunor seened to spring straight fromhis heart, and soon it
had bani shed all tension and tears from his visage.

When he had rel axed into quiet chuckling, he said, "Thomas Covenant, | do not |ike to be hasty-but
| believe you are ny friend. You have toppled ny pride, and that would be fair service even had
not |aughed at you earlier.

"Hungry? O course you are hungry. Bravely said. | should have offered you food earlier-you have
the transparent | ook of a man who has eaten only aliantha for days. Sone old seers say that
privation refines the soul-but | say it is soon enough to refine the soul when the body has no

ot her choi ce.

"Happily, | amwell supplied with food." He pushed a prodigious |eather sack toward Covenant wth
his foot, and notioned for himto open it. Wen Covenant | oosened its drawstrings, he found salt
beef, cheese, old bread, and nore than a dozen tangerines as big as his two fists, as well as a

| eather jug which he could hardly [ift. To postpone this difficulty, he tackled the staples first,
washi ng the salt out of his throat with sections of a tangerine. Then he turned his attention to
the jug.

"That is dianondraught," said Foanfollower. "It is a vital brew Perhaps |I should- No, the nore

| ook at you, ny friend, the nore weariness | see. Just drink fromthe jug. It will aid your rest."
Tilting the jug, Covenant sipped the dianondraught. It tasted |like Iight whiskey, and he could
snell its potency; but it was so snooth that it did not bite or burn. He took several relishing
swal | ows, and at once felt deeply refreshed.

Carefully, he closed the jug, replaced the food in the sack, then with an effort pushed the sack
back into Foanfollower's reach. The di anondraught glowed in his belly, and he felt that in a
little while he would be ready for another story. But as he |ay down under the thwarts in the bow,
the twilight turned into crystal darkness in the sky, and the stars cane out lornly, like
scattered children. Before he knew that he was drowsing, he was asleep

It was an uneasy slunber. He staggered nunbly through plague-ridden visions full of dying noons
and sl aughter and hel pl ess ravaged flesh, and found hinself lying in the street near the front
bunper of the police car. A circle of townspeople had gathered around him They had eyes of flint,
and their nouths were stretched in one uniformrictus of denunciation. Wthout exception, they
were pointing at his hands. When he lifted his hands to | ook at them he saw that they were rife
with purple, |eprous bruises.

Then two white-clad, brawny nen canme up to himand manhandled himinto a stretcher. He coul d see
t he anmbul ance nearby. But the men did not carry himto it inmediately. They stood still, holding
himat waist level like a display to the crowd.

A policeman stepped into the circle. His eyes were the color of contenpt. He bent over Covenant
and said sternly, "You got in nmy way. That was wong. You ought to be ashamed." Hi s breath covered
Covenant with the snell of attar

Behi nd the policenmnan, soneone raised his voice. It was as full of unction as that of Joan's



| awyer. It said, "That was wong."

In perfect unison, all the townspeople vom ted gouts of blood onto the pavenent.

I don't believe this, Covenant thought.

At once, the unctuous voice purred, "He doesn't believe us." A silent how of reality, a rabid
assertion of

fact, sprang up fromthe crowd. It battered Covenant until he cowered under it, abject and
answer | ess.

Then the townspeopl e chorused, "You are dead. Wthout the conmunity; you can't live. Life is in
the community, and you have no comunity. You can't live if no one cares." The unison of their

voi ces made a sound |ike crunbling, crushing. Wen they stopped, Covenant felt that the air in his
I ungs had been turned to rubble.

Wth a sigh of satisfaction, the unctuous voice said, "Take himto the hospital. Heal him There
is only one good answer to death: Heal himand throw himout."

The two nen swung himinto the anbul ance. Before the door slamed shut, he saw the townspeopl e
shaki ng hands with each other, beam ng their congratulations. After that, the anbul ance started to
nmove. He raised his hands, and saw that the purple spots were spreading up his forearns. He stared
at hinmself in horror, nmoaning, Hellfire hellfire hellfire!

But then a bubbling tenor voice said kindly, "Do not fear. It is a dream" The reassurance spread
over himlike a blanket. But he could not feel it with his hands, and the anbul ance kept on

movi ng. Needi ng the bl anket, he clenched at the enpty air until his knuckles were white with

| onel i ness.

When he felt that he could not ache anynore, the anbul ance rolled over, and he fell out of the
stretcher into bl ankness.

TWELVE: Revel stone

THE pressure against his left cheek began slowy to wear his skin raw, and the pain nagged hi m up
off the bottom of his slunber. Turbul ence rushed under his head, as if he were pillowed on shoal s.
He

| abored his way out of sleep. Then his cheek was jolted twice in rapid succession, and his resting
pl ace heaved. Pushing hinself up, he snacked his head on a thwart of the boat. Pain throbbed in
his skull. He gripped the thwart, swung hinself away fromthe rib which had been rubbing his
cheek, and sat up to | ook over the gunwal es.

He found that the situation of the boat had changed radically. No shade or line or resonance of
Andel ai ni an richness remained in the surrounding terrain. On the northeast, the river was edged by
a high, bluff rock wall. And to the west spread a gray and barren plain, a crippled wlderness
like a vast battl eground where nore than nmen- had been slain, where the fire that scorched and the
bl ood that drenched had blighted the ground's ability to revitalize itself, bloom agai nan uneven
despoiled | ow and narked only by the scrub trees clinging to life along the river which poured
into the Soul sease a few hundred yards ahead of the boat. The eastering wind carried an old burnt
odor, and behind it lay the fetid nenory of a crine.

Al ready, the river joining ahead troubl ed the Soul sease-knotted its current, stained its clarity
with flinty nud-and Covenant had to grip the gunwal es to keep his bal ance as the pitching of the
boat i ncreased.

Foanfol |l ower held the boat in the center of the river, away fromthe turnmoil against the northeast
rock wall. Covenant gl anced back at the Gant. He was standing in the stern-feet wi dely braced
tiller clanped under his right arm At Covenant's glance, he called over the nmounting clash of the
rivers, "Trothgard |ies ahead! Here we turn north-the Wite River! The Gray conmes fromthe west!"
His voice had a strident edge to it, as if he had been singing as strongly as he could all night;
but after a noment he sang out a fragment of a different song:

For we will not rest-

not turn aside,

|l ost faith,

or fail-

until the Gay flows Bl ue,

and Rill and Maerl are as new and cl ean
as ancient Llurallin.

The heaving of the river nounted steadily. Covenant stood in the bottom of the boat-bracing

hi msel f agai nst one of the thwarts, gripping the gunwal e -and watched the forced conm ngling of
the clean and tainted waters. Then Foanfol | ower shouted, "One hundred | eagues to the Westron
Mount ai ns Guards Gap and the high spring of the Llurallin and one hundred fifty southwest to the



Last Hills and Garroting Deep! W are seventy fromLord' s Keep!"

Abruptly, the river's nmoiling grow sprang | ouder, snothered the G ant's voice. An unexpected | ash
of the current caught the boat and tore its prowto the right, bringing it broadside to the
stream Spray sl apped Covenant as the boat heeled over; instinctively, he threw his weight onto
the left gunwal e.

The neat instant, he heard a snatch of Foanfoll ower's plainsong, and felt power thrunmi ng deeply
along the keel. Slowy, the boat righted itself, swung into the current again.

But the near-disaster had carried them dangerously close to the northeast wall. The boat trenbl ed
with energy as Foanfoll ower worked it gradually back into the steadier water flow ng bel ow the
main force of the Gray's current. Then the sensation of power faded fromthe keel

"Your pardon!" the G ant shouted. "I am/losing ny seamanship!" H's voice was raw with strain.
Covenant's knuckl es were white from cl enching the gunwal es. As he bounced with the pitch of the
boat, he remenbered, There is only one good answer to death.

One good answer, he thought. This isn't it.

Perhaps it would be better if the boat capsized, tatter if he drowned-better if he did not carry
Lord Foul's nessage hal fhanded and beringed to Revel stone. He was not a hero. He could not satisfy
such expectati ons.

"Now the crossing!" Foanfollower called. "W nust pass the Gray to go on north. There is no great
danger -except that | amweary. And the rivers are high."

This time, Covenant turned and | ooked closely at the G ant. He saw now that Saltheart Foanfol |l ower
was suffering. His cheeks were sunken, hollowed as if sonething had gouged the geniality out of
his face; and his cavernous eyes burned with taut, febrile volition. Wary? Covenant thought. More
i ke exhausted. He lurched awkwardly fromthwart to thwart until he reached the G ant. Hi s eyes

were no higher than Foanfollower's waist. He tipped his head back to shout, "I'Il steer! You
rest!”
A smle flickered on the Gant's lips. "I thank you. But no-you are not ready. | am strong enough

But please |ift the dianondraught to ne."

Covenant opened the food sack and put his hands on the leather jug. Its weight and suppl eness nade
it unwieldy for him and the tossing of the boat unbalanced him He sinply could not lift the jug.
But after a nmonent he got his arms under it. Wth a groan of exertion, he heaved it upward.
Foanf ol | ower caught the neck of the jug neatly in his left hand. "Thank you, ny friend," he said
with a ragged grin. Raising the jug to his nmouth, he disregarded the perils of the current for a
nmonent to drink deeply. Then he put down the jug and swung the boat toward the nouth of the G ay
Ri ver.

Anot her surge of power throbbed through the craft. As it hit the main force of the Gay,
Foanf ol | ower turned downstream and angl ed across the flow Energy quivered in the floorboards. In
a snmoot h maneuver, Foanfoll ower reached the north side of the current, pivoted upstreamwth the
backwash along the wall, and let it sling himinto the untroubled Wiite. Once he had rounded the
northward curve, the roar of the joining began to drop swiftly behind the boat.

A nonment |ater, the throb of power faded again. Sighing heavily, Foanfollower w ped the sweat from
his face. H s shoul ders sagged, and his head bowed. Wth | abored sl owness, he lowered the tiller,
and at last dropped into the stern of the boat. "Ah, ny friend," he groaned, "even G ants are not
made to do such things."

Covenant noved to the center of the boat and took a seat in the bottom | eaning agai nst one of the
sides. Fromthat position, he could not see over the gunwal es, but he was not at present curious
about the terrain. He had other concerns. One of themwas Foanfollower's condition. He did not
know how the G ant had beconme so exhausted

He tried to approach the question indirectly by saying, "That was neatly done. How did you do it?
You didn't tell me what powers this thing." And he frowned at the tactless sound of his voice.
"Ask for some other story," Foanfoll ower sighed wearily. "That one is nearly as long as the
history of the Land. | have no heart to teach you the nmeaning of life here.”

"You don't know any short stories," responded Covenant.

At this, the G ant nanaged a wan snile. "Ah, that is true enough. Well, | will nake it brief for
you. But then you must pronise to tell a story for nme-sonething rare, that | will never guess for
nyself. | will need that, ny friend."

Covenant agreed with a nod, and Foanfol |l ower said, "Well. Eat, and | will talk."

Vaguel y surprised at how hungry he was, Covenant tackled the contents of Foanfollower's sack. He
munched neat and cheese rapidly, satisfied his thirst with tangerines. And while he ate, the G ant
began in a voice flat with fatigue: "The tine of Danelon G antfriend cane to an end in the Land
before ny people had finished the naking of Coercri, their hone in Seareach. They carved Lord's
Keep, as nen call it, out of the nountain's heart before they | abored on their own Lord-given



| and, and Loric was Hi gh Lord when Coercri was done. Then my forebearers turned their attention
outward-to the Sunbirth Sea, and to the friendship of the Land.

"Now, both lillianrill and rhadhanmaer| desired to study the lore of the Gants, and the tine of

Hi gh Lord Loric Vilesilencer was one of great growh for the lillianrill. To help in this growh,
it was necessary for the Gants to nake many sojourns to Lord's Keep" -he broke into a quiet
chant, singing for a while as if in invocation of the old grandeur of G antish reverence-"to

m ghty Revel stone. This was well, for it kept Revelstone bright in their eyes.

"But the G ants are not great |overs of wal king no nore so then than now. So ny forebearers

bet hought them of the rivers which flow fromthe Wstron Muuntains to the Sea, and decided to
build boats. Wl |, boats cannot cone here fromthe Sea, as you nay know Landsdrop, on which stands
Gravin Threndor, blocks the way. And no one, G ant or otherwi se, would willingly sail the Defiles
Course from Lifeswal |l ower, the Geat Swanp. So the G ants built docks on the Soul sease, upriver
from Gravin Threndor and the narrows now call ed Treacher's Gorge. There they kept such boats as
this-there, and at Lord's Keep at the foot of Furl Falls, so that at |east two hundred | eagues of
the journey night be on the water which we | ove.

"In this journeying, Loric and the lillianrill desired to be of aid to the Gants. Qut of their
power they crafted G| denl odea strong wood which they named lor-liarill-and fromthis wood they
made rudders and keels for our riverboats. And it was the promise of the Ad Lords that, when
their omens of hope for us came to pass, then Gl denl ode would hel p us.

"Ah, enough,” Foanfollower sighed abruptly. "In short, it is | who inpel this craft.” He lifted
his hand fromthe tiller, and i medi ately the boat began to | ose headway. "O rather it is | who
call out the power of the G ldenlode. There is |life and power in the Earth-in stone and wood and
water and earth. But life in themis somewhat hidden-somewhat sl unberous. Both know edge and
strength are needed yes, and potent vital songs-to awaken them" He grasped the tiller again, and
the boat noved forward once nore.

"So | amweary," he breathed. "I have not rested since the night before we net." H's tone rem nded
Covenant of Trell's fatigue after the Gravelingas had heal ed the broken pot. "For two days and two
nights | have not allowed the Gl denlode to stop or slow, though ny bones are weak with the
expense." To the surprise in Covenant's face, he added, "Yes, ny friend-you slept for two nights
and a day. Fromthe west of Andelain across the Center Plains to the marge of Trothgard, nore than
a hundred | eagues." After a pause, he concl uded, "Di anondraught does such things to humans. But
you had need of rest."”

For a nonent, Covenant sat silent, staring at the floorboards as if he were looking for a place to
hit them H's nmouth twi sted sourly when he raised his head and said, "So now |'mrested. Can |

hel p?"

Foanfol l ower did not reply inmedi ately. Behind the buttress of his forehead, he seened to wei gh
his various uncertainties before he muttered, "Stone and Sea! O course you can. And yet the very
fact of asking shows that you cannot. Some unwillingness or ignorance prevents."

Covenant understood. He could hear dark wi ngs, see slaughtered Waiths. WId magi c! he groaned.
Heroi sm This is unsufferable. Wth a jerk of his head, he knocked transitions asi de and asked
roughly, "Do you want my ring?"

"Want ?" Foanfol | ower croaked, |ooking as if he felt he should |augh but did not have the heart for
it. "Want?" Hi s voice quavered painfully, as if he were confessing to some kind of aberration. "Do
not use such a word, ny friend. Wanting is natural, and may succeed or fail w thout wong. Say
covet, rather. To covet is to desire sonething which should not be given. Yes, | covet your un-
Earth, wild magic, peace ending white gold:

There is wild nagic graven in every rock

contai ned for white gold to unleash or contro

| adnmit the desire. But do not tenpt nme. Power has a way of revenging itself upon its usurpers.
woul d not accept this ring if you offered it to nme."

"But you do know how to use it?" Covenant in quired dully, half dazed by his inchoate fear of the
answer .

This time Foanfollower did laugh. His hunor was enaciated, a nere wisp of its former self, but it
was cl ean and gay. "Ah, bravely said, ny friend. So covetousness collapses of its own folly. No, |
do not know If the wild magic may not be called up by the sinple decision of use, then | do not
understand it at all. Gants do not have such lore. W have always acted for ourselves-though we
gladly use such tools as Gldenlode. Wll, | amrewarded for unworthy thoughts. Your pardon
Thomas Covenant . "

Covenant nodded nutely, as if he had been given an unexpected reprieve. He did not want to know
how wi | d magi ¢ worked; he did not want to believe in it in any way. Sinply carrying it around was
dangerous. He covered it with his right hand and gazed dunbly, helplessly, at the G ant.



After a nmoment, Foanfollower's fatigue quenched his hunmor. His eyes di nmed, and his respiration
sighed wearily between his slack |ips. He sagged on the tiller as if |aughing had cost himvita
energy. "Now, ny friend," he breathed. "My courage is nearly spent. | need your story."

Story? Covenant thought. | don't have any stories. | burned them

He had burned them both his new novel and his best-seller. They had been so conpl acent, so
abjectly blind to the perils of l|eprosy, which lurked secretive and unpredictabl e behind every
physi cal or noral existence-and so unaware of their own sightl essness. They were carrion-like
hinmsel f, like hinmself-fit only for flames. Wat story could he tell now?

But he had to keep noving, act, survive. Surely he had known that before he had becone the victim
of dreans. Had he not learned it at the leprosarium in putrefaction and vonmit? Yes, yes! Survive!
And yet this dream expected power of him expected himto put an end to sl aughter- Images fl ashed
through himlike splinters of vertigo, mirror shards: Joan, police car, Drool's Laval eyes. He
reeled as if he were falling.

To conceal his sudden distress, he noved away from Foanfollower, went to sit in the prow facing

north. "A story," he said thickly. In fact, he did know one story-one story in all its grimand
nmot | ey disguises. He sorted quickly, vividly, until he found one which suited the other things he
need to articulate. "I"'11 tell you a story. A true story."

He gripped the gunwal es, fought down his dizziness.
"It's a story about culture shock. Do you know what culture shock is?" Foanfollower did not reply.
"Never mind. I'll tell you about it. Culture shock is what happens when you take a nman out of his
own world and put himdown in a place where the assunptions, the the standards of being a person-
are so different that he can't possibly understand them He isn't built that way. If he' s-facile-
he can pretend to be soneone
el se until he gets back to his own world. O he can just collapse and let hinself be rebuilt
however. There's no other way.
"1"I'l give you an exanple. Wiile | was at the leprosarium the doctors tal ked about a man-a | eper
like ne. Qutcast. He was a classic case. He cane from another country-where leprosy is a lot nore
comon- he nust have picked up the bacillus there as a child, and years |ater when he had a wife
and three kids of his own and was living in another country, he suddenly lost the nerves in his
toes and started to go blind.
"Well, if he had stayed in his own country, he would have been- The di sease is comon-it would
have been recogni zed early. As soon as it was recogni zed, he-and his wi fe-and his kids-and
everyt hing he owned-and his houseand his aninal s-and his close relatives-they would have all been
decl ared unclean. His property and house and ani nal s woul d have been burned to the ground. And he
and his wife and his kids and his close relatives would have been sent away to live in the nost
abj ect poverty in a village with other people who had the sanme di sease. He woul d have spent the
rest of his life there-wi thout treatment-w thout hope-while hideous deformity gnawed his arnms and
|l egs and face-until he and his wife and his kids and his close relatives all died of gangrene.
"Do you think that's cruel? Let ne tell you what did happen to the man. As soon as he recognized
his disease, he went to his doctor. H's doctor sent himto the | eprosariumal one-w thout his
fam | y-where the spread of the di sease was arrested. He was treated, given nedicine and training-
rehabilitated. Then he was sent hone to live a nornmal' life with his wife and kids. How nice.
There was only one problem He couldn't handle it.
"To start with, his neighbors gave hima hard tine. On, at first they didn't know he was sick-they
weren't famliar with | eprosy, didn't recognize it-but the | ocal newspaper printed a story on him
so that everyone in town knew he was the | eper. They shunned him hated hi mbecause they didn't
know what to do about him Then he began to have trouble keeping up his self-treatnents. Hi s hone
country didn't have nedicine and |l eper's therapy-in his bones he believed that such things were
magi ¢, that once his disease was arrested he was cured, pardoned-given a stay of something worse
than execution. But, to and behol d! When he stops taking care of hinself, the nunbness starts to
spread again. Then cones the clincher. Suddenly he finds that behind his back-while he wasn't even
| ooki ng, much less alert he has been cut off fromhis famly. They don't share his trouble-far
fromit. They want to get rid of him go back to living the way they were before.
"So they pack himoff to the | eprosarium again. But after getting on the plane-they didn't have

pl anes in his hone country, either-he goes into the bathroomas if he had been disinherited
wi t hout anyone ever telling himwhy and slits his wists."

He gaped wi de-eyed at his own narration. He would have been willing, eager, to weep for the nman if
he had been able to do so without sacrificing his own defenses. But he could not weep. Instead, he
swal | owed thickly, and let his nmonentum carry himon again
"And 1'Il tell you sonething else about culture shock. Every world has its own ways of comitting
suicide, and it is a lot easier to kill yourself using nmethods that you're not accustoned to.



could never slit my wists. |'ve read too nuch about it-tal ked about it too nuch. It's too vivid

I would throw up. But | could go to that man's world and sip belladonna tea w t hout nausea.
Because | don't know enough about it. There's sonething vague about it, sonething obscure-

sonet hing not quite fatal

"So that poor man in the bathroom sat there for over an hour, just letting his lifeblood run into
the sink. He didn't try to get help until all of a sudden, finally, he realized that he was going
to die just as dead as if he had sipped belladonna tea. Then he tried to open the door-but he was
too weak. And he didn't know how to push the button to get help. They eventually found himin this
grotesque position on the floor with his fingers broken, as if he-as if he had tried to craw

under the door. He-"

He could not go on. Gief choked himinto silence, and he sat still for a tinme, while water
lamented dimy past the prow He felt sick, desperate for survival; he could not submit to these
seductions. Then Foanfol |l ower's voice reached him Softly, the Gant said, "Is this why you
abandoned the telling of stories?"

Covenant sprang up, whirled in instant rage. "This Land of yours is trying to kill nme!" he spat
fiercely. "lIt-you're pressuring ne into suicide! Wiite gold! -Berek!-Waiths! You're doing things
to me that | can't handle. I'mnot that kind of person-1 don't live in that kind of world. A

t hese-seductions! Hell and blood! I'ma leper! Don't you understand that?"

For a | ong nonment, Foanfollower met Covenant's dot gaze, and the sympathy in the G ant's eyes
stopped his outburst. He stood glaring with his fingers Jawed whil e Foanfol |l ower regarded him
sadly, wearily. He could see that the G ant did not understand; |eprosy was a word that seened to
have no neaning in the Land. "Cone on," he said with an ache. "Laugh about it. Joy is in the ears
that hear."

But then Foanfoll ower showed that he did understand something. He reached into his jerkin and drew
oat a | eather packet, which he unfolded to produce a | arge sheet of supple hide. "Here," he said,
"you will see nmuch of this before you are done with the Land. It is clingor. The G ants brought it
to the Land | ong ages ago-but | will spare us both the effort of telling." He tore a small square
fromthe coner of the sheet and handed the piece to Covenant. It was sticky on both sides, but
transferred easily fromhand to hand, and | eft no residue of glue behind. "Trust it. Place your
ring upon that piece and hide it under your rainent. No one will know that you bear a talisman of
wild magic."
Covenant grasped at the idea. Tugging his ring fromhis finger, he placed it on the square of
clingor. It stuck firmy; he could not shake the ring | oose, but he could peel the clingor away
wi thout difficulty. Nodding sharply to himself, he placed his ring on the |eather, then opened his
shirt and pressed the clingor to the center of his chest. It held there, gave himno disconfort.
Rapidly, as if to seize an opportunity before it passed, he rebuttoned his shirt. To his surprise,
he seemed to feel the weight of the ring on his heart, but he resolved to ignore it.
Carefully, Foanfollower refolded the clingor, replaced it within his jerkin. Then he studied
Covenant again briefly. Covenant tried to smle in response, express his gratitude, but his face
seermed only capable of snarls. At last, he turned away, reseated hinself in the prowto watch the
boat's progress and absorb what Foanfoll ower had done for him
After nusing for a tinme, he remenbered Atiaran's stone knife. It made possible a self-discipline
that he sorely needed. He | eaned over the side of the boat to wet his face, then took up the knife
and pai nstaki ngly shaved his whi skers. The beard was eight days old, but the keen, slick blade
slid smoothly over his cheeks and down his neck, and he did a passable job of shaving w thout
cutting hinself. But he was out of practice, no |onger accustoned to the risk; the prospect of
bl ood nmade his heart trenble. Then he began to see how urgently he needed to return to his rea
wor | d, needed to recover hinself before he altogether lost his ability to survive as a | eper

Later that day cane rain, a light drizzle which spattered the surface of the river, whorling the
sky mirror into myriad pieces. The drops brushed his face like spray, seeped slowy into his
clothes until he was as soaked and unconfortable as if he had been drenched. But he endured it in
a gray, dull reverie, thinking about what he gained and |l ost by hiding his ring.
At last, the day ended. Darkness dripped into the air as if the rain were sinply beconing bl acker
and in the twlight Covenant and Foanfol |l ower ate their supper glumy. The G ant was al nbst too
weak to feed hinself, but with Covenant's hel p he managed a decent neal, drank a great quantity of
di anmondr aught .
Then they returned to their respective silences. Covenant was glad for the dusk; it spared himthe
sight of Foanfoll ower's exhaustion. Unwilling to Iie down on the danp fl oorboards, he huddl ed cold
and wet
agai nst the side of the boat and tried to relax, sleep
After a tine, Foanfollower began to chant faintly:



Stone and Sea are deep in life,

two unal terable synbols of the world:

per manence at rest, and pernanence in notion;
participants in the Power that remains.

He seened to gather strength fromthe song, arid with it he inpelled the boat steadily against the
current, drove northward as if there were no fatigue that could nake himfalter

Finally, the rain stopped; the cloud cover slowy broke open. But Covenant and Foanfol | ower found
no relief in the clear sky. Over the horizon, the red noon stood |like a blot, an inputation of
evil, on the outraged background of the stars. It turned the surrounding terrain into a dank

bl oodscape, full of crinmson and evanescent forns |ike unconprehended nmurders. And fromthe |ight
cane a putrid enanation, as if the Land were illumi ned by a bane. Then Foanfol |l ower's plainsong
sounded di shearteningly frail, futile, and the stars thensel ves seenmed to shrink away fromthe
noon's course

But dawn brought a sunlight-washed day unriven by any taint or nmenory of taint. Wen Covenant

rai sed hinself to | ook around, he saw nountains directly to the north. They spread away westward,
where the tallest of themwere still snowcrested; but the range ended abruptly at a point in |ine
with the White River. Already the nountains seened near at hand.

"Ten | eagues, " Foanfoll ower whi spered hoarsely. "Half a day against this current.”

The G ant's appearance filled Covenant with sharp disnay. Dull-eyed and sl ack-upped, Foanfol | ower

| ooked |like a corpse of hinself. H's beard seenmed grayer, as if he had aged several years
overnight, and a trail of spittle he was helpless to control ran fromthe corner of his nouth. The
pulse in his tenples |linped raggedly. But his grip on the tiller was as hard as a gnarl ed knot of
wood, and the boat plowed stiffly up the briskening river

Covenant noved to the stern to try to be of help. He wiped the Gant's |lips, then held up the jug
of di amondraught so that Foanfoll ower could drink. The fragnents of a smile cracked the Gant's
lips, and he breathed, "Stone and Sea. It is no easy thing to be your friend. Tell your next
ferryman to take you downstream Destinations are for stronger souls than nine."

"Nonsense, " said Covenant gruffly. "They're going to nmake up songs about you for this. Don't you
think it's worth it?"

Foanfol lower tried to respond, but the effort made hi mcough violently, and he had to retreat into
hi nsel f, concentrate the fading fire of his spirit on the clench of his fist and the progress of

t he boat.

"That's all right,"” Covenant said softly. "Everyone who hel ps ne ends up exhausted-one way or
another. If | were a poet, | would nmake up your song nyself." Cursing silently at his

hel pl essness, he fed the G ant sections of tangerine until there was no fruit left. As he | ooked
at Foanfollower, the tall being shriven of everything except the power to endure, self-divested,
for reasons Covenant could not conprehend, of every quality of humor or even dignity as if they
were mere appurtenances, he felt irrationally in debt to Foanfollower, as if he had been sol d-
behind his back and with blithe unregard for his consent-into the usury of his only friend.
"Everyone who helps ne," he nmuttered again. He found the prices the people of the Land were
willing to pay for himappalling.

Finally he was no longer able to stand the sight. He returned to the bow, where he stared at the

| oomi ng nmountains with deserted eyes and grunbled, | didn't ask for this.

Do | hate nyself so much? he demanded. But his only answer was the rattle of Foanfollower's

br eat hi ng.

Hal f the norning passed that way, nmeasured in butchered hunks out of the inpenetrable circunstance
of time by the rasp of Foanfollower's respiration. Around the boat the terrain stiffened, as if
preparing itself for a leap into the sky. The hills grew higher and nore ragged, gradually I|eaving
behi nd the heather and banyan trees of the plains for a stiffer scrub grass and a few scattered
cedars. And ahead the nountains stood taller beyond the hills with every curve of the river. Now
Covenant could see that the east end of the range dropped steeply to a plateau |ike a stair into
the nountai ns-a plateau perhaps two or three thousand feet high that ended in a straight cliff to
the foothills. Fromthe plateau cane a waterfall, and some effect of the light on the rock nade
the cascade gleampale blue as it tunbled. Furl Falls, Covenant said to hinself. In spite of the
rattle of Foanfollower's breathing, he felt a stirring in his heart, as if he were drawi ng near to
sonet hi ng grand.

But the drawing near lost its swiftness steadily. As the White wound between the hills, it
narrowed; and as a result, the current grew increasingly stiff. The G ant seened to have passed
the end of his endurance. His respiration sounded stertorous enough to strangle himat any tine;



he nmoved the boat hardly faster than a wal k. Covenant did not see how they could cover the | ast

| eagues.

He studied the riverbanks for a place to land the boat; he intended sonmehow to make the G ant take
the boat to shore. But while he was still looking, he heard a low runble in the air like the
runni ng of horses. What the hell-? Avision of ur-viles flared in his mnd. He snatched up his
staff fromthe bottom of the boat and clenched it, trying to control the sudden drum of his

trepi dati on.

The next moment, |ike a breaking wave over the crest of a hill upstream and east fromthe boat,
canme cantering a score of horses bearing riders. The riders were human, nmen and wonen. The i nstant
t hey saw the boat, one of them shouted, and the group broke into a gallop, sweeping down the hil
torein in at the edge of the river.

The riders looked Iike warriors. They wore high, soft-soled boots over black |eggings, black

sl eevel ess shirts covered by breastplates nol ded of- a yellow netal, and yell ow headbands. A short
sword hung from each belt, a bow and quiver of arrows from each back. Scanning themrapidly,
Covenant saw the characteristic features of both Wodhel vennin and Stonedownor; sone were tall and
fair, light-eyed and slim and others, square, dark, and muscul ar

As soon as their horses were stopped, the riders slapped their right fists in unison to their
hearts, then extended their arns, palms forward, in the gesture of welcome. A man distingui shed by
a bl ack diagonal line across his breastplate shouted over the water, "Hail, Rockbrother! Wl come
and honor and fealty to you and to your people! | am Quaan, Warhaft of the Third Eoman of the
Warward of Lord's Keep!" He paused for a reply, and when Covenant said nothing, he went on in a
nore cautious tone, "Lord Moram sent us. He saw that inportant matters were noving on the river
today. We are cone as escort."

Covenant | ooked at Foanfoll ower, but what he saw only convinced himthat the G ant was past
knowi ng what happened around him He slunped in the stern, deaf and blind to everything except his
failing effort to drive the boat. Covenant turned back toward the Eonan and called out, "Help us!
He's dying!"

Quaan stiffened, then sprang into action. He snapped an order, and the next instant he and two
other riders plunged their horses into the river. The two others headed directly for the west

bank, but Quaan guided his horse to intercept the boat. The nustang swam powerfully, as if such
work were part of its training. Quaan soon neared the boat. At the last nonment, he stood up on his
mount's back and vaulted easily over the gunwal es. On command, his horse started back toward the
east bank.

Monentarily, Quaan neasured Covenant with his eyes, and Covenant saw in his thick black hair,
broad shoul ders, and transparent face that he was a Stonedownor. Then the Warhaft noved toward
Foanfol l ower. He gripped the G ant's shoul ders and shook them barking words whi ch Covenant coul d
not under st and.

At first, Foanfollower did not respond. He sat sightless, transfixed, with his hand clanmped |ike a
deathgrip onto the tiller. But slowy Quaan's voice seened to penetrate him The cords of his neck
trenbled as he lifted his head, tortuously brought his eyes into focus on Quaan. Then, with a
groan that seened to spring fromthe very marrow of his bones, he released the tiller and fel

over sideways.

The craft imediately | ost headway, began drifting back down river. But by this time the two ot her
riders were ready on the west bank. Quaan stepped past Covenant into the bow of the boat, and when
he was in position, one of the two riders threwthe end of a long line to him He caught it neatly
and | ooped it over the prow. It stuck where he put it; it was not rope, but clingor. At once, he
turned toward the east bank. Another line reached him and he attached it also to the prow The
lines pulled taut; the boat stopped drifting. Then Quaan waved his arm and the riders began
nmovi ng al ong the banks, pulling the boat upstream

As soon as he understood what was bei ng done, Covenant turned back to Foanfollower. The G ant |ay
where he had fallen, and his breathing was shallow, irregular. Covenant groped nonmentarily for
some way to help, then lifted the | eather jug and poured a

quantity of dianondraught over Foanfollower's head. The liquid ran into his nouth; he sputtered at
it, swallowed heavily. Then he took a deep, rattling breath, and his eyes slitted open. Covenant
held the jug to his lips, and after drinking fromit, he stretched out flat in the bottom of the
boat. At once, he fell into deep sleep

In relief, Covenant murnmured over him "Now that's a fine way to end a song- and then he went to
sl eep.' What good is being a hero if you don't stay awake until you get congratul ated?"

He felt suddenly tired, as if the Gant's exhaustion had drained his own strength, and sighing he
sat down on one of the thwarts to watch their progress up the river, while Quaan went to the stern
to take the tiller. For a while, Covenant ignored Quaan's scrutiny. But finally he gathered enough



energy to say, "He's Saltheart Foanfoll ower, a-a legate fromthe Seareach G ants. He hasn't rested
since he picked me up in the center of Andel ain-three days ago." He saw conprehensi on of
Foanfol l ower's plight spread across Quaan's face. Then he turned his attention to the passing
terrain.

The towi ng horses kept up a good pace against the Wiite's tightening current. Their riders deftly
managed the variations of the riverbanks, trading haul ers and sl ackeni ng one rope or the other
whenever necessary. As they noved north, the soil became rockier, and the scrub grass gave way to
bracken. G lden trees spread their broad boughs and | eaves nore and nore thickly over the
foothills, and the sunlight nade the gold foliage gl ow warmy. Ahead, the plateau now appeared
nearly a | eague wide, and on its west the nountains stood erect as if they were upright in pride
By noon, Covenant could hear the roar of the great falls, and he guessed that they were close to
Revel st one, though the high foothills now bl ocked nost of his view The roaring approached
steadily. Soon the boat passed under a wide bridge. And a short tinme later, the riders rounded a

| ast curve, drew the boat into a | ake at the foot of Furl Falls.

The | ake was round and rough in shape, wi de, edged along its whole western side by Glden and
pine. It stood at the base of the cliff-nmore than two thousand feet of sheer precipice-and the

bl ue water cane thundering down into it fromthe plateau |like the | oud heart's-bl ood of the
mountains. In the |ake, the water was as clean and cool as rain-washed ether, and Covenant could
see clearly the depths of its boul dered bottom

Knotted jacarandas with delicate blue flowers clustered on the wet rocks at the base of the falls,
but nost of the | ake's eastern shore was clear of trees. There stood two |arge piers and severa
smal | er | oadi ng docks. At one pier rested a boat nmuch |ike the one Covenant rode in, and snaller
craft-skiffs and rafts-were tied to the docks. Under Quaan's gui dance, the riders pulled the boat
up to one of the piers, where two of the Eoman nade it fast. Then the Warhaft gently awakened
Foanf ol | ower .

The G ant cane out of his sleep with difficulty, but when he pried his eyes open they were calm
unhaggard, though he | ooked as weak as if his bones were nade of sandstone. Wth help from Quaan
and Covenant, he clinbed into a sitting position. There he rested, |ooking dazedly about himas if
he wondered where his strength had gone.

After a tine, he said thinly to Quaan, "Your pardon, r Warhaft. | ama little tired."

"I see you," Quaan murrured. "Do not be concerned. Revel stone is near."

For a nonent, Foanfollower frowned in perplexity as he tried to renmenber what had happened to him
Then a | ook of recollection tensed his face. "Send riders," he breathed urgently. "Gather the
Lords. There nust be a Council."

Quaan sniled. "Times change, Rockbrother. The newest Lord, Moram son of Variol, is a seer and
oracle. Ten days ago he sent riders to the Loresraat, and to High Lord Prothall in the north. Al
will be at the Keep tonight."

"That is well," the G ant sighed. "These are shadowed tines. Terrible purposes are abroad."

"So we have seen," responded Quaan grimy. "But Saltheart Foanfollower has hastened enough. | wll

send the fanme of your brave journey ahead to the Keep. They will provide a litter to bear you, if
you desire it."

Foanf ol | ower shook his head, and Quaan vaulted up to the pier to give orders to one of his Eoman.
The G ant | ooked at Covenant and sniled faintly. "Stone and Sea, ny friend," he said, "did | not
say that | would bring you here swftly?"

That sm | e touched Covenant's heart |ike a clasp of affection. Thickly, he replied, "Next tine
take it easier. | can't stand-watching- Do you al ways keep proni ses-this way?"

"Your nmessages are urgent. How could | do ot herw se?"

From his | eper's perspective, Covenant countered, "Nothing's that urgent. \What good does anyt hing
do you if you kill yourself in the process?"

For a nmonent, Foanfollower did not respond. He braced a heavy hand on Covenant's shoul der, and
heaved hinself, tottering, to his feet. Then he said as if he were answering Covenant's question
"Cone. W nmust see Revel stone.”

WI1ing hands hel ped himonto the pier, and shortly he was standing on the shore of the |ake.
Despite the toll of his exertion, he dwarfed even the nmen and wonen on horseback. And as Covenant
joined him he introduced his passenger with a gesture |ike an according of doninion. "Eoman of
the Warward, this is my friend, Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and nessage-bearer to the Council of
Lords. He partakes of nmany strange know edges, but he does not know the Land. Ward himwell, for
the sake of friendship, and for the senbl ance which he bears of Berek Heartthew, Earthfriend and
Lor d- Fat herer."

In response, Quaan gave, Covenant the salute of welconme. "I offer you the greetings of Lord's
Keep, G ant-w ought Revel stone," he said. "Be welcone in the Land-wel cone and true."



Covenant returned the gesture brusquely, but did not speak, and a nonent | ater Foanfollower said
to

Quaan, "Let us go. My eyes are hungry to behold the great work of ny forebearers.”

The Warhaft nodded, spoke to his command. At once, two riders galloped away to the east, and two
nmore took positions on either side of the Gant so that he could support hinself on the backs of
their horses. Another warrior, a young, fair-haired Wodhel vennin woman, offered Covenant a ride
behi nd her. For the first time, he noticed that the saddl es of the Eoman were nothing but clingor
nei ther horned nor padded, form ng broad seats and tapering on either side into stirrup loops. It
woul d be like riding a blanket glued to both horse and rider. But though Joan had taught himthe
rudi nents of riding, he had never overconme his essential distrust of horses. He refused the offer
He got his staff fromthe boat and took a place besi de one of the horses supporting Foanfoll ower,
and the Eoman started away fromthe lake with the two travelers.

They passed around one foothill on the south side, and joined the road fromthe bridge bel ow the
| ake. Eastward, the road worked al nost straight up the side of a traverse ridge. The steepness of
the clinb nmade Foanfol |l ower stunble several tines, and he was barely strong enough to catch

hi nsel f on the horses. But when he had | abored up the ridge, he stopped, lifted up his head,
spread his arnms w de, and began to |augh. "There, ny friend. Does that not answer you?" H s voice
was weak, but gay with refreshed joy.

Ahead over a few lower hills was Lord's Keep.

The sight caught Covenant by surprise, alnost took his breath away. Revel stone was a mast erwor k.
It stood in granite pernmanence |ike an enactnent of eternity, a tineless achi evenent forned of
mere lasting rock by sonme pure, suprenme G antish participation in skill.

Covenant agreed that Revel stone was too short a sane for it.

The eastern end of the plateau was finished by a broad shaft of rock, half as high as the plateau
and separate fromit except at the base, the first several hundred feet. This shaft had been

holl owed into a

tower which guarded the sole entrance to the Keep, and circles of w ndows rose up past the
abutnents to the fortified crowm. But nost of Lord's Keep was carved into the nountain gut-rock
under the plateau

A surprising distance fromthe tower, the entire cliff face had been worked by the old G ants-
sheered and crafted into a vertical outer wall for the city, which, Covenant later |learned, filled
thi s whol e, wedge shaped pronontory of the plateau. The wall was intricately |abored-lined and
coigned and serried with regular and irregul ar groups of w ndows, bal conies, buttresses-orieled
and parapeted-wought in a prolific and seeningly spontaneous nultitude of details which appeared
to be on the verge of crystallizing into a pattern. But |ight flashed and danced on the polished
cliff face, and the wealth of variation in the work overwhel mned Covenant's senses, so that he
coul d not grasp whatever pattern mght be there

But with his new eyes he could see the thick, bustling, conrunal life of the city. It shone from
behind the wall as if the rock were alnost translucent, alnpost lit fromwthin Iike a chiaroscuro
by the lifeforce of its thousands of inhabitants. The sight nade the whol e Keep swirl before him
Though he | ooked at it froma distance, and could enconpass it all Furl Falls roaring on one side
and the expanse of the plains reclining on the other-he felt that the old G ants had outdone him
Here was a work worthy of pilgrimges, ordeals. He was not surprised to hear Foanfoll ower whisper
like a vestal, "Ah, Revel stone! Lord' s Keep! Here the Unhonmed surpass their |oss."

The Eoman responded in litany:

G ant-troth Revel stone, ancient ward-

Heart and door of Earthfriend' s main:

Preserve the true with Power's sword,

Thou ages- Keeper, mountain-reign

Then the riders started forward agai n. Foanfoll ower and Covenant noved in wonder toward the

|l ooming wall s, and the distance passed sw ftly, unmarked except by the beat of their uplifted
hearts.

The road ran parallel to the cliff to its eastern edge, then turned up toward the tall doors in

t he sout heast base of the tower. The gates-a mighty slab of rock on either side-were open in the
free wel cone of peace; but they were notched and bevel ed and bal anced so that they could sw ng
shut and interlock, closing like teeth. The entrance they guarded was | arge enough for the whole
Eoman to ride in abreast.

As they approached the gates, Covenant saw a blue flag flying high on the crown of the tower-an
azure oriflanmme only a shade lighter than the clear sky. Beneath it was a snmaller flag, a red
pennant the col or of the bloody nobon and Drool's eyes. Seeing the direction of Covenant's gaze,

t he wonan near himsaid, "Do you know the colors? The blue is H gh Lord' s Furl, the standard of



the Lords. It signifies their Cath and gui dance to the peoples of the Land. And the red is the
sign of our present peril. It will fly there while the danger lasts."”

Covenant nodded wi thout taking his eyes off the Keep. But after a nonent he | ooked away fromthe
flags down toward the entrance to Revel stone. The opening | ooked |ike a cave that plunged straight
into the nmountain, but he could see sunlight beyond it.

Three sentries stood in an abutnent over the gates. Their appearance caught Covenant's attention
they did not resenble the riders of the Warward. They were |ike Stonedownors in size and build,
but they were flat-faced and brown-skinned, with curly hair cropped short. They wore short ocher
tunics belted in blue that appeared to be nade of vellum and their |ower |egs and feet were bare.
Sinply standi ng casual and unarnmed on the abutnent, they bore thenselves with an al nost feline

bal ance and al ertness; they seened ready to do battle at an instant's notice.

When his Eoman was within call of the gate, Quaan shouted to the sentries; "Hail! First Mrk
Tuvorl Howis it that the Bl oodguard have become guest wel comers?"

The forenpst of the sentries responded in a voice that sounded foreign, awkward, as if the speaker
were accustoned to a | anguage utterly unlike the speech of the Land. "G ants and nessage- bearers
have cone together to the Keep."

"Wel |, Bloodguard," Quaan returned in a tone of canmaraderie, "learn your duties. The Gant is

Sal theart Foanfol lower, |egate from Seareach to the Council of Lords. And the nan, the nessage-
bearer, is Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and stranger to the Land. Are their places ready?"

"The orders are given. Bannor and Korik await."

Quaan waved in acknow edgnent. Wth his warriors, he rode into the stone throat of Lord's Keep

THI RTEEN: Vespers

As he stepped between the bal anced jaws, Covenant gripped his staff tightly in his left hand. The
entrance was |ike a tunnel |eading under the tower to an open courtyard between the tower and the
mai n Keep, and it was lit only by the dim reflected sunlight fromeither end. There were no doors
or windows in the stone. The only openings were dark shafts directly overhead, which appeared to
serve some function in Revel stone's defenses. The hooves of the horses struck echoes off the
snooth stone, filling the tunnel like a rumor of war, and even the light click of Covenant's staff
pranced about himas if shadows of hinmself were wal king one hesitation step behind himdown the
Keep's throat.

Then the Eoman entered the sunlit courtyard. Here the native stone had been holl owed down to the

| evel of the entrance so that a space nearly as wide as the tower stood open to the sky between
hi gh sheer walls.

The court was flat and flagged, but in its center was a broad plot of soil out of which grew one
old Glden, and a small fountain sparkled on either side of the hoary tree. Beyond were nore stone
gates like those in the base of the tower, and they also were open. That was the only ground-Ieve
entrance to the Keep, but at intervals above the court, wooden crosswal ks spanned t he open space
fromthe tower to crenellated coigns on the inner face of the Keep. In addition, two doors on
either side of the tunnel provided access to the tower.

Covenant gl anced up the nain Keep. Shadows lay within the south and east walls of the court, but

the heights still gleamed in the full shine of the afternoon sun, and from his angle, Revel stone
seened tall enough to provide a foundation for the heavens. For a nonment as he gazed, his awe made
himwi sh that he were, |ike Foanfollower, an inheritor of Lord's Keep -that he could in sone way

claimits grandeur for hinmself. He wanted to belong here. But as Revelstone's initial inpact on

hi m passed, he began to resist the desire. It was just another seduction, and he had already | ost
too nmuch of his fragile, necessary independence. He shut down his awe with a hard frown, pressed
his hand against his ring. The fact that it was hidden steadied him

There lay the only hope that he could inmagine, the only solution to his paradoxical dilenma. As

|l ong as he kept his ring secret, he could deliver his nessage to the Lords, satisfy his exigent
need to keep noving, and still avoid dangerous expectations, denands of power that he could not
nmeet. Foanfol |l ower-and Atiaran, too, perhaps involuntarily had given hima certain freedom of

choi ce. Now he might be able to preserve hinself-if he could avoid further seductions, and if the
G ant did not reveal his secret.

"Foanfol | ower," he began, then stopped. Two nmen were approaching himand the Gant fromthe main
Keep. They resenbled the sentries. Their flat, unreadable faces showed no signs of youth or age,
as if their relationship with tine was sonehow anbi val ent; and they conveyed such an i npression of
solidity to Covenant's eyes that he was distracted fromthe G ant. They noved evenly across the
courtyard as if they were personified rock. One of them greeted Foanfoll ower, and the other strode



towar d Covenant.

When he reached Covenant, he bowed fractionally and said, "I am Bannor of the Bl oodguard. You are
inm charge. | will guide you to the place prepared." H's voice was awkward, as if his tongue
could not relax in the | anguage of the Land, but through his tone Covenant heard a stiffness that
sounded |ike distrust.

It and the Bl oodguard's hard, inposing aura made hi mabruptly uneasy. He | ooked toward
Foanf ol | ower, saw him give the other Bl oodguard a salute full of respect and ol d conradeship.
"Hail, Korik!" Foanfollower said. "To the Bl oodguard | bring honor and fealty fromthe G ants of
Sear each. These are consequential times, and in themwe are proud to nane the Bl oodguard anbng our
friends."

Flatly, Korik responded, "W are the Bl oodguard. Your chanmbers have been nmade ready, so that you
may rest. Cone."

Foanfol l ower snmiled. "That is well. My friend, | amvery weary." Wth Korik, he wal ked toward the
gat es.

Covenant started after them but Bannor barred his way with one strong arm "You will acconpany
me," the Bloodguard said without inflection

"Foanfol | ower!" Covenant called uncertainly. "Foanfollower! Vit for me.
Over his shoulder, the Gant replied, "Go with Bannor. Be at Peace." He seened to have no

awar eness of Covenant's mi sapprehension; his tone expressed only grateful relief, as if rest and
Revel stone were his only thoughts. "W will neet again-tonmorrow."™ Mwving as if he trusted the

Bl oodguard inplicitly, he went with Korik into the nmain Keep

"Your place is in the tower," Bannor said.

"I'n the tower? VWy?"

The Bl oodguard shrugged. "If you question this, you will be answered. But now you nust acconpany
ne.

For a nonent, Covenant met Bannor's |evel eyes, and read there the Bl oodguard' s conpetence, his
ability and willingness to enforce his commands. The sight sharpened Covenant's anxiety stil
further. Even the eyes of Soranal and Baradakas when they had first captured him thinking hima
Raver, had not held such a calmand comitted prom se of coercion, violence. The Wodhel venni n had
been harsh because of their habitual gentleness, but Bannor's gaze gave no hint of any Gath of
Peace. Daunted, Covenant |ooked away. When Bannor started toward one of the tower doors, he
followed in uncertainty and trepidation.

The door opened as they approached, and cl osed behind them though Covenant coul d not see who or
what nmoved it. It gave into an open-centered, spiral stairwell, up which Bannor clinbed steadily
until after a hundred feet or nore he reached another door. Beyond it, Covenant found hinself in a
junbl ed maze of passageways, stairs, doors that soon confused his sense of direction conpletely.
Bannor led himthis way and that at irregular intervals, up and down unmeasured flights of steps,
al ong broad and then narrow corridors, until he feared that he would not be able to make his way
out again without a guide. Fromtine to tinme, he caught glinpses of other people, primarily

Bl oodguard and warriors, but he did not encounter any of them At |ast, however, Bannor stopped in
the middl e of what appeared to be a blank corridor. Wth a short gesture, he opened a hidden door
Covenant followed himinto a large living chamber with a bal cony beyond it.

Bannor waited while Covenant gave the rooma brief |ook, then said, "Call if there is anything you
require,"” and left, pulling the door shut behind him

For a nonent, Covenant continued to glance around him he took a nental inventory of the

furni shings so that he would know where all the dangerous corners, projections, edges were. The
room contained a bed, a bath, a table arrayed with food, chairs-one of which was draped with a
vari ety of apparel-and an arras on one wall. But none of these

presented any urgent threat, and shortly his gaze returned to the door

It had no handl e, knob, latch, drawline-no neans by which he could open it.

What the hell-?

He shoved at it with his shoulder, tried to grip it by the edges and pull; he could not budge the
heavy stone.

"Bannor!" Wth a wench, his nounting fear turned to anger. "Bl oody damati on! Bannor. Open this
door!"

Al nost i medi ately, the stone swung i nward. Bannor stood inpassively in the doorway. His flat eyes
wer e expressionl ess.

"I can't open the door," Covenant snapped. "Wat is this? Sone kind of prison?"

Bannor's shoulders lifted fractionally. "Call it what you choose. You nust renmain here until the
Lords are prepared to send for you."

" “Until the Lords are prepared.' What am | supposed to do in the neantinme? Just sit here and



t hi nk?"

"Eat. Rest. Do whatever you will."

"Il tell you what | will. I will not stay here and go crazy waiting for the good pl easure of
those Lords of yours. | canme here all the way from Kevin's Watch to talk to them | risked ny-"
Wth an effort, he caught hinself. He could see that his funing nade no inpression on the

Bl oodguard. He gripped his anger with both hands, and said stiffly, "Why am| a prisoner?"
"Message-bearers may be friends or foes," Bannor replied. "Perhaps you are a servant of

Corruption. The safety of the Lords is in our care. The Bloodguard will not permt you to endanger
them Wt will be sure of you before we allow you to nove freely."

Hell fire! Covenant swore. Just what | need. The room behind himseemed suddenly full of the dark
vul turine thoughts on which he had striven so hard to turn his back. How coul d he defend agai nst
themif he did not keep noving? But he could not bear to stand where he was with all his fears
exposed to Bannor's dispassionate scrutiny. He forced hinself to turn around. "Tell them | don't
like to wait." Trem

bling, he noved to the table and picked up a stoneware flask of springw ne.

When he heard the door close, he took a long draft Iike a gesture of defiance. Then, with his
teeth clenched on the fine beery flavor of the springw ne, he | ooked around the room agai n, glared
about himas if he were daring dark specters to come out of hiding and attack

This time, the arras caught his attention. It was a thick, varicol ored weaving, dom nated by stark
reds and sky blues, and after a nmoment's inconprehension he realized that it depicted the |egend
of Berek Hal f hand.

Pronminent in the center stood the figure of Berek in a stylized stance whi ch conbined striving and
beatitude. And around this foreground were worked scenes encapsul ating the Lord-Fatherer's history-
his pure loyalty to his Queen, the King's greedy pursuit of power, the Queen's repudiation of her
husband, Berek's exertions in the war, the cleaving of his hand, his despair on Munt Thunder, the
victory of the Fire-Lions. The effect of the whol e was one of salvation, of redenption purchased
on the very brink of ruin by rectitude-as if the Earth itself had intervened, could be trusted to
intervene, to right the noral inbalance of the war.

Oh, bl oody hell! Covenant groaned. Do | have to put up with this?

Clutching the stoneware flask as if it were the only solid thing in the room he went toward the
bal cony.

He stopped in the entryway, braced hinmself against the stone. Beyond the railing of the bal cony
was a fall of three or four hundred feet to the foothills. He did not dare step out to the
railing; already a prenpnition of giddiness gnawed |ike nausea in his guts. But he nmde hinself

| ook outward | ong enough to identify his surroundi ngs.

The bal cony was in the eastern face of the tower, overlooking a broad reach of plains. The late
aft ernoon sun cast the shadow of the pronontory eastward |ike an aegis, and in the subdued |ight
beyond the shadow t he pl ai ns appeared various and col orful

Bl ui sh grassl ands and pl owed brown fields and newgreen crops interval ed each other into the

di stance, and between them sun-silvered threads of streans ran east and south; the clustered spots
of villages spread a frail web of habitation over the fields; purple heather and gray bracken |ay
i n broadening swaths toward the north. To his right, Covenant could see far away the Wite R ver

wi nding in the direction of Trothgard.

The sight reninded himof how he had cone to this place-of Foanfollower, Atiaran, Waiths,

Bar adakas, a nurdered Waynhim A vertigo of nenories gyred up out of the foothills at him Atiaran
had bl aned himfor the slaughter of the Waiths. And yet she had forsworn her own just desire for
retribution, her just rage. He had done her so nuch harm He recoiled back into the chanber,
stunmbled to sit down at the table. Hi s hands shook so badly that he could not drink fromthe
flask. He set it down, clenched both fists, and pressed his knuckl es against the hard ring hidden
over his heart.

I will not think about it.

A scow like a contortion of the skull gripped his forehead.

| am not Ber ek.

He | ocked hinmself there until the sound of dangerous w ngs began to recede, and the giddy pain in
his stomach eased. Then he unclawed his stiff fingers. Ignoring their inpossible sensitivity, he
started to eat.

On the table he found a variety of cold neats, cheeses, and fruits, with plenty of brown bread. He
ate, deliberately, woodenly, |ike a puppet acting out the commands of his will, until he was no

| onger hungry. Then he stripped off his clothes and bathed, scrubbing hinself thoroughly and
scrutinizing his body to be sure he had no hi dden wounds. He sorted through the clothing provided
for him finally donned a pale blue robe which he could tie closed securely to conceal his ring.



Using Atiaran's knife, he shaved neticulously. Then, with the sane wooden deli berateness, he
washed his own clothes in the bath and hung themon chair backs to dry. Al the tine, his thoughts
ran to the rhythm of,

I will not

I am not

Whil e he worked, evening drifted westward over Revel stone, and when he was done he set a chair in
the entrance to the bal cony so that he could sit and watch the tw light wi thout confronting the
hei ght of his perch. But darkness appeared to spread outward fromthe unlit room behind himinto
the wide world, as if his chanber were the source of night. Before long, the enpty space at his
back seenmed to throng with carrion eaters

He felt in the depths of his heart that he was beconing frantic to escape this dream

The knock at his door jolted him but he yanked his way through the darkness to answer it. "Come
conme in." In nmonentary confusion, he groped for a handle which was not there. Then the door opened
to a brightness that dazzled him

At first, all he could see were three figures, one back against the wall of the outer corridor and
two directly in the doorway. One of themheld a flam ng wooden rod in either hand, and the other
had each arm wrapped around a pot of graveling. The dazzle nmade them appear to | oomtoward hi m out
of a penunbra, and he stepped back, blinking rapidly.

As if his retreat were a welcome, the two nen entered his room From behind them a voice curiously
rough and gentle said, "May we cone in? | am Lord Moram"”

"OF course," the taller of the two nen interrupted in a voice veined and knuckled with ol d age.
"He requires light, does he not? Darkness withers the heart. How can he receive light if we do not
come in? Now if he knew anything, he could fend for hinself. O course. And he will not see nuch
of us. Too busy. There is yet Vespers to attend to: The Hi gh Lord may have special instructions.
We are late as it is. Because he knows nothing. OF course. But we are swift. Darkness withers the
heart. Pay attention, young man. W cannot afford to return nmerely to redeem your ignorance."”
Wil e the man spoke, jerking the words |like lazy servants up off the floor of his chest,
Covenant's eyes cleared. Before him the taller man resolved into an erect but ancient figure,
with a narrow face and a beard that hung like a tattered flag alnpst to his waist. He wore a
Woodhel venni n cl oak bordered in blue, and a circlet of |eaves about his head.

H s i medi at e conpani on appeared hardly ol der than a boy. The youth was clad in a brown

St onedownor tunic with blue woven |like epaulets into the shoul ders, and he had a clean, nerry
face. He was grinning at the old man in anmusenent and affection

As Covenant studied the pair, the nan behind them said adnonishingly, "He is a guest, Birinair."
The old man paused as if he were renmenbering his manners, and Covenant | ooked past himat Lord
Moram The Lord was a | ean man about Covenant's height. He wore a |l ong robe the color of High
Lord's Furl, with a pitch-black sash, and held a long staff in his right hand.

Then the old man cleared his throat. "Ah, very well,"” he fussed. "But this uses tine, and we are
|ate. There is Vespers to be made ready. Preparations for the Council. O course. You are a guest.
Be welcone. | amBirinair, Hrebrand of the lillianrill and Hearthrall of Lord's Keep. This

grinning whelp is Tohrm G avelingas of the rhadhamaert and |ikew se Hearthrall of Lord' s Keep
Now harken. Attend." In high dignity, he noved toward the bed. Above it in the wall was a torch
socket. Birinair said, "These are made for ignorant young nmen |ike yourself," and set the burning
end of one rod in the socket. The flane di ed; but when he renoved the rod, its fire returned

al nost at once. He placed the unlit end in the socket, then noved across the chanmber to fix his
other rod in the opposite wall.

Wil e the Hirebrand was busy, Tohrm set one of his graveling pots down on the table and the other
on the stand by the washbasin. "Cover them when you wish to sleep," he said in a |light voice.

When he was done, Birinair said, "Darkness with- the heart. Beware of it, guest."

"But courtesy is like a drink at a mountain stream" nurnured Tohrm grinning as if at a secret

j oke.

"It is so." Birinair turned and | eft the room Tohrm paused to wi nk at Covenant and whi sper, "He
is not as hard a taskmaster as you might think." Then he, too, was gone, |eaving Covenant al one
with Lord Mioram

Mhoram cl osed t he door behind him and Covenant got his first good | ook at one of the Lords.
Mhoram had a crooked, humane nouth, and a fond snmile for the Hearthralls lingered on his |ips. But
the effect of the smle was counterbal anced by his eyes. They were dangerous eyes-gray-blue irises
flecked with gol dthat seened to pierce through subterfuge to the secret marrow of preneditation in
what they behel d-eyes that seenmed t hensel ves to conceal sonething potent and unknown, as if Mioram
were capable of surprising fate itself if he were driven to his last throw And between his
perilous eyes and kind nouth, the square blade of his nose nmediated |ike a rudder, steering his



t hought s.

Then Covenant noticed Moranms staff. It was netal -shod |ike the Staff of Law, which he had
glinpsed in Drool's spatulate fingers, but it was innocent of the carving that articul ated the
Staff. Moramheld it in his left hand while he gave Covenant the salute of welconme with his
right. Then he folded his arnms on his chest, holding the staff in the crook of his el bow

H s lips twi sted through a conbination of amusenent, diffidence, and watchful ness as he spoke.
"Let me begin anew. | am Lord Mioram son of Variol. Be welconme in Revel stone, Thomas Covenant,
Unbel i ever and nessage-bearer. Birinair is Hearthrall and chief lillianrill of Lord s Keep-but
nevert hel ess there is tine before Vespers. So | have conme for several reasons. First to bid you
wel come, second to answer the questions of a stranger in the Land-and last to inquire after the

pur pose which brings you to the Council. Pardon nme if | seemformal. You are a stranger, and
know not how to honor you."

Covenant wanted to respond. But he still felt confused by darkness; he needed time to clear his
head. He blinked at the Lord for a nonent, then said to fill the silence, "That Bl oodguard of

yours doesn't trust ne.
Mhoram smled wyly. "Bannor told nme that you believe you have been enprisoned. That is also why |
determned to speak with you this evening. It is not our customto exam ne guests before they have
rested. But | nmust say a word or two concerning the Bl oodguard. Shall we be seated?" He took a
chair for hinself, sitting with his staff across his knees as naturally as if it were a part of
hi m

Covenant sat down by the table without taking his eyes off Moram Wen he was settled, the Lord
continued: "Thonas Covenant, | tell you openly-l assune that you are a friend-or at |east not an
eneny -until you are proven. You are a guest, and should be shown courtesy. And we have sworn the
Cath of Peace. But you are as strange to us as we to you. And the Bl oodguard have spoken a Vow
which is not in any way |ike our Cath. They have sworn to serve the Lords and Revel stone-to
preserve us against any threat by the strength of their fidelity."” He sighed distantly. "Ah, it is
hunbling to be so served-in defiance of tinme and death. But |et that pass. | nust tell you two
things. Left to the dictates of their Vow, the Bl oodguard would slay you instantly if you raised
your hand agai nst any Lord-yes, against any inhabitant of Revel stone. But the Council of Lords has
conmanded you to their care. Rather than break that conmand-rather than permit any harmto befall
you -Bannor or any Bl oodguard would lay down his life in your defense."

When Covenant's face reflected his doubt, the Lord said, "I assure you. Perhaps it would be well
for you to question Bannor concerning the Bl oodguard. His distrust nmay not distress you-when you
have cone to understand it. H's people are the Haruchai, who live high in the Westron Muntains
beyond the passes which we now name Guards Gap. In the first years of Kevin Loric-son's High
Lordship they cane to the Land-cane, and renained to nmake a Vow | i ke that swearing which binds
even the gods." For a nonment, he seermed lost in contenplation of the Bloodguard. "They were a hot-
bl ooded peopl e, strong-Joined and prolific, bred to tenpest and battl e-and now nade by their

pl edged | oyalty ascetic, wonanless and old. | tell you, Thomas Covenant-their devotion has had
such unforeseen prices- Such one-ni ndedness does not cone easily to them and their only reward is
the pride of unbroken, pure service. And then to learn the bitterness of doubt-" Mioram si ghed
again, then smled diffidently. "Inquire of Bannor. | amtoo young to tell the tale aright."

Too young? Covenant wondered. How ol d are they? But he did not ask the question; he feared that
the story Mioramcould tell would be as seductive as Foanfollower's tale of the Unhomed. After a
monment, he pulled the | oose ends of his attention together, and said, "I've got to talk to the
Counci | . "

Mhoram s gaze net him squarely. "The Lords will neet tonorrow to hear both you and Salt heart
Foanfol l ower. Do you wish to speak now?" The Lord's gold-flecked eyes seened to flane with
concentration. Unexpectedly, he asked, "Are you an eneny, Unbeliever?"

Covenant wi nced inwardly. He could feel Moram s scrutiny as if its heat burned his mnd. But he
was determned to resist. Stiffly, he countered, "You're the seer and oracle. You tell ne."

"Did Quaan call nme that?" Mioramis smle was disarming. "Well, | showed prophetic astuteness when
| let a nere red noon disquiet nme. Perhaps my oracul ar powers anaze you." Then he set aside his
qui et self deprecation, and repeated intently, "Are you an eneny?"

Covenant returned the Lord' s gaze, hoping that his own eyes were hard, unconpronmising. | wll not-
he thought. Amnot- "I'mnot anything to you by choice |I've got-a nessage for you. One way or

anot her, 1've

been pressured into bringing it here. And sonme things happened al ong the way that m ght interest
you. "

"Tell ne," Moramsaid in soft urgency.

But his | ook renmi nded Covenant of Baradakas-of Atiaran-of the tines they had said, You are cl osed-



He coul d see Mioram s health, his dangerous courage, his vital love for the Land. "People keep
asking ne that," he murnmured. "Can't you tell?"

An instant later, he answered hinself, O course not. What do they know about |eprosy? Then he
grasped the reason behind Mioram s question. The Lord wanted to hear himtalk, wanted his voice to
reveal his truth or fal sehood. Moram s ears could discern the honesty or irrectitude of the
answer .

Covenant gl anced at the nenmory of Foul's nessage, then turned away in self-defense. "No-1'Ill save
it for the Council. Once is enough for such things. My tongue'll turn to sand if | have, to say it
twce."

Vhoram nodded as if in acceptance. But al npbst innmedi ately he asked, "Does your message account for
the befouling of the noon?"

Instinctively, Covenant |ooked out over his bal cony.

There, sailing tortuously over the horizon |ike a plague ship, was the bl oodstai ned nmoon. Its gl ow
rode the plains like an incarnadi ne phantasm He could not keep the shudder out of his voice as he
replied. "He's showing off-that's all. Just showing us what he can do." Deep in his throat, he
cried, Hellfirel Foul! The Waiths were hel pl ess! Wat do you do for an encore, rape children?
"Ah," Lord-Moram groaned, "this conmes at a bad tinme." He stepped away fromhis seat and pulled a
wooden partition shut across the entrance to the bal cony. "The Warward nunbers | ess than two

t housand. The Bl oodguard are only five hundred-a pittance for any task but the defense of

Revel stone. And there are only five Lords. O those, two are old, at the limt of their strength,
and none have mastered nore than the snmallest part of Kevin's First Ward. We are weaker than any
other Earthfriends in all the ages of the Land. Together we can hardly nake scrub grass grow in
Kurash Pl enet hor

"There have been nore," he explained, returning to his seat, "but in the | ast generation nearly
all the best at the Loresraat have chosen the Rites of Unfettering. | amthe first to pass the
tests in fifteen years. Alas, it is in nmy heart that we will want other power now " He cl enched
his staff until his knuckl es whitened, and for a nonent his eyes did not conceal his sense of
need.

Guffly, Covenant said, "Then tell your friends to brace thenselves. You' re not going to |ike what
|'"ve got to say."

But Moramrel axed slowy, as if he had not heard Covenant's warning. One finger at a tine, he

rel eased his grip until the staff lay untouched in his lap. Then he smled softly. "Thomas

Covenant, | am not altogether reasonl ess when | assune that you are not an enemny. You have a
lillianrill staff and a rhadhanmaer| knife-yes, and the staff has seen struggle against a strong
foe. And | have already spoken with Saltheart Foanfollower. You have been trusted by others. | do

not think you woul d have won your way here wi thout trust."

"Hellfire!" retorted Covenant. "You've got it backward." He threw his words |ike stones at a fal se
i mge of hinself. "They coerced nme into coming. It wasn't mnmy idea. | haven't had a choice since
this thing started.” Wth his fingers he touched his chest to rem nd hinself of the one choice he
did have.

"Unwi Il ling," Mioramreplied gently. "So there is good reason for calling you “Unbeliever.' Well

let it pass. W will hear your tale at the Council tonorrow.

"Now. | fear | have given your questions little opportunity. But the tinme for Vespers has cone.
W1l you acconpany me? If you wish we will speak al ong the way."

Covenant nodded at once. In spite of his weariness, he was eager for a chance to be active, keep
his thoughts busy. The disconfort of being interrogated eras only a little |less than the distress
of the questions he wanted to ask about white gold. To escape his conplicated vulnerabilities, he
stood up and said, "Lead the way."

The Lord bowed in acknow edgnent, and at once preceded Covenant into the corridor outside his
room There they found Bannor. He stood against the wall near the door with his arns fol ded
stolidly across his chest, but he noved to join themas Moram and Covenant entered the
passageway. On an inpul se, Covenant intercepted him He nmet Bannor's gaze, touched the

Bl oodguard's chest with one rigid finger, and said, "I don't trust you either." Then he turned in
angry satisfaction back to the Lord.

Mhor am paused whil e Bannor went into Covenant's roomto pick up one of the torches. Then the

Bl oodguard took a position a step behind Covenant's |eft shoulder, and Lord Moram | ed them down
the corridor. Soon Covenant was |ost again; the conplexities of the tower confused himas quickly
as a nmaze. But in a short time they reached a hall which seemed to end in a dead wall of stone.
Mhoram t ouched the stone with an end of his staff, and it swung i nward, opening over the courtyard
bet ween the tower and the main Keep. Fromthis doorway, a crosswal k stretched over to a buttressed
coi gn.



Covenant took one | ook at the yawning gulf of the courtyard, and backed away. "No," he nuttered,

"forget it. I'Il just stay here if you don't mnd." Blood rushed Iike shane into his face, and a
rivulet of sweat ran coldly down his back. "I'mno good at heights."
The Lord regarded himcuriously for a nonent, but did not challenge his reaction. "Very well," he

said sinply. "W will go another way."

Sweating half in relief, Covenant followed as Mioramretraced part of their way, then led a
conpl ex descent to one of the doors at the base of the tower. There they crossed the courtyard.
Then for the first time Covenant was in the nain body of Revel stone.

Around him the Keep was brightly Iit with torches and graveling. Its walls were high and broad
enough for G ants, and their spaciousness contrasted strongly with the convol uti on of the tower.
In the presence of so nmuch wought, grand and magi sterial granite, such a weight of mountain rock
spanni ng such open, illumnated halls, he felt acutely his own neagerness, his nmere frai

mortality. Once again, he sensed that the makers of Revel stone had surpassed him

But Mhoram and Bannor did not appear neager to him The Lord strode forward as if these halls were
his natural elenment, as if his hunble flesh flourished in the service of this old grandeur. And
Bannor's personal solidity seened to increase, as if he bore within himsonething that al nost
equal ed Revel stone's permanence. Between them Covenant felt half disincarnate, void of sone
essential actuality.

A snarl junped across his teeth, and his shoul ders hunched as he strangl ed such thoughts. Wth a
grimeffort, he forced hinself to concentrate on the superficial details around him

They turned down a hallway which went straight but for gradual undulations, as if it were carved
to suit the grain of the rock-into the heart of the mountain. Fromit, connecting corridors
branched out at various intervals, some cutting directly across between cliff and cliff, and sone
only joining the central hall with the outer passages. Through these corridors, a steadily grow ng
nunber of nen and wonmen entered the central hall, all, Covenant guessed, going toward Vespers.
Sonme wore the breastpl ates and headbands of warriors; others, Wodhel vennin and St onedownor garb
with which Covenant was fam liar. Several struck himas being related in sone way to the
lillianrill or rhadhanaerl; but many nore seened to belong to the nore prosaic occupations of
runni ng a city-cooking, cleaning, building, repairing, harvesting. Scattered through the crowd
were a few Bl oodguard. Many of the people nodded and beaned respectfully at Lord Mioram and he
returned salutations in all directions, often hailing his greeters by game. But behind him Bannor
carried the torch and wal ked as inflexibly as if he were alone in the Keep

As the throng thickened, Moram noved toward the wall on one side, then stopped at a door. Opening
he turned to Bannor and said, "I must join the H gh Lord. Take Thomas Covenant to a place anpng
the people in the sacred enclosure.” To Covenant, he added, "Bannor will bring you to the C ose at
the proper time tonorrow.” Wth a salute, he left Covenant with the Bl oodguard.

Now Bannor | ed Covenant ahead through Revel stone. After sone distance, the hall ended, split at
right angles to arc left and right around a wide wall, and into this girdling corridor the people
poured fromall directions. Doors |large enough to adnmt G ants nmarked the curved wall at regul ar
intervals; through themthe people passed briskly, but w thout confusion or jostling.

On either side of each door stood a Gravelingas and a Hirebrand; and as Covenant neared one of the
doors, he heard the door wardens intoning, "If there is ill in your heart, leave it here. There is
no roomfor it within." Cccasionally one of the people reached out and touched a warder as if
handi ng over a burden.

When he reached the door, Bannor gave his torch to the Hirebrand. The Hirebrand quenched it by
hunm ng a snatch of song and closing his hand over the flanme. Then he returned the rod to Bannor
and the Bl oodguard entered the enclosure with Covenant behind him

Covenant found hinself on a balcony circling the inside of an enornous cavity. It held no |ights,
but illumnation streamed into it fromall the open doors, and there were six nore bal coni es above
the one on which Covenant stood, all accessed by many open doors. He could see clearly. The

bal conies stood in vertical tiers, and below them nore than a hundred feet down, was the fiat
bottom of the cavity. A dais occupied one side, but the rest of the bottomwas full of people. The
bal conies also were full, but relatively uncrowded; everyone had a full view of the dais bel ow
Sudden di zzi ness beat out of the air at Covenant's head. He clutched at the chest-high railing,
braced his |aboring heart against it. Revel stone seened full of vertigoes; everywhere he went, he
had to contend with cliffs, gulfs, abysnms. But the rail was reassuring

granite. Hugging it, he fought down his fear, |looked up to take his eyes away fromthe encl osure
bot t om

He was dimy surprised to find that the cavity was not open to the sky; it ended in a vaulted done
several hundred feet above the highest bal cony. The details of the ceiling were obscure, but he

t hought he coul d nmake out figures carved in the stone, giant formnms vaguely danci ng.



Then the |ight began to fail. One by one, the doors were being shut; as they closed, darkness
filled the cavity |like recreated night. Soon the enclosure was sealed free of light, and into the
void the soft noving noises and breathing of the people spread like a restless spirit. The
bl ackness seened to isolate Covenant. He felt as anchorless as if he had been cast adrift in deep
space, and the nassive stone of the Keep inpended over himas if its sheer brute tonnage bore
personal ly on the back of his neck. Involuntarily, he |eaned toward Bannor, touched the solid
Bl oodguard wi th his shoul der
Then a flane flared up on the dais-two flanes, a lillianrill torch and a pot of graveling. Their
lights were tiny in the huge cavity, but they revealed Birinair and Tohrm standi ng on either side
of the dais, holding their respective fires. Behind each Hearthrall were two bl ue-robed figures-
Lord Mhoram wi th an anci ent wonan on his arm behind Birinair, and a woman and an ol d nman behi nd
Tohrm And between these two groups stood another man robed in blue. His erect carriage denied the
age of his white hair and beard. Intuitively, Covenant guessed, That's himH gh Lord Prothall
The man raised his staff and struck its netal three tines on the stone dais. He held his head high
as he spoke, but his voice renenbered that he was old. In spite of bold carriage and upri ght
spirit, there was a rheuny ache of age in his tone as he said, "This is the Vespers of Lord s Keep-
anci ent Revel stone, G ant-w ought bourne of all that we believe. Be wel cone, strong heart and
weak, |ight and dark, blood and bone and thew and nind and soul, for good and all. Set Peace about
you and within you. This tinme is consecrate to the services of the Earth."
Hi s conpani ons responded, "Let there be healing and hope, heart and hone, for the Land, and for
all people in the services of the Earth-for you before us, you direct participants in Earthpower
and Lore, lillianrill and rhadhamaerl, |earners, Lorewardens, and warriors-and for you above us,
you people and daily carers of the hearth and harvest of life and for you anbng us, you G ants,
Bl oodguard, strangers-and for you absent Ranyhyn and Ranen and St onedownors and Wbodhel vennin, al
brothers and sisters. of the common troth. W are the Lords of the Land. Be wel cone and true."
Then the Lords sang into the darkness of the sacred enclosure. The Hearthrall fires were snall in
t he huge, high, thronged sanctuary-small, and yet for all their smallness distinct, cynosural
i ke uncorrupt courage. And in that light the Lords sang their hym.
Seven Wards of ancient Lore
For Land's protection, wall and door:
And one High Lord to wield the Law
To- keep all uncorrupt Earth's Power's core.
Seven Words for ill's despite
Banes for evil's doom ng wi ght:
And one pure Lord to hold the Staff
To bar the Land from Foul's betraying sight.
Seven hells for failed faith,
For Land's betrayers, nman and wraith:
And one brave Lord to deal the doom
To keep the blacking blight fromBeauty's bl oom
As the echo of their voices faded, Hi gh Lord Prothall spoke again. "W are the new preservers of
the Land-votaries and handservants of the Earthpower; sworn and dedicated to the retrieval of
Kevin's Lore, and to the healing of the Earth fromall that is barren or unnatural, ravaged,
foundati onl ess, or perverse. And sworn and dedicated as well, in equal balance with all other
consecrations and proni ses sworn despite any urging of the inportunate self-to the Gath of Peace
For serenity is the only prom se we can give that we will not desecrate the Land again."
The peopl e standing before the dais replied in unison, "W will not redesecrate the Land, though
the effort of self nmastery wither us on the vine of our lives. Nor will we rest until the shadow
of our former folly is lifted fromthe Land' s heart, and the darkness is whelnmed in growth and
life."
And Prothall returned, "But there is no withering in the service of the Land. Service enabl es
service, just as servility perpetuates debasenent. W nay go from know edge to know edge, and to
still braver know edge, if courage holds, and conmitnment holds, and wi sdom does not fall under the
shadow. We are the new preservers of the Land-votaries and handservants to the Earthpower.
For we will not rest-

not turn aside,

| ose faith,

or fail-
until the Gray flows Bl ue,
and Rill and Maerl are as new and cl ean

as ancient Llurallin."



To this the entire assenbly responded by singing the same words, line by Iine, after the Hi gh
Lord; and the nassed comunal voice reverberated in the sacred enclosure as if his rheuny tone had
tapped sone pent, subterranean passion. Wile the m ghty sound | asted, Prothall bowed his head in
humlity.

But when it was over, he threw back his head and flung his arns wide as if baring his breast to a
denunci ation. "Ah, my friends!" he cried. "Handservants, votaries of the Land-why have we so
failed to conprehend Kevin's Lore? Wich of us has in any way advanced the know edge of our
predecessors? W hold the First Ward in our hands-we read the script, and is nuch we understand

t he words-and

yet we do not penetrate the secrets. Sone failure in us, sone false inflection, sone nistaken
action, sonme base alloy in our intention, prevents. | do not doubt that our purpose is pure-it is
Hi gh Lord Kevin's purpose-and before himLoric's and Danelon's and Heartthew s-but wi ser, for we
will never lift our hands against the Land in mad despair. But what, then? \Were are we w ong,
that we cannot grasp what is given to us?"

For a nonent after his voice faltered and fell, the sanctuary was silent, and the void throbbed
Iike weeping, as if in his words the people recogni zed thensel ves, recogni zed the failure he
described as their own. But then a new voice arose. Saltheart Foanfollower said boldly, "My Lord,
we have not reached our end. True, the work of our lifetime has been to conprehend and consolidate
the gains of our forebearers. But our labor will open the doors of the future. Qur children and
their children will gain because we have not |ost heart, for faith and courage are the greatest
gift that we can give to our descendants. And the Land hol ds nysteries of which we know not hi ng
mysteries of hope as well as of peril. Be of good heart, Rockbrothers. Your faith is precious
above all things:"

But you don't have tinme! Covenant groaned. Faith! Children! Foul is going to destroy you. Wthin
him his conception of the Lords whirled, altered. They were not superior beings, fate-shapers;
they were nortals like hinself, famliar with inmpotence. Foul would reave them

For an instant, he released the railing as if he nmeant to cry out his nmessage of doomto the

gat hered people. But at once vertigo broke through his resistance, pounced at himout of the void.
Reel i ng, he stunbled against the rail, then fell back to clutch at Bannor's shoul der.

that the utternost limt of their span of days upon the Land

He woul d have to read themtheir death warrant.

"Get ne out of here," he breathed hoarsely. "I can't stand it."

Bannor held him guided him Abruptly, a door opened into the brilliance of the outer corridor
Covenant half fell through the doorway. Wthout a word,. Bannor refit his torch at one of the
flam ng brands set into the wall. Then he took Covenant's armto support him

Covenant threw of f his hand. "Don't touch ne," he panted inchoately. "Can't you see |'m sick?"
No flicker of expression shaded Bannor's fiat countenance. Dispassionately, he turned and |ed
Covenant away fromthe sacred encl osure.

Covenant followed, bent forward and holding his stomach as if he were nauseated. -that the
utternost limt- How could he help then? He could not even help hinself. In confusion and heart
di stress, he shanbled back to his roomin the tower, stood dunbly in the chanber while Bannor
replaced his torch and left, closing the door |ike a judgment behind him Then he gripped his
tenples as if his mind were being torn in two.

None of this is happening, he npaned. How are they doing this to ne?

Reeling inwardly, he turned to look at the arras as if it mght contain sone answer. But it only
aggravated his distress, incensed himlike a sudden affront. Bloody hell! Berek, he groaned. Do
you think it's that easy? Do you think that ordinary human despair is enough, that if you just
feel bad enough something cosmic or at |east niracul ous is bound to cone al ong and rescue you?
Dam you! he's going to destroy them You're just another |eper outcast unclean, and you don't
even know it!

His fingers curled like feral claws, and he sprang forward, ripping at the arns as if he were
trying to rend a black lie off the stone of the world. The heavy fabric refused to tear in his
hal f - unfingered grasp, but he got it down fromthe wall. Throw ng open the bal cony, he wrestled
the arras out into the crimson tainted night and heaved it over the railing. It fell Iike a dead
| eaf of winter.

I am not Berek

Panting at his effort, he returned to the room slamed the partition shut against the bl oody
I'ight.

He threw off his robe, put on his own underwear, then extinguished the fires and clinbed into bed.
But the soft, clean touch of the sheets on his skin gave himno consol ation



FOURTEEN: The Council of Lords

HE awoke in a dull haze which felt |ike the presage of some thunderhead, sonme black boil and white
fire blaring. Mechanically he went through the notions of readying hinself for the Council-washed,
i nspected hinmself, dressed in his own clothes, shaved again. Wen Bannor brought hima tray of
food, he ate as if the provender were nade of dust and gravel. Then he slipped Atiaran's knife
into his belt, gripped the staff of Baradakas in his left hand, and sat down facing the door to
awai t the summons.

Finally, Bannor returned to tell himthat the tinme had come. For a few nonents, Covenant sat
still, holding the Bloodguard in his hal f-unseeing gaze, and wonderi ng where he could get the
courage to go on with this dream He felt that his face was tw sted, but he could not be sure.
-that the utternost linmt

Get it over with.

He touched the hard, hidden netal of his ring to steady hinself, then |l evered his reluctant bones
erect. Garing at the doorway as if it were a threshold into peril, he |unbered through it and
started down the corridor. At Bannor's conmandi ng back, he noved out of the tower, across the
courtyard, then inward and down t hrough the ravel ed and curiously wought passages of Revel stone
Eventual |y they cane through bright-lit halls deep in the mountain to a pair of arching wooden
doors. These were cl osed, sentried by Bl oodguard; and lining both walls were stone chairs, sone
man-si zed and others | arge enough for G ants. Bannor nodded to the sentries. One of them pulled
open a door while the other notioned for Bannor and Covenant to enter. Bannor gui ded Covenant into
the council chanber of the Lords.

The Close was a huge, sunken, circular roomwith a ceiling high and groined, and tiers of seats
set around three quarters of the space. The door through which Covenant entered was nearly |eve
with the highest seats, as were the only two other doors-both of themsmall-at the opposite side
of the chanber. Below the |owest tier of seats were three levels: on the first, several feet bel ow
the gallery, stood a curved stone table, three-quarters round, with its gap toward the | arge doors
and many chairs around its outer edge; belowthis, contained within the C of the table, was the
flat floor of the Close; and finally, in the center of the floor, lay a broad, round pit of
graveling. The yellow glow of the fire-stones was supported by four huge lillianrill torches,
burni ng wi thout snoke or consunption in their sockets around the upper wall

As Bannor took himdown the steps toward the open end of the table, Covenant observed the people
in the chanber. Saltheart Foanfoll ower |ounged nearby at the table in a massive stone chair; he
wat ched Covenant's progress down the steps and grinned a wel cone for his forner passenger. Beyond
him the only people at the table were the Lords. Directly opposite Covenant, at the head of the
table, sat High Lord Prothall. H's staff lay on the stone before dim An ancient nan and woman
were several feet away on either side of him an equal distance fromthe wonan on her left was
Lord Mhoram and opposite Moram down the table fromthe old man, sat a niddl e-aged worman. Four
Bl oodguard had positioned thensel ves behi nd each of the Lords.

There were only four other people in the Cose. Beyond the Hi gh Lord near the top of the gallery
sat the Hearthralls, Birinair and Tohrm side by side as if they conplemented each other. And just
behi nd themwere two nore nmen, one a warrior with a double black diagonal on his breastplate, and
the other Tuvor, First Mark of the Bloodguard. Wth so few people init, the Cose seened | arge,
hol I ow, and cryptic.

Bannor steered Covenant to the | one chair below the |level of the Lords' table and across the pit
of graveling fromthe H gh Lord. Covenant seated hinself stiffly and | ooked around. He felt that
he was unconfortably far fromthe Lords; he feared he would have to shout his nessage. So he was
surprised when Prothall stood and said softly, "Thonas Covenant, be welcone to the Council of
Lords." H s rheuny voice reached Covenant as clearly as if they had been standi ng side by side.
Covenant did not know how to respond; uncertainly, he touched his right fist to his chest, then
extended his armwith his pal mopen and forward. As his senses adjusted to the C ose, he began to
percei ve the presence, the emanating personality and adjudi cation, of the Lords. They gave him an
i mpression of stern vows gladly kept, of w de-ranging and yet singlemnm nded devotion. Prothal

stood al one, neeting Covenant's gaze. The Hi gh Lord's appearance of white age was nodified by the
stiffness of his beard and the erectness of his carriage; clearly, he was strong yet. But his eyes
were worn with the experience of an asceticism an abnegation, carried so far that it seened to
abrogate his flesh-as if he had been old for so |long that now only the power to which he devoted
hi msel f preserved hi mfrom decrepitude

The two Lords who flanked hi mwere not so preserved. They had dull, age-marked skin and w spy
hair; and they bowed at the table as if striving against the antiquity of their bones to



di stingui sh between neditati on and sl eep. Lord Mioram Covenant already knew, though now Moram
appeared nore incisive and dangerous, as if the conpanionship of his fellow Lords whetted his
capacities. But the fifth Lord Covenant did not know, she sat squarely and factually at the table,
with her blunt, forthright face fixed on himlike a defiance.

"Let me make introduction before we begin," the H gh Lord murnmured. "I am Prothall son of

Daillian, High Lord by the choice of the Council. At ny right are Variol Tamarantha-mate and
Pentil -son, once High Lord"-as he said this, the two ancient Lords raised their tine-latticed
faces and smled privately at each other-"and Gsondrea daughter of Sondrea. At ny |eft, Tanarantha
Vari ol -mat e and Enest a- daughter, and Mioram son of Variol. You know the Seareach G ant, Saltheart
Foanf ol | oner, and have net the Hearthralls of Lord s Keep. Behind ne also are Tuvor, First Mark of
the Bl oodguard, and Garth, Warmark of the Warward of Lord's Keep. Al have the right of presence
at the Council of Lords. Do you protest?"

Prot est ? Covenant shook his head dunbly.

"Then we shall begin. It is our customto honor those who cone before us. How may we honor you?"
Agai n, Covenant shook his head. | don't want any honor. | made that m stake once already.

After an inquiring pause, the Hi gh Lord said, "Very well." Turning toward the G ant, he raised his
voice. "Hail and wel come, G ant of Seareach, Saltheart Foanfoll ower, Rockbrother and inheritor of
Land's loyalty. The Unhomed are a blessing to the Land.

Stone and Sea are deep in life.

Wl come whole or hurt, in boon or bane-ask or give. To any requiring name we will not fail while

we have life or power to neet the need. | amH gh Lord Prothall; | speak in the presence of
Revel stone itsel f."
Foanfol |l ower stood to return the salutation. "Hail, Lord and Earthfriend. | am Saltheart

Foanfol |l ower, legate fromthe G ants of Seareach to the Council of Lords. The truth of ny people
isin my nmouth, and | hear the approval of the ancient sacred ancestral stone

raw Earth rockpure friendship a handmark of allegiance and fealty in the eternal stone of tine.
Now is the tinme for proof and power of troth. Through G ant Wods and Sarangrave Fl at and

Andel ain, | bear the nanme of the ancient prom ses." Then some of the fornality dropped fromhis
manner, and he added with a gay gl ance at Covenant, "And bearing other things as well. My friend
Thomas Covenant has prom sed that a song will be nade of ny journey." He |aughed gently. "I ama

G ant of Seareach. Make no short songs for ne.
Hi s hunor drew a chuckle fromLord Moram and Prothall smiled softly; but Osondrea' s dour face
seened i ncapabl e of laughter, and neither Variol nor Tanmarantha appeared to have heard the G ant.
Foanf ol | oner took his seat, and al nbst at once Gsondrea said as if she were inpatient, "Wiat is
your enbassy?"

Foanfol | ower sat erect in his chair, and his hands stroked the stone of the table intently. "M

Lords Stone and Sea!l | ama Gant. These matters do not cone easily, though easier to nme than to
any of ny kindred-and for that reason | was chosen. But | wll endeavor to speak hastily.

"Pl ease understand ne. | was given ny enbassy in a Gantclave lasting ten days. There was no waste
of tinme. When conprehension is needed, all tales nust be told in full. Haste is for the hopel ess,
we say-and hardly a day has passed since | learned that there is truth in sayings. So it is that

my enmbassy contains rmuch that you woul d not choose to hear at present. You nust know the history
of my peoples-all the sojourn and the | oss which brought us ashore here, all the interactions of
our peoples since that age-if you are to hear me. But | will forgo it. W are the Unhoned, adrift
in soul and | essened by an unrepl enishing seed. W are hungry for our native |and. Yet since the
tinme of Danelon G antfriend we have not surrendered hope, though Soul crusher hinself contrives
agai nst us. W have searched the seas, and have waited for the omens to conme to pass."
Foanf ol | ower paused to | ook thoughtfully at Covenant, then went on: "Ah, ny Lords, onmening is
curious. So nuch is said-and so little made clear. It was not Hone that Danelon foretold for us,
but rather an end, a resolution, to our loss. Yet that sufficed for us-sufficed.

"Well. One hope we have found for ourselves. Wen spring cane to Seareach, our questing ships
returned, and told that at the very lint of their search they cane upon an isle that borders the
anci ent oceans on which we once roanmed. The matter is not sure, but our next questers can go
directly to this isle and | ook beyond it for surer signs. Thus across the labyrinth of the seas we
unamaze oursel ves."

Prot hal | nodded, and through the perfect acoustics of the C ose, Covenant could hear the faint
rustle of the Hi gh Lord s robe.

Wth an air of nearing the crux of his enbassy, Foanfollower continued, "Yet another hope we
received fromDanel on G antfriend, Hi gh Lord and Heartthew s son. At the heart of his omening was
this word: our exile would end when our seed regained its potency, and the decline of our

of fspring was reversed. Thus hope is born of hope, for without any foretelling we would gain heart



and courage fromany increase in our rare, beloved children. And behold! On the night that our
shi ps returned, Wavenhair Haleall, wived to Sparlinb Keelsetter, was taken to her bed and

del i vered-ah, Stone and Sea, ny Lords! It cripples ny tongue to tell this without its full neasure
of long G antish gratitude. How can there he joy for people who say everything briefly? Proud-

wi fe, clean-linbed Wavenhair gave birth to three sons." No |onger able to restrain hinmself, he
broke into a chant full of the brave crash of breakers and the tang of salt.

To his surprise, Covenant saw that Lord Osondrea was smniling, and her eyes caught the gol den gl ow
of the graveling danply-eloquent witness to the gladness of the G ant's news.

But Foanfol | ower abruptly stopped hinself. Wth a gesture toward Covenant, he said, "Your pardon
you have other matters in your hands. | nust bring nyself to the bone of ny enbassy. Ah, ny
friend," he said to Covenant, "will you still not laugh for me? | nust renmenber that Damnel on

promi sed us an end, not a return Home-though | cannot envision any end but Hone. It rmay be that |
stand in the gloaming of the Gants."

"Hush, Rockbrother," Lord Tamarantha interrupted. "Do not make evil for your people by uttering
such things."

Foanf ol | oner responded with a hearty |laugh. "Ah, ny thanks, Lord Tamarantha. So the w se old

G ants are adnoni shed by young women. My entire people will laugh when |I tell themof this."
Tamar ant ha and Vari ol exchanged a smile, and returned to their senblance of neditation or dozing
When he was done | aughing, the G ant said, "Well, ny Lords. To the bone, then. Stone and Sea! Such
haste makes nme giddy. | have cone to ask the fulfillnment of the ancient offers. H gh Lord Loric
Vil esilencer promised that the Lords would give us a gift when our hope was ready-a gift to better
t he chances of our Homeward way."

"Birinair," said Lord Qsondrea.

High in the gallery behind Prothall, old Birinair stood and replied, "Of course. | am not asleep
Not as old as | |ook, you know. | hear you."

Wth a broad grin, Foanfollower called, "Hail, Birinair! Hearthrall of Lord' s Keep and Hirebrand
of the lillianrill. W are old friends, Gants and lillianrill.'

"No need to shout," Birinair returned. "I hear you. Od friends fromthe tine of H gh Lord

Danel on. Never otherw se."
"Birinair," Osondrea cut in, "does your lore recall the gift promi sed by Loric to the G ants?"
"Gft? Why not? Nothing amiss with my menory. Where is that whelp nmy apprentice? O course.

Lorliarill. Gldenlode, they call it. There. Keels and rudders for ships. True course-never
becal med. And
strong as stone," he said to Tohrm "you grinning rhadhanaerl to the contrary. | renenber."

"Can you acconplish this?" Osondrea asked quietly.

"Acconplish?" Birinair echoed, apparently puzzl ed.

"Can you make G | denl ode keels and rudders for the G ants? Has that |ore been lost?" Turning to
Foanf ol | ower, Lord Osondrea asked, "How many ships will you need?"

Wth a glance at Birinair's upright dignity, Foanfollower contained his hunor, and replied sinply,
"Seven. Perhaps five."

"Can this be done?" Osondrea asked Birinair again, distinctly but without irritation. Covenant's
bl ank gaze foll owed from speaker to speaker as if they were talking in a foreign | anguage.

The Hearthrall pulled a small tablet and stylus fromhis robe and began to calculate, nuttering to
hi nsel f. The scrape of his stylus could be heard throughout the Cose until he raised his head and
said stiffly, "The lore remains. But not easily. The best we can do. O course. And tine-it wll
need tine. Bodach glas, it will need tine."

"How rmuch time?"

"The best we can do. If we are left alone. Not nmy fault. | did not |ose all the proudest |ore of
the lillianrill. Forty years." In a sudden whisper, he added to Foanfoll ower, "I amsorry."

"Forty years?" Foanfoll ower |aughed gently. "Ah, bravely said, Birinair, ny friend. Forty years?
That does not seema long tine to ne.” Turning to High Lord Prothall, he said, "My peopl e cannot

thank you. Even in G antish, there are no words | ong enough. "Three mllenia of our loyalty have
not been enough 1lv repay seven G | denl ode keels and rudders."

"No," protested Prothall. "Seventy tines seven G ldenlode gifts are nothing conpared to the great
headshi p of the Seareach G ants. Only the thought
we have aided your return Hone can fill the enptiness your departure will |leave. And our help is

fourty years distant. But we will begin at once, and it

may be that sonme new understanding of Kevin's Lore will shorten the tine."

Echoing, "At once," Birinair reseated hinself.

Forty years? Covenant breathed. You don't have forty years.

Then Osondrea said, "Done?" She |ooked first at Foanfollower, then at Hi gh Lord Prothall. Wen



they both nodded to her, she turned on Covenant and said, "Then let us get to the matter of this
Thomas Covenant." Her voice seemed to whet the atnosphere |ike a distant thunderclap.

Smiling to aneliorate GCsondrea's forthrightness, Moramsaid, "A stranger called the Unbeliever."
"And for good reason," Foanfoll ower added.

The G ant's words rang an alarmin Covenant's clouded trepidations, and he | ooked sharply at
Foanfollower. In the G ant's cavernous eyes and buttressed forehead, he saw the inport of the
comrent. As clearly as if he were pleading outright, Foanfoll ower said, Acknow edge the white gold
and use it to aid the Land. |npossible, Covenant replied. The backs of his eyes felt hot with

hel pl essness and bel ligerence, but his face was as stiff as a nmarble slab

Abruptly, Lord GCsondrea denmanded, "The tapestry from your roomwas found. Wiy did you cast it
down?"

Wt hout |ooking at her, Covenant answered, "It offended ne."

"Of f ended?" Her voice quivered with disbelief and indignation

"Osondrea," Prothall adnonished gently. "He is a stranger.”

She kept the defiance of her face on Covenant, but fell silent. For a nmoment, no one noved or
spoke; Covenant received the unsettling inpression that the Lords were debating nentally with each
ot her about how to treat him Then Mioram stood, wal ked around the end of the stone table, and
nmoved back inside the circle until he was again opposite Osondrea. There he seated hinself on the
edge of the table with his staff across his lap, and fixed his eyes down on Covenant.

Covenant felt nore exposed than ever to Mioramis scrutiny. At the same tine, he sensed that Bannor
had stepped closer to him as if anticipating an attack on Moram

Wyly, Lord Mioram said, "Thomas Covenant, you nust pardon our caution. The desecrated noon

signifies an evil in the Land which we hardly suspected. Wthout warning, the sternest test of our
age appears in the sky, and we are utterly threatened. Yet we do not prejudge you. You nust prove
your ill-if ill you are." He | ooked to Covenant for some response, sone acknow edgment, but

Covenant only stared back enptily. Wth a slight shrug, the Lord went on, "Now. Perhaps it would
be well if you began with your nessage.”

Covenant w nced, ducked his head |like a man harried by vultures. He did not want to recite that
message, did not want to renenber Kevin's Watch, Mthil Stonedown, anything. H's guts ached at

vi sions of vertigo. Everything was inpossible. How could he retain his outraged sanity if he

t hought about such things?

But Foul's nmessage had a power of conpul sion. He had borne it like a wound in his nmnd too long to
repudiate it now Before he could nuster any defense, it came over himlike a convulsion. In a
tone of irrenediable contenpt, he said, "These are the words of Lord Foul the Despiser

"Say to the Council of Lords, and to, the High Lord Prothall son of Dwillian, that the utternopst
limt of their span of days upon the Land is seven tinmes seven years fromthis present tinme.
Before the end of those days are nunmbered, | will have the conmand of fife and death in ny hand.
And as a token that what | say is the one word of truth, tell themthis: Drool Rockworm Cavew ght
of Mount Thunder, has found !'he Staff of Law, which was lost ten times a hundred years ago by
Kevin at the Ritual of Desecration. Say to themthat the task appointed to their generation is ors
regain the Staff. Wthout it, they will not be able to gist ne for seven years, and ny conplete
victory

will be achieved six tines seven years earlier than it would be el se.

" “As for you, groveler: do not fail with this message. If you do not bring it before the Council
then every human in the Land will be dead before ten seasons have passed. You do not understand-
but | tell you Drool Rockworm has the Staff, and that is a cause for terror. He will be enthroned
at Lord's Keep in two years if the nessage fails. A ready, the Cavew ghts are marching to his
call; and wol ves, and ur-viles of the Denondim answer the power of the Staff. But war is not the
worst peril. Drool delves ever deeper into the dark roots of Munt Thunder-G avin Threndor, Peak
of the Fire Lions. And there are banes buried in the deeps of the Earth too potent and terrible
for any nortal to control. They woul d nake of the universe a hell forever. But such a bane Droo
seeks. He searches for the Illearth Stone. If he beconmes its master, there will be woe for | ow and
high alike until Time itself falls.

"'Do not fail with ny nessage, groveler. You have net Drool. Do you relish dying in his hands?"'
Covenant's heart lurched with the force of his loathing for the words, the tone. But he was not

done. " "One word nore, a final caution. Do not forget whomto fear at the last. | have had to be
content with killing and tornment. But now ny plans are laid, and I have begun. | shall not rest
until | have eradi cated hope fromthe Earth. Think on that, and be di smayed!"'

As he finished, he heard fear and abhorrence flare in the Cose as if ignited by his involuntary
peroration. Hellfire hellfire!l he npaned, trying to clear his gaze of the darkness from which
Foul's contenpt had sprung. Uncl ean



Prothall's head was bowed, and he clenched his staff as if he were trying to wing courage from
it. Behind him Tuvor and Warmark Garth stood in attitudes of martial readiness. Oddly, Variol and
Tanmar ant ha doddered in their seats as if dozing, unaware of what had been said. But Gsondrea gaped
at Covenant as if he had stabbed her in the heart. COpposite her, NMoram stood erect, head hi gh and
eyes closed, with his staff braced hard against the floor; and where his netal net the stone, a
hot blue flame burned. Foanfollower hunched in his seat; his huge hands clutched a stone chair

H s shoul ders qui vered, and suddenly the chair snapped.

At the noise, Gsondrea covered her face with her hands, gave one stricken cry, "Ml enkurion

abat ha!" The next instant, she dropped her hands and resunmed her stony, anazed stare at Covenant.
And he shouted, Unclean! as if he were agreeing with her

"Laugh, Covenant," Foanfol | ower whi spered hoarsely. "You have told us the end of all things. Now
hel p us. Laugh."

Covenant replied dully, "You laugh. “Joy is in the ears that hear.' | can't do it."

To his astoni shnment, Foanfollower did |augh. He lifted his head and nade a strangl ed, garish noise
in his throat that sounded |ike sobbing; but in a nonent the sound | oosened, clarified, slowy
took on the tone of indonitable hunor. The terrible exertion appalled Covenant.

As Foanfol |l ower |aughed, the first shock of dismay passed fromthe Council. Gadually, Prothal

rai sed his head. "The Unhomed are a blessing to the Land," he murmured. Moram sagged, and the
fire between his staff and the floor went out. Osondrea shook her head, sighed, passed her hands
through her hair. Again, Covenant sensed a kind of nmental nelding fromthe Lords; w thout words,
they seened to join hands, share strength with each ot her

Sitting al one and m serable, Covenant waited for themto question him And as he waited, he
struggled to recapture all the refusals on which his survival depended.

Finally, the Lords returned their attention to him The flesh of Prothall's face seemed to droop
with weariness, but his eyes renained steady, resolute. stow, Unbeliever," he said softly. "You
must tell us all that has happened to you. W must know how Lord Foul's threats are enbodied.”
Now, Covenant echoed, twisting in his chair. He could hardly resist a desire to clutch at his
ring. Dark menories beat at his ears, trying to break down his defenses. Shortly, everyone in the
Cl ose was | ooking at him Tossing his words down as if he were discarding flawed bricks, he began
"I come fromsoneplace else. | was brought to Kevin's Watch-1 don't know how. First | got a | ook
at Drool -then Foul left me on the Watch. They seened to know each ot her."

"And the Staff of Law?" Prothall asked.

"Drool had a staff-all carved up, with nmetal ends like yours. | don't know what it was."

Prot hal | shrugged the doubt away; and grimy Covenant forced hinself to describe w thout any
personal mention of himself, any reference to Lena or Triock or Baradakas, the events of his
journey. Wien he spoke of the nurdered Waynhim GOsondrea's breath hissed between her teeth, but
the Lords made no ot her response.

Then, after he nmentioned the visit to Soaring Wodhel ven of a malicious stranger, possibly a
Raver, Mhoram asked intently, "Did the stranger use a nane?"

"He said his nane was Jehannum "

"Ah. And what was his purpose?"

"How shoul d I know?" Covenant rasped, trying to conceal his falsehood with belligerence. "I don't
know any Ravers."

Mhor am nodded nonconmittally, and Covenant went on to relate his and Atiaran's progress through
Andel ai n. He avoided gruffly any reference to the wong which had attacked hi mthrough his boots.
But when he cane to the Cel ebration of Spring, he faltered.

The Waiths-! he ached silently. The rage and horror of that night were still in him still vivid
to his raw heart. Covenant, help them How could I? It's madness! |'mnot-1 am not Berek

Wth an effort that nade his throat hurt as if his words were too sharp to pass through it, he
said, "The Cel ebration was attacked by ur-viles. W escaped. Some of the Waiths were saved by- by
one of the Unfettered, Atiaran said. Then the noon turned red.

Then we got to the river and net Foanfoll ower. Atiaran decided to go back hone. How the hell much
| onger do | have to put up with this?"

Unexpectedly, Lord Tamarantha rai sed her noddi ng head. "W will go?" she asked toward the ceiling
of the C ose.

"I't has not yet been determ ned that anyone will go," Prothall replied in a gentle voice.
"Nonsense," she sniffed. Tugging at a thin wisp of hair behind her ear, she coaxed her old bones
erect. "This is too high a matter for caution. W nust act. O course | trust him He has a

Hi rebrand's staff, does he not? What Hirebrand would give a staff w thout sure reason? And | ook at
it-one end bl ackened. He has fought with it-at the Celebration, if | do not mi stake. Ah, the poor
Waiths. That was ill, ill." Looking across at Variol, she said, "Come. W nust prepare.”



Variol worked hinself to his feet. Taking Tamarantha's arm he left the O ose through one of the
doors behind the Hi gh Lord.

After a respectful pause for the old Lords, Osondrea | evel ed her stare at Covenant and denanded,
"How did you gain that staff?"

"Bar adakas-the Hirebrand-gave it to ne."

"\ 2"

Her tone sparked his anger. He said distinctly, "He wanted to apol ogize for distrusting ne."
"How did you teach himto trust you?"

Damation) "I passed his bloody test of truth.”
Carefully, Lord Moram asked, "Unbeliever-why did the Hi rebrand of Soaring Wodhel ven desire to
nest you?"

Agai n, Covenant felt conpelled to lie. "Jehannum nade hi m nervous. He tested everyone."

"Did he also test Atiaran?"

"What do you think?"

"I think," Foanfollower interposed firmy, "that Atiaran Trell-mate of Mthil Stonedown woul d not
require any test of truth to denonstrate her fidelity."

This affirmati on produced a pause, during which tie Lords | ooked at each other as if they had
reached an inpasse. Then H gh Lord Prothall said sternly,

"Thomas Covenant, you are a stranger, and we have had no tine to | earn your ways. But we will not
surrender our sense of what is right to you. It is clear that you have spoken fal sehood. For the
sake of the Land, you nust answer our questions. Please tell us why the Hirebrand Baradakas gave
to you the test of truth, but not to Atiaran your conpanion."

"No. "

"Then tell us why Atiaran Trell-mate chose not to acconpany you here. It is rare for a person born
of the Land to stop short of Revel stone."

"No. "

"Way do you refuse?"

Covenant glared seething up at his interrogators. They sat above himlike judges with the power of
outcasting in their hands. He wanted to defend hinmself with shouts, curses; but the Lords' intent
eyes stopped him He could see no contenpt in their faces. They regarded himw th anger, fear

di squi etude, with offended | ove for the Land, but no contenpt. Very softly, he said, "Don't you
understand? I'mtrying to get out of telling you an even bigger lie. If you keep pushing ne-we'l]l
all suffer."

The High Lord net his irate, supplicating gaze for a nonent, then sighed catarrhally, "Very well.
You make matters difficult for us. Now we nust deliberate. Please |eave the Cose. W wll cal
for you in a short time."

Covenant stood, turned on his heel, started up the steps toward the big doors. Only the sound . of
hi s boots against the stone nmarked the silence until he had al nost reached the doors. Then he
heard Foanfol |l ower say as clearly as if his own heart uttered the words, "Atiaran Trell-mate

bl anmed you for the slaughter of the Waiths."

He froze, waiting in blank dread for the Gant to continue. But Foanfollower said nothing nore
Trenbl i ng, Covenant passed through the doors and noved awkwardly to sit in one of the chairs along
the wall. His secret felt so fragile within himthat he could hardly believe it was still intact.
| am not

When he | ooked up, he found Bannor standing before him The Bl oodguard's face was devoi d of
expression, but it did not seem uncontenptuous. Its flat anbi guity appeared capabl e of any
response, and now it inplied a judgment of Covenant's weakness, his disease.

I mpel | ed by anger and frustration, Covenant nuttered to hinself, Keep noving. Survive. "Bannor,"
he grow ed, "Mioram seens to think we should get to know each other. He told ne to ask you about
t he Bl oodguard. "

Bannor shrugged as if he were inpervious to any question.

"Your peopl e-the Haruchai"-Bannor nodded "live up in the nountains. You canme to the Land when
Kevin was High Lord. How | ong ago was that ?"

"Centuries before the Desecration." The Bl oodguard's alien tone seemed to suggest that units of
time like years and decades had no significance. "Two thousand years."

Two t housand years. Thinking of the G ants, Covenant said, "That's why there's only five hundred
of you left Since you cane to the Land you' ve been dying off."

"The Bl oodguard have al ways nunbered five hundred. That is the Vow The Haruchai-are nore." He
gave the nane a tonal lilt that suited his voice.

"Mor e?"

"They live in the nmountains as before.”



"Then how do you-You say that as if you haven't been back there for a long tine.
nodded slightly. "How do you maintain your five hundred here? | haven't seen any-"

Bannor interrupted dispassionately. "Wen one of the Bloodguard is slain, his body is sent into
the nountai ns through Guards Gap, and another of the Haruchai cones to take his place in the Vow "
Is slain? Covenant wondered. "Haven't you been cone since? Don't you visit your- Do you have a

"At one tinme."

Bannor's tone did not vary, but something in his inflectionlessness made Covenant feel that the
question was inportant. "At one tinme?" he pursued. "What happened to her?"

"She has been dead."

An instinct warned Covenant, but he went on, spurred by the fascinati on of Bannor's alien
inflexible solidity. "How how | ong ago did she die?"

Wthout a flicker of hesitation, the Bloodguard replied, "Two thousand years."

What! For a long noment, Covenant gaped in astonishnment, whispering to hinself as if he feared
that Bannor could hear him That's inpossible. That's inpossible. In an effort to control hinself,
he blinked dunbly. Two-? What is this?

Yet in spite of his amazenent, Bannor's claimcarried conviction. That flat tone sounded incapable
of di shonesty, of even misrepresentation. It filled Covenant with horror, w th nauseated synpathy.
In sudden vision he glinpsed the inport of Moram s description, nade by their pledged loyalty
ascetic, womanl ess, and ol d. Barren-how could there be any linmit to a barrenness which had al ready
|l asted for two thousand years? "How," he croaked, "how old are you?"

"I came to the Land with the first Haruchai, when Kevin was young in H gh Lordship. Together we
first uttered the Vow of service. Together we called upon the Earthpower to w tness our

conmi tnment. Now we do not return honme until we have been slain."

Two thousand years, Covenant munbled. Until we have been slain. That's inpossible. None of this is
happening. In his confusion, he tried to tell hinmself that what he heard was like the sensitivity
of his nerves, further proof of the Land's inpossibility. But it did not feel like proof. It noved
himas if he had | earned that Bannor suffered froma rare formof leprosy. Wth an effort, he
breat hed, "Wy?"

Flatly, Bannor said, "Wwen we canme to the Land, we saw wonders-G ants, Ranyhyn, Revel stonelLords of
such power that they declined to wage war with us |l est we be destroyed. In answer to our
chal | enge, they gave to the Haruchai gifts so precious-" He paused, appeared to nuse for a nonent
over private nenories. "Therefore we swore the Vow. W could not equal that generosity in any

Agai n Bannor

ot her way."
"I's that your answer to death?" Covenant struggled with his synpathy, tried to reduce what Bannor
said to manageabl e proportions. "lIs that how things are done in the Land? Wenever you're in

trouble you just do the inpossible? Like Berek?"

"W have sworn the Vow. The Vowis life. Corruption is death.”

"But for two thousand years?" Covenant protested. "Damation! It isn't even decent. Don't you
think you' ve done enough?"

Wt hout expression, the Bloodguard replied, "You cannot corrupt us."

"Corrupt you? | don't want to corrupt you. You can go on serving those Lords until you wi ther for

all | care. I'mtalking about your life, Bannor! How |l ong do you go on serving w thout just once
asking yourself if it's worth it? Pride or at least sanity requires that. Hellfire!" He could trot
concei ve how even a healthy man remai ned unsuicidal in the face of so rmuch existence. "It isn't

li ke sal ad dressing-you can't just spoon it around. You' re human. You weren't born to be
imortal ."

Bannor shrugged i npassively. "Wat does immortality signify? W are the Bl oodguard. We know only
life or death the Vow or Corruption."

An instant passed before Covenant renenbered that Corrupti on was the Bl oodguard nanme for Lord
Foul . "Then he groaned, "Well of course | understand. You live forever because your pure, sinless
service is utterly and indomtably unballasted by any weight or dross of nmere human weakness. Ah,

t he advant ages of clean W g,

"W do not know. " Bannor's awkward tone echoed strangely "Kevin saved us. How could we guess what
eras in his heart? He sent us all into the nountains into the nountains. W questioned, but he
gave the order. He charged us by our Vow. W knew no mason to di sobey. How coul d we know? W woul d
have stood by himat the Desecration-stood by or prevented. But he saved us-the Bl oodguard. W who
swore to preserve his life at any cost.™

Saved, Covenant breathed painfully. He could feel the unintended cruelty of Kevin's act. "So now
you don't know whether all these years of living are right or wong," he said distantly. How do
you stand it? "Maybe your Vow i s nocking you."

"There is no accusation which can raise its finger against us," Bannor averred. But for an instant



hi s di spassi on sounded a shade | ess i mmcul ate.

"No, you do all that yourself."

In response, Bannor blinked slowy, as if neither blame nor excul pation carried neaning to the
anci ent perspective of his devotion.

A nonment |ater, one of the sentries beckoned Covenant toward the Cl ose. Trepidation constricted
his heart. Hs horrified synpathy for Bannor drained his courage; he did not feel able to face the
Lords, answer their demands. He clinbed to his feet as if he were tottering, then hesitated. Wen
Bannor notioned himforward, he said in a rush, "Tell ne one nore thing. If your wife were stil
alive, would you go to visit her and then cone back here? Could you-" He faltered. "Could you bear
it?"

The Bl oodguard net his inploring gaze squarely, but thoughts seened to pass |ike shadows behind
hi s countenance before he said softly, "No."

Breat hing heavily as if he were nauseated, Covenant shanbl ed through the door and down the steps
toward the yellow i mol ati on of the graveling pit.

Prothall, Moram and Gsondrea, Foanfollower, the four Bl oodguard, the four spectators-al

remai ned as he had left them Under the oni nous expectancy of their eyes, he seated hinself in the
| one chair below the Lords' table. He was shivering as if the fire-stones radiated cold rather

t han heat.

When the High Lord spoke, the age rattle in his voice seemed worse than before. "Thomas Covenant,
if we have treated you wongly we will beg your pardon at the proper tine. But we mnmust resol ve our
doubt of you. You have conceal ed nmuch that we nmust know. However, on one natter we have been able
to agree. W see your presence in the Land in this way.

"Whi | e del ving under Munt Thunder, Drool Rockworm found the |ost Staff of Law. Wthout aid, he
woul d require many years to nmaster it. But Lord Foul the Despiser |earned of Drool's discovery,
and agreed for his own purposes to teach the Cavew ght the uses of the Staff. Cearly he did not
wrest the Staff from Drool. Perhaps he was too weak. O perhaps he feared to use a tool not nade
for his hand. O perhaps he has sone terrible purpose which we do not grasp. But again it is clear
that Lord Foul induced Drool to use the Staff to summon you to the Land-only the Staff of Law has
such might. And Drool could not have conceived or executed that task w thout deep-lored aid. You
were brought to the Land at Lord Foul's behest. W can only pray that there were other powers at
work as well."

"But that does not tell us why," said Mhoramintently. "If the carrying of nessages were Lord
Foul's only purpose, he had no need of soneone from beyond the Land-and no need to protect you
fromDrool, as he did when he bore you to Kevin's Watch, and as | believe he attenpted to do by
sending his Raver to turn you fromyour path toward Andel ain. No, you are our sole guide to the
Despiser's true intent. Wiy did he call soneone from beyond the Land? And why you? In what way do
you serve his designs?”

Panti ng, Covenant | ocked his jaws and sai d nothing.

"Let nme put the matter another way," Prothall urged. "The tale you have told us contains evidence
of truth. Few living know that the Ravers were at one tine named Herein, Sheol, and Jehannum And
we know that one of the Unfettered has been studying the Waiths of Andelain for many years."

Unwi | Ii ngly, Covenant renenbered the hopel ess courage of the animals that had hel ped the
Unfettered One to save himin Andel ain. They had hurled thenmselves into their own slaughter with
desperate and futile ferocity. He gritted his teeth, tried to close his ears to the nenory of
their dying.

Prothall went on w thout a pause, "And we know that the lomllialor test of truth is sure-if the
one tested does not surpass the tester."

"But the Despiser also knows," snapped OGsondrea. "He could know that an Unfettered One |ived and
studied in Andel ain. He could have prepared this tale and taught it to you. If he did," she
enunci ated darkly, "then the matters on which you have refused to speak are precisely those on
whi ch your story would fail. Wiy did the Hi rebrand of Soaring Wodhel ven test you? How was the
testing done? Who have you battled with that staff? Wiat instinct turned Atiaran Trell-mate

agai nst you? You fear to reply because then we will see the Despiser's handi work."

Aut horitatively, High Lord Prothall rattled, "Thomas Covenant, you nust give us sone token that
your tale is true."

"Token?" Covenant groaned.

"Gd ve us proof that we should trust you. You have uttered a doom upon our lives. That we believe.
But perhaps it is your purpose to |lead us fromthe true defense of the Land. G ve us sone token
Unbel i ever. "

Through his quavering, Covenant felt the inpenetrable circunstance of his dream clanp shut on him
deny every desire for hope or independence. He clinbed to his feet, strove to nmeet the crisis



erect. As a last resort, he grated to Foanfollower, "Tell them Atiaran blaned herself for what
happened to the Cel ebrati on. Because she ignored the warnings. Tell them"”

He burned at Foanfollower, willing the Gant to support his |ast chance for autonony, and after a
grave noment the Gant said, "My friend Thomas Covenant speaks truth, in his way. Atiaran Trell-
mate believed the worst of herself."

"Nevert hel ess!" Osondrea snapped. "Perhaps she bl amed herself for guiding himto the Cel ebration

for enabling- Her pain does not approve him" And Prothall insisted in a | ow voice, "Your token
Covenant. The necessity for judgment is upon us. You nust choose between the Land and the Land's
Despi ser. "

Covenant, hel p then

"No!" he gasped hoarsely, whirling to face the High Lord. "It wasn't nmy fault. Don't you see that
this is just what Foul wants you to do?"

Prothall stood, braced his weight on his staff. H s stature seened to expand in power as he spoke.

"No, | do not see. You are closed to ne. You ask to be trusted, but you refuse to show
trustworthiness. No. | demand the token by which you refuse us. | amProthall son of Dwillian
H gh Lord by the choice of the Council. | denand."

For one long instant, Covenant renained suspended in decision. Hs eyes fell to the graveling pit.
Covenant, help them Wth a groan, he renmenbered how nuch Atiaran had paid to place himwhere he
stood now. Her pain does not approve. In counterpoint he heard Bannor saying, Two thousand years.
Life or death. W do not know But the face he sawin the fire-stones was his wife's. Joan! he
cried. Was one sick body nore inportant than everything?

He tore open his shirt as if he were trying to bare his heart. Fromthe patch of clingor on his
chest, be snatched his wedding band, jamred it onto his ring finger, raised his left fist like a
defiance. But he was not defiant. "I can't use it!" he shouted lornly, as if the ring were still a
synbol of marriage, not a talisman of wild nmagic. "I'ma leper!”

Ast oni shnent rang in the O ose, clanging changes mthe air. The Hearthralls and Garth were
stunned. Prothall shook his head as if he were trying to wake up for the first tine in his life.
Intuitive conprehension broke |ike a bow wave on Moram s face, and he napped to his feet in stiff
attention. Ginning gratefully, Foanfollower stood as well. Lord Gsondrea al so joined Mhoram but
there was no relief in her eyes. Covenant could see her shoul dering her way through a throng of
confusions to the crux of the situation- Could see her thinking, Save or damm, save or damm. She
al one anong the Lords appeared to realize that teen this token did not suffice.

Finally the Hi gh Lord nastered hinself. "Now at |ist we know how to honor you," he breathed. "Ur-
Lord Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold Wder, be welcone and true. Forgive us, for we did
not know. Yours is the wild nmagic that destroys peace. And power is at all times a dreadfu

thing." The Lords saluted Covenant as if they w shed to both invoke and ward agai nst him then

t oget her began to sing:

There is wild magic graven in every rock, contained for white gold to unleash or control gold,
rare netal, not born of the Land, nor ruled, limted, subdued by the Law with which the Land was
created (for the Land is beautiful, as if it were a strong soul's dream of peace and harnony, and
Beauty is not possible wthout discipline and the Law which gave birth to Time is the Land's
Creator's self-control)but keystone rather, pivot, crux for the anarchy out of which Tine was
made, and with Time Earth, and with Earth those who people it: wild magic restrained in every
particle of life, and unl eashed or controlled by gold (not born of the Land) because that power is
the anchor of the arch of life that spans and masters Tine: and white-white gold, not ebon, ichor
i ncarnadi ne, viridian because white is the hue of bone: structure of flesh, discipline of life.
This power is a paradox, because Power does not exist w thout Law, and wild nmagic has no Law, and
white gold is a paradox, because it speaks for the bone of life, but has no part of the Land. And
he who wields white wild magic gold is a paradox for he is everything and not hi ng,

hero and fool, potent, helpless and with the one word of truth or treachery he will save or damm
the Earth because he is mad and sane, cold and passionate, |ost and found.

It was an involuted song, curiously harnoni zed, with no resol ving cadences to set the hearers at
rest. And in it Covenant could hear the vulture wings of Foul's voice saying, You have m ght, but
you will never know what it is. You will not be able to fight me at the last. As the song ended,
he wondered if his struggling served or defied the Despiser's manipul ations. He could not tell.
But he hated and feared the truth in Foul's words. He cut into the silence which foll owed the

Lords’ hyming. "I don't know howto use it. | don't want to know. That's not why | wear it. If
you think I'm sonme kind of personified redenption-it's alie. I'"'ma |leper.”
"Ah, ur-Lord Covenant," Prothall sighed as the Lords and Foanfol | ower reseated thenselves, "let ne

say again, please forgive us. W understand nmuch now -why you were summoned- why the Hirebrand
Bar adakas treated you as he did-why Drool Rockworm attenpted to ensnare you at the Cel ebration of



Spring. Please understand in turn that know edge of the ring is necessary to us. Your senbl ance to
Berek Halfhand is not gratuitous. But, sadly, we cannot tell you howto use the white gold. Alas,
we know little enough of the Lore we already possess. And | fear that if we held and conprehended
all Seven Wards and Wirds, the wild nmagic would still be beyond us. Know edge of white gold has
come down I D us through the anci ent prophecies-foretellings, as Saltheart Foanfollower has
observed, which say much bet clarify little-but we conprehend nothing of the wild magic. Still,

t he prophecies are clear about your inportance. So | name you “ur-Lord,' a sharer of all the
matters of the Council until you depart fromus. W nust trust you."

Paci ng back and forth now on the spur of his conflicting needs, Covenant grow ed, "Baradakas said
just about the sanme thing. By hell! You people terrify ne. Wien | try to be responsible, you
pressure nme-and when | col |l apse you You're not asking the right questions. You don't have the
vaguest notion of what a leper is, and it doesn't even occur to you to inquire. That's why Foul
chose me for this. Because | can't- Damation! Wiy don't you ask nme about where | cone fronf? |'ve
got to tell you. The world |I cone fromdoesn't allow anyone to |ive except on its own terns. Those
terns-those terns contradict yours."

"What are its terms?" the Hi gh Lord asked carefully.

"That your world is a dream"

In the startled stillness of the C ose, Covenant grinmaced, w nced as images flashed at him

court house columms, an old beggar, the nuzzle of the police car. A dream he panted feverishly. A
dreami None of this is happening-!

Then Osondrea shot out, "What? A drean? Do you nean to say that you are dream ng? Do you believe
that you are asl eep?"

"Yes!" He felt weak with fear; his revelation bereft himof a shield, exposed himto attack. But
he could not recant it. He needed it to regain sonme kind of honesty. "Yes."

"I ndeed!" she snapped. "No doubt that explains the slaughter of the Celebration. Tell ne,
Unbel i ever -do you consider that a nightnare, or does your world relish such dreans?"

Bef ore Covenant could retort, Lord Mhoram said, "Enough, sister Csondrea. He tornents hinself
sufficently."

daring, she fell silent, and after a nonment Prothall said, "It may be that gods have such dreans
as this. But we are nortals. W can only resist ill or surrender. Either way, we perish. Wre you
sent to nmock 3 us for this?"

"Mock you?" Covenant could not find the words to respond. He chopped dunbly at the thought with
his halfhand. "It's the other way around. He's nocking nme." Wen all the Lords |ooked at himin

i nconprehension, he cried abruptly, "I can feel the pulse in nmy fingertips! But that's inpossible.
I've got a disease. An incurable disease. |'ve-1've got to figure out a way to keep from goi ng
crazy. Hell and blood! | don't want to lose my mind just because some perfectly decent character
in a dream needs sonething fromne that | can't produce."

"Well, that may be." Prothall's voice held a note of sadness and synpathy, as if he were |istening
to sonme abrogation or repudiation of sanity froma revered seer. "But we will trust you
nonet hel ess. You are bitter, and bitterness is a sign of concern. | trust that. And what you say
al so neets the old prophecy. | fear the tinme is coming when you will be the Land's |ast hope."
"Don't you understand?" Covenant groaned, unable to silence the ache in his voice. "That's what
Foul wants you to think."

"Per haps,” Moram said thoughtfully. "Perhaps." Then, as if he had reached a decision, he turned
the peril of his gaze straight at Covenant. "Unbeliever, | must ask you if you have resisted Lord
Foul . I do not speak of the Cel ebration. When he bore you from Drool Rockwormto Kevin's Watch-did
you oppose hi nP"

The question nmade Covenant feel abruptly frail, as if it had snapped a cord of his resistance. "
didn't know how. " Wearily, he reseated hinself in the l[oneliness of his chair. "I didn't know what
was happeni ng. "

"You are ur-Lord now," murrmured Mioram "There is no nore need for you to sit there.”

"No need to sit at all," amended Prothall, with sadden briskness. "There is nuch work to be done
We nust think and probe and pl an-whatever action we will take in this trial nust be chosen
quickly. We will meet again tonight. Tuvor, Garth, Birinair, Tohrm -prepare yourselves and those
in your command. Bring whatever thoughts of strategy you have to the Council tonight. And tell al
the Keep that Thonmas Covenant has been named ur-Lord. He is a stranger and a guest. Birinair-begin
your work for the G ants at once. Bannor, | think the ur-Lord need no |onger stay in the tower."
He paused and | ooked about him giving everyone a chance to speak. Then he turned and |l eft the

Cl ose. Osondrea followed him and after giving Covenant another formal salute, Moram al so

depart ed.

Numbl y, Covenant noved behi nd Bannor up through the high passages and stairways until they reached



his new quarters. The Bl oodguard ushered himinto a suite of roonms. They were high-ceilinged, lit
by refl ected sunlight through several broad w ndows, abundantly supplied with food and springw ne,
and unadorned. \Wen Bannor had | eft, Covenant |ooked out one of the wi ndows, and found that his
roons were perched in the north wall of Revelstone, with a view of the rough plains and the

nort hwardcurving cliff of the plateau. The sun was overhead, but a bit south of the Keep, so that
the wi ndows were in shadow.

He left the window, moved to the tray of food, and ate a light neal. Then he poured out a flask of
springwi ne, which he carried into the bedroom There he found one orieled window. It had an air of
privacy, of peace.

Where did he go fromhere? He did not need to be self-w se or prophetic to know that he coul d not
remain in Revel stone. He was too vul nerabl e here.

He sat down in the stone alcove to brood over the Land bel ow and wonder what he had done to

hi msel f.

FI FTEEN. The Great Chall enge

THAT ni ght, when Bannor entered the suite to call Thonas Covenant to the evening neeting of the
Lords, he found Covenant still sitting within the oriel of his bedroomw ndow. By the Iight of
Bannor's torch, Covenant appeared gaunt and spectral, as if half seen through shadows. The sockets
of his eyes were dark with exhausted enotion; his |lips were gray, bloodless; and the skin of his
forehead had an ashen undertone. He held his arns across his chest as if he were trying to confort
a pain in his heartwatched the plains as if he were waiting for nmoonrise. Then he noticed the

Bl oodguard, and his |lips pulled back, bared his teeth.

"You still don't trust ne," he said in a spent voice.
Bannor shrugged. "W are the Bl oodguard. W have no use for white gold."
"No use?"

"It is a know edge-a weapon. W have no use for weapons."

"No use?" Covenant repeated dully. "How do you defend the Lords without weapons?"

"We"-Bannor paused as if searching the |anguage of the Land for a word to match his thought-
"suffice."

Covenant brooded for a noment, then swung hinself out of the oriel. Standing in front of Bannor

he said softly, "Bravo." Then he picked up his staff and kit the roons.

This tinme, he paid nore attention to the route Bannor chose, and did not |ose his sense of
direction.

Eventual | y, he might be able to dispense with Bannor's gui dance. \Wen they reached the huge wooden
doors of the C ose, they net Foanfollower and Korik. The G ant greeted Covenant with a salute and
a broad grin, but when he spoke his voice was serious. "Stone and Sea, ur-Lord Covenant! | am gl ad
you did not choose to nake nme wong. Perhaps | do not conprehend all your dilenma. But | believe
you have taken the better risk-for the sake of all the Land."

"You're a fine one to talk," replied Covenant wanly. H s sarcasmwas a defensive reflex; he had

| ost so nmuch other arnor. "How | ong have you G ants been lost? | don't think you would know a good
risk if it kicked you."

Foanf ol | ower chuckled. "Bravely said, ny friend. It may be that the G ants are not good advi sers-
all our years notwithstanding. Still you have lightened ny fear for the Land.™

G i maci ng usel essly, Covenant went on into the C ose

The council chanber was as brightly lit and acoustically perfect as before, but the nunber of
people in it had changed. Tamarantha and Variol were absent, and scattered through the gallery
were a nunber of spectators rhadhamaerl, lillianrill, warriors, Lorewardens. Bl oodguard sat behind
Mhoram and Gsondrea; and Tuvor, Garth, Birinair, and Tohrmwere in their places behind the H gh
Lord.

Foanfol | oner took his forner seat, gesturing Covenant into a chair near himat the Lords' table.
Behi nd them Bannor and Korik sat down in the lower tier of the gallery. The spectators fel

silent al nost at once; even the rustle of their clothing grew still. Shortly, everyone was waiting
for the Hi gh Lord to begin.

Prothall sat as if wandering in thought for some tinme before he clinbed tiredly to his feet. He
hel d hinself up by leaning on his staff, and when he spoke his voice rattled agedly in his chest.
But he went wi thout om ssion through the cerenpni es of honoring Foanfoll ower and Covenant. The

G ant responded with a gai ety which disguised the effort he nade to be concise. But Covenant
rejected the fornality with a scowm and a shake of his head.

When he was done, Prothall said without neeting the eyes of his fellow Lords, "There is a custom



anong the new Lords-a custom whi ch began in the days of Hi gh Lord Vailant, a hundred years ago. It
is this: when a H gh Lord doubts his ability to nmeet the needs of the Land, he may cone to the
Council and surrender his Hi gh Lordship. Then any Lord who so chooses may claimthe place for
hinself." Wth an effort, Prothall continued firmy, "I now surrender ny |eadership. Rock and
root, the trial of these tines is too great for me. Ur-Lord Thonas Covenant, you are pernitted to
claimthe High Lordship if you wish."

Covenant held Prothall's eyes, trying to neasure the High Lord's intentions. But he could find no
duplicity in Prothall's offer. Softly, he replied, "You know |l don't want it."

"Yet | ask you to accept it. You bear the white gold."

"Forget it," Covenant said. "It isn't that easy."

After a monment, Prothall nodded slowy. "I see." He turned to the other Lords. "Do you claimthe
Hi gh Lordshi p?"

"You are the High Lord," Moram averred. And Osondrea added, "Wo el se? Do not waste nmore tine in
fool i shness.™

"Very well." Prothall squared his shoulders. "The trial and the doomof this time are on ny head
I am H gh Lord Prothall, and by the consent of the Council nmy will prevails. Let none fear to
follow me, or blame mother if nmy choices fail."

An involuntary tw tch passed across Covenant's face, but he said nothing; and shortly Prothall sat
sown, saying, "Now |l et us consider what we nust do.

In silence the Lords comuned nentally with each other. Then Osondrea turned to Foanfoll ower.

' Rockbrother, it is said, “When nmany matters press you, consider friendship first.' For the sake
of your people you should return to Seareach as swiftly

as may be. The G ants nust be told all that has transpired here. But | judge that the waterway of
Andel ain will no | onger be safe for you. W will provide an escort to acconpany you through

G i mrerdhore Forest and the North Plains until you are past Landsdrop and Sarangrave Flat."

"Thank you, ny Lords," replied Foanfollower formally, "but that will not be needed. | have given
sonme thought nyself to this matter. In their wandering, ny people |learned a saying fromthe
Bhrathair: “He who waits for the sword to fall upon his neck will surely |lose his head.' | believe

that the best service which I can do for ny people is to assist whatever course you undert ake.

Pl ease permit ne to join you."

H gh Lord Prothall sniled and bowed his head in acknow edgement. "My heart hoped for this. Be
wel come in our trial. Peril or plight, the G ants of Seareach strengthen us, and we cannot sing
our gratitude enough. But your people nust not be left unwarned. W will send ot her nessengers.”
Foanf ol | oner bowed in turn, and then Lord Gsondrea resuned by calling on Warmark Garth.

Garth stood and reported, "Lord, | have done as you requested. Furls Fire now burns atop
Revel stone. Al who see it will warn their folk, and will spread the warning of war south and east
and north. By norning, all who live north of the Soul sease and west of Gimerdhore will be

forearned, and those who live near the river will send runners into the Center Plains. Beyond
that, the warning will carry nore slowy.
"l have sent scouts in relays toward Ginmerdhore and Andel ain. But six days will pass before we

receive clear word of the Forest. And though you did not request it, | have begun preparations for
a siege. In all, one thousand three hundred of nmy warriors are now at work. Twenty Eoman remain
ready. "

"That is well," said GCsondrea. "The warning which nust be taken to Seareach we entrust to you.

Send as many warriors as you deem necessary to ensure the enbassy."
Garth bowed and sat down.

"Now. " She nodded her head as if to clear it of other considerations. "I have given ny tine to the
study of ur-Lord Covenant's tale of his journey. The presence of white gold explains nuch. But
still many things require thought-southrunning storns, a threew nged bird, an abom nable attack on

the Waiths of Andel ain, the bloodying of the moon. To nmy mind, the meaning of these signs is
clear."
Abruptly, she slapped the table with her palmas if she needed the sound and the pain to help her

| speak. "Drool Rockworm has already found his bane -the Illearth Stone or sone other deadly evil
Wth the Staff of Law, he has m ght enough to blast the seasons in their course!"
A low groan arose fromthe gallery, but Prothall and Moramdid not appear surprised. Still, a

dangerous glitter intensified in Morams eyes as he said softly, "Please explain."
"The evidence of power is unm stakable. W know that Drool has the Staff of Law. But the Staff is

not a neutral tool. It was carved fromthe One Tree as a servant of the Earth and the Earth's Law.
Yet all that has occurred is unnatural, wong. Can you conceive the strength of will which could
corrupt the Staff even enough to warp one bird? Well, perhaps nadness gives Drool that will. O

per haps the Despi ser now controls the Staff. But consider-birthing a three-winged bird is the



smal | est of these ill feats. At his peak in the forner age, Lord Foul did not dare attack the
Waiths. And as for the desecrated noon-only the darkest and nost terrible of ancient prophecies
bespeak such matters.

"Do you call this proof conclusive that Lord Foul indeed possesses the Staff? But consider-for

| ess exertion than corrupting the noon requires, he could surely stanp us into death. We could not
fight such night. And yet he spends hinself so-so vainly. Wuld he enploy his strength to so
little purpose- attainst the Waiths first when he could easily destroy us? And if he would, could
he corrupt the noon using the Staff of Lawa tool not made for his hand, resisting his mastery at
every touch?

"I judge that if Lord Foul controlled the Staff, he would not and perhaps could not do what has
been done-not until we were destroyed. But if Drool still holds the Staff, then it al one does not
suf fice. No Cavewi ght is |arge enough to perform such crimes w thout the power of both Staff and
Stone. The Cavew ghts are weak-willed creatures, as you know. They are easily swayed, easily

ensl aved. And they have no heaven-challenging |lore. Therefore they have al ways been the fodder of
Lord Foul 's armies.

“I'f 1 judge truly, then the Despiser hinmself is as nuch at Drool's nercy as we are. The doom of
this time rides on the nad whi mof a Cavew ght.

"This | conclude because we have not been attacked."

Prothall nodded glumy to Osondrea, and Moramtook up the Iine of her reasoning. "So Lord Foul
relies upon us to save himand dam ourselves. In some way, he intends that our response to ur-
Lord Covenant's nessage will spring upon ourselves a trap which holds both us and him He has
pretended friendship to Drool to preserve himself until his plans are ripe. And he has taught

Drool to use this newfound power in ways which will satisfy the Cavewight's lust for mastery
without threatening us directly. Thus he attenpts to ensure that we will make trial to west the
Staff of Law from Drool ."

"And therefore,"” Osondrea barked, "it would be the utterest folly for us to nmake trial."

"How so?" WMhoram obj ected. "The nessage said, "Wthout it, they will not be able to resist ne for
seven years.' He foretells a sooner end for us if we do not nmake the attenpt, or if we attenpt and
fail, than if we succeed."

"What does he gain by such foretellings? What but our inmediate deaths? H s nessage is only a lure
of false hope to lead us into folly."

But Mioramreplied by quoting, " “Drool Rockwormhas the Staff, and that is a cause for terror. He
will be enthroned at Lord's Keep in two years if the nessage fails.' "

"The nessage has not failed!" Osondrea insisted. "W are forewarned. W can prepare. Drool is nad,
and his attacks will be flawed by nadness. It may be that we will find his weakness and prevail

By the Seven! Revelstone will never fall while the Bloodguard remain. And the G ants and Ranyhyn

will come to our aid." Turning toward the H gh Lord, she urged, "Prothall, do not follow the lure
of this quest. It is chimera. W will fall under the shadow, and the Land will surely die."

"But if we succeed," Mioram countered, "if we gain the Staff, then our chance is prolonged. Lord
Foul 's prophecy notwi thstandi ng, we nay find enough Earthpower in the Staff to prevail in war. And
if we do not, still we will have that nuch nore tine to search for other salvations."

"How can we succeed? Drool has both the Staff of Law and the Illearth Stone."

"And is master of neither."

"Mast er enough! Ask the Waiths the extent of his might. Ask the noon."

"Ask ne," growl ed Covenant, clinbing slowly to his feet. For a nonent he hesitated, torn between a
fear of Drool and a dread of what would happen to himif the Lords did not go in search of the
Staff. He had a vivid apprehension of the nalice behind Drool's Laval eyes. But the thought of the
Staff decided him He felt that he had gained an insight into the logic of his dream The Staff
had brought himto the Land; he would need the Staff to escape. "Ask me," he said again. "Don't
you think I have a stake in this?"

The Lords did not respond, and Covenant was forced to carry the argunent forward hinmself. In his
broodi ng, he had been able to find only one frail hope. Wth an effort, he broached the subject.
"According to you, Foul chose me. But he tal ked about nme on Kevin's Watch as if | had been chosen
by soneone el se- nmy Eneny,' he said. Wio was he tal ki ng about ?"

Thoughtfully, the High Lord .replied, "I do not know. W said earlier that we hoped there were
other forces at work in your selection. Perhaps there were. A few of our ol dest |egends speak of a
Creator -the Creator of the Earth-but we know nothing of such a being. W only know that we are
nortal, but Lord Foul is not-in some way, he surpasses flesh."

"The Creator," Covenant nmuttered. "All right." A disturbing menory of the old beggar who had
accosted himoutside the courthouse flared momentarily. "Wy did he choose nme?"

Prothall's abnegate eyes did not waver. "Wo can say? Perhaps for the very reasons that Lord Foul



chooses you. "

That paradox angered Covenant, but he went on as if inspired by the contradiction, "Then this
Creator-al so wanted you to hear Foul's nessage. Take that into account."

"There!" Osondrea pounced. "There is the lie |I sought-the final bait. By raising the hope of
unknown hel p, Lord Foul seeks to ensure that we will accept this mad quest.”

Covenant did not | ook away fromthe H gh Lord. He held Prothall's eyes, tried to see beyond the
wear of long asceticisnms into his nmind. But Prothall returned the gaze unflinchingly. The lines at
the corners of his eyes seened etched there by self-abrogation. "Lord Gsondrea,"” he said evenly,
"does your study reveal any signs of hope?"

"Signs? Onens?" Her voice sounded reluctant in the dose. "I amnot Mioram If | were, | would ask
Covenant what dreans he has had in the Land. But | prefer practical hopes. | see but one: so
little time has been lost. It is in ny heart that no other combinati on of chance and choice could
have brought Covenant here so swftly."

"Very well,"” Prothall replied. His | ook, |ocked with Covenant's, sharpened nonentarily, and in it
Covenant at l|last saw that the Hi gh Lord had already nade his decision. He only listened to the
debate to give himself one last chance to find an alternative. Awkwardly, Covenant dropped his
eyes, slunped in his chair. How does he do it? he nurmured point lessly to hinmself. Were does al
this courage cone fronf

Am | the only coward-?

A nonent |ater, the H gh Lord pulled his blue robe about himand rose to his feet. "My friends,"
he said, his voice thick with rheum "the time has cone for decision. | nust choose a course to
meet our need. 1f any have thoughts which nust be uttered, speak now." No one spoke, and Prothall
seermed to draw dignity and stature fromthe silence. "Hear then the will of Prothall son of
Dwillian, High Lord by the choice of the Council-and nay the Land forgive ne if | mistake or fail
In this noment, | commit the future of the Earth.

"Lord Osondrea, to you and to the Lords Variol and Tamarantha | entrust the defenses of the Land
I charge you-do all which wi sdom or vision suggest to preserve the life in our sworn care.
Renmenber that there is always hope while Revel stone stands. But if Revelstone falls, then all the
ages and works of the Lords, fromBerek Heartthew to our generation, shall conme to an end, and the
Land will never know the |ike again.

"Lord Mhoramand | will go in search of Drool Rockworm and the Staff of Law. Wth us will go the
G ant Saltheart Foanfollower, ur-Lord Thonas Covenant, as many of the Bl oodguard as First Mark
Tuvor deens proper to spare fromthe defense of Revel stone, and one Eonan of the Warward. Thus we
will not go blithe or unguarded into doombut the main mght of Lord's Keep will be left for the
defense of the Land if we fail.

"Hear and be ready. The Quest departs at first fight.

"Hi gh Lord!" protested Garth, leaping to his feet. '"WIIl you not wait for sone word from ny
scouts? You nust brave G inmerdhore to pass toward Mount Thunder If the Forest is infested by the

servants of Drool or the Gray Slayer, you will have little safety until mnmy scouts have found out
the novenents of the eneny."
"That is true, Warnark," said Prothall. "But how long will we be del ayed?"

"Six days, Hi gh Lord. Then we will know how nuch force the crossing of Ginmerdhore requires.”

For sone tine, Moram had been sitting with his chin in his hands, staring absently into the
graveling pit. But now he roused hinself and said, "One hundred Bl oodguard. O every warrior that
Revel stone can provide. | have seen it. There are ur-viles in Gi mrerdhore-and wol ves by the

t housands. They hunt in ny dreans." Hi s voice seened to chill the air in the Cose |like a w nd of

| oss.

But Prothall spoke at once, resisting the spell of Morams words. "No, Garth. We cannot del ay.
And the peril of Ginmerdhore is too great. Even Drool Rockworm nust understand that our best road
to Mount Thunder | eads through the Forest and along the north of Andelain. No, we will go south-
around Andel ain, then east through Mrinnmoss to the Plains of Ra, before noving north to Gavin
Threndor. | knowthat seens a long way, full of needless | eagues, for a Quest which nust rue the

| oss of each day. But this southward way will enable us to gain the help of the Ranen. Thus al

the Despiser's olden foes will share in our Quest. And perhaps we will throw Drool out of his
reckoni ng.

"No, my choice is clear. The Quest will depart tomorrow, riding south. That is my word. Let any
who doubt speak now. "

And- Thomas Covenant, who doubted everything, felt Prothall's resolution and dignity so strongly
that he said not hing.

Then Mhoram and Gsondrea stood, followed i nmedi ately by Foanfoll ower; and behind themthe assenbly
rushed to its feet. Al turned toward H gh Lord Prothall, and Gsondrea |lifted up her voice to say,



"Mel enkurion Skyweir watch over you, H gh Lord. Melenkurion abatha! Preserve and prevail! Seed and
rock, may your purpose flourish. Let no evil blind or ill assail-no fear or faint, no rest or joy
or pain, assuage the grief of wong. Cowardice is inexcul pate, corruption unassoiled. Skyweir

wat ch and Earthroot anneal. Mel enkurion abatha! Mnas nill khabaal!"

Prot hall bowed his head, and the gallery and the Lords responded with one unani mous sal ute, one
extendi ng of arns in nmute benediction

Then in slow order the people began to | eave the Close. At the same tine, Prothall, Moram and
OGsondrea departed through their private doors.

Once the Lords were gone, Foanfoll ower joined Covenant, and they noved together up the steps,

foll owed by Bannor and Kori k. Qutside the C ose, Foanfollower hesitated, considering sonething,
then said, "My friend, will you answer a question for nme?"

"You think I've got sonmething left to hide?"

"As to that, who knows? The faery El ohimhad a saying-" The heart cherishes secrets not worth the
telling." Ah, they were a | aughi ng people. But --

"No," Covenant cut in. "I've been scrutinized enough." He started away toward his roons.

"But you have not heard ny question.”

He turned. "Wy should |I? You were going to ask what Atiaran had agai nst ne."

"No, my friend," replied Foanfoll ower, laughing softly. "Let your heart cherish that secret to the
end of tinme. My question is this. Wat dreans have you had since you came to the Land? Wat did
you dreamthat night in ny boat?"

| mpul sively, Covenant answered, "A crowd of ny people-real people-were spitting bl ood at nme. And
one of themsaid, "There is only one good answer to death.' "

"Only one? What answer is that?"

"Turn your back on it," Covenant snhapped as he strode away down the corridor. "Qutcast it."
Foantol | ower's good natured hunor echoed in his ears, but he marched on until he could no | onger
hear the Gant. Then he tried to renenber the way to his roons. Wth sone help from Bannor, he
found his suite and shut hinself in, only bothering to light ne torch before closing the door on
t he Bl oodguard.

He found that in his absence soneone had shuttered his w ndows against the fell I|ight of the noon
Perversely, he yanked one of them open. But the bl oodscape hurt his eyes like the stink of a
corpse, and he slanmed the shutter closed again. Then for a long tinme before he went to bed he
paced the floor, arguing with hinmself until fatigue overcame him

When norni ng neared, and Bannor began shaki ng hi m awake, he resisted. He wanted to go on sl eeping
as if in slunber he could find absolution. Dimy, he renenbered that he was about to start on a
journey far nore dangerous than the one he had just conpleted, and his tired consci ousness npaned

in protest.

"Cone," said Bannor. "If we delay, we will niss the call of the Ranyhyn."
"Go to hell,"” Covenant nunbled. "Don't you ever sleep?"

"The Bl oodguard do not sleep:"

"What ?"

"No Bl oodguard has sl ept since the Haruchai swore their Vow. "

Wth an effort, Covenant pulled hinself into a sitting position. He peered blearily at Bannor for
a nmonent, then nuttered, "You're already in hell."

The alien flatness of Bannor's voice did not waver as he replied, "You have no reason to nock us."
"Of course not," Covenant grow ed, clinbing out of bed. "Naturally, |I'm supposed to enjoy having
my integrity judged by soneone who doesn't even need sleep.”

"W do not judge. W are cautious. The Lords are in our care."

"Li ke Kevin-who killed hinself. And took just about everything else with him" But as he made this
retort, he felt suddenly ashaned of hinself. In the firelight, he renenbered the costliness of the
Bl oodguard's fidelity. Wncing at the coldness of the stone floor, he said, "Forget it. | talk
like that in self defense. Ridicule seens to be-nmy only answer.” Then he hurried away to wash
shave, and get dressed. After a quick nmeal, he nade sure of his knife and staff, and at | ast
nodded his readi ness to the Bl oodguard.

Bannor led himdown to the courtyard of the old Glden tree. A haze of night still dimed the air,
but the stars were gone, and sunrise was clearly imminent. Unexpectedly, he felt that he was
taking part in sonething |arger than hinself. The sensation was an odd one, and he tried to reason
it away as he followed Bannor through the tunnel, between the huge, knuckled tower gates, and out
into the dawn.

There, near the wall a short distance to the right of the gate, was gathered the conpany of the
Quest. The warriors of the Third Eonan sat astride their horses in a senicircle behind Warhaft
Quaan, and to their left stood nine Bloodguard | ed by First Mark Tuvor. Wthin the semicircle were



Prothall, Moram and Saltheart Foanfollower. The G ant carried in his belt a quarterstaff as tal
as a man, and wore a blue neckscarf that fluttered ebulliently in the norning breeze. Nearby were
three nen holding three horses saddled in clingor. Above themall, the face of Revel stone was
crowded with people. The dwellers of the nountain city thronged every bal cony and terrace, every
wi ndow. And facing the gathered conpany was Lord Osondrea. She held her head high as if she defied
her responsibility to make her stoop

Then the sun crested the eastern horizon. It caught the upper rimof the plateau, where burned the
bl ue Sane of warning; it noved down the wall until it lifted H gh Lord's Furl out of the gl oam ng
like the lighting of a torch. Next it revealed the red pennant, and then a new white flag.

Noddi ng up at the new flag, Bannor said, "That is for you, ur-Lord. The sign of white gold." Then
he west to take his place anong the Bl oodguard.

Silence rested on the conpany until the sunlight touched the ground, casting its gold gl ow over
the Questers. As soon as the light reached her feet, Osondrea began speaking as if she had been
waiting patiently for this noment, and she covered the ache in her heart with a scolding tone. "I

amin no nood tae the cerenobny, Prothall. Call the Ranyhyn, and go.

The folly of this undertaking will not be nade | ess by delay and brave words. There is nothing
more for you to say. | amwell suited for nmy task, and the defense of the Land will not falter
while | live. Go-call the Ranyhyn."

Prothall smiled gently, and Mhoramsaid with a grin, "W are fortunate in you, Osondrea. | could
not entrust any other with Variol my father and Tamarantha ny nother."”

"Taunt ne at your peril!" she snapped. "I amin no nood-no nood, do you hear?"

"I hear. You know that | do not taunt you. Sister Osondrea, be careful."

"I am al ways careful. Now go, before | |ose patience altogether."

Prot hall nodded to Tuvor; the ten Bl oodguard turned and spread out, so that each faced into the
rising sun with no one to obscure his view One at a tine, each Bl oodguard raised a hand to his
mout h and gave a piercing whistle which echoed off the wall of the Keep into the dawn air.

They whistled again, and then a third tinme, and each call sounded as fierce and lonely as a heart
cry. But the last whistle was answered by a distant whinny and a | ow thunder of mighty hooves. A
eyes turned expectantly eastward, squinted into the nmorning glory. For a |ong nmoment, not hing
appeared, and the runble of the earth canme di senbodied to the conpany, a nystic manifestation. But
then the horses could be seen within the sun's orb, as if they had materialized in skyfire.

Soon the Ranyhyn passed out of the direct line of the sun. There were ten of themw|d and
chal l engi ng animals. They were great craggy beasts, deepchested, proud-necked, with sone of the
del i cacy of pure-blooded stock and sone of the rough angularity of nustangs. They had |l ong flying
manes and tails, gaits as straight as plunb Iines, eyes full of restless intelligence. Chestnuts,
bays, roans, they galloped toward the Bl oodguard.

Covenant knew enough about horses to see that the Ranyhyn were as . individual as people, but they
shared one trait: a white star marked the center of each forehead. As they approached, with the
dawn burning on their backs, they |ooked |ike the Land personified-the essence of health and
power .

Ni ckering and tossing their heads, they halted before the Bl oodguard. And the Bl oodguard bowed
deeply to them The Ranyhyn stanped their feet and shook their manes as if they were | aughing

af fectionately at a nere human show of respect. After a noment Tuvor spoke to them "Hail

Ranyhyn! Land-riders and proud-bearers. Sun-flesh and skymane, we are gl ad that you have heard our
call. W nust go on a long journey of many days. WIIl you bear us?"

In response, a few of the horses nodded their heads, and several others pranced in circles |ike
colts. Then they nmoved forward, each approaching a specific Bl oodguard and nuzzling himas if
urging himto nmount. This the Bl oodguard did, though the horses were wi thout saddl e or bridle.

Ri di ng bareback, the Bloodguard trotted the Ranyhyn in a circle around the conpany, and arrayed

t hensel ves besi de the nounted warriors.

Covenant felt that the departure of the conpany was inmmnent, and he did not want to m ss his
chance. Stepping close to Gsondrea, he asked, "What does it nmean? Wiere did they conme fronf"

The Lord turned and answered al nbst eagerly, as if glad for any distraction, "OF course-you are a
stranger. Now, how can | explain such a deep matter briefly? Consider-the Ranyhyn are free,
untanmed, and their hone is in the Plains of Ra. They are tended by the Ranen, but they are never
ri dden unl ess they choose a rider for thenselves. It is a free choice. And once a Ranyhyn sel ects
arider, it is faithful to that one though fire and death interdict.

"Few are chosen. Tamarantha is the only living Lord to be blessed with a Ranyhyn nount-Hynari
bears her proudl yt hough neither Prothall nor Moram have yet nade the trial. Prothall has been
unwi I 1ing. But | suspect that one of his reasons for

journeying south is to give Morama chance to be chosen



"No matter. Since the age of Hi gh Lord Kevin, a bond has grown up between the Ranyhyn and the

Bl oodguard. For nmany reasons, only sonme of which | can guess, no Bl oodguard has remnai ned unchosen
"As to the com ng here of the Ranyhyn today-that surpasses ny explaining. They are creatures of
Eart hpower. In sone way, each Ranyhyn knows when its rider will call-yes, knows, and never fails
to answer. Here are Huryn, Brabha, Marny, and others. Ten days ago they heard the call which only
reached our ears this nmorning-and after nore than four hundred | eagues, they arrive as fresh as
the dawn. If we could match them the Land would not be in such peril."

As she had been speaking, Prothall and Moram had nounted their horses, and she finished while
wal ki ng Covenant toward his nustang. Under the influence of her voice, he went up to the ani nal

wi t hout hesitation. But when he put his foot in the stirrup of the clingor saddle he felt a spasm
of reluctance. He did not |like horses, did not trust them their strength was too dangerous. He
backed away, and found that his hands were trenbling.

Gsondrea regarded himcuriously; but before she could say anything a bustle of surprise ran
through the conpany. Wen he | ooked up, Covenant saw three old figures riding forward-the Lords
Variol and Tanmarantha, and Hearthrall Birinair. Tamarantha sat astride a great roan Ranyhyn nare
with | aughing eyes.

Bowi ng toward them fromthe back of his horse, H gh Lord Prothall said, "I amglad that you have
come. W need your bl essing before we depart, just as Osondrea needs your help."

Tamar ant ha bowed in return, but there was a sly half-snmile on her winkled |lips. She scanned the
conpany briefly. "You have chosen well, Prothall." Then she brought her old eyes back to the High
Lord. "But you nistake us. W go with you."

Prothall began to object, but Birinair put in stoutly,

"Of course. What else? A Quest without a Hirebrand, indeed!"

"Birinair," said Prothall reprovingly, "surely our work for the Seareach G ants requires you."
"Requires? O course. As to that, why," the Hirebrand huffed, "as to that-no. Shanes me to say it.
I have given all the orders. No. The others are abler. Have been for years."

"Prothall," Tamarantha urged, "do not forbid. W are old-of course we are old. And the way will be
Il ong and hard. But this is the great challenge of our time-the only high and bold enterprise in
which we will ever be able to share.™

"I's the defense of Revel stone then such a little thing?"

Variol jerked up his head as if Prothall's question had been a gi be. "Revel stone renenbers we have
failed to retrieve any of Kevin's Lore. \Wat possible help can we be here? OGsondrea is nore than
enough. Wthout this Quest, our lives will be wasted."

"No, my Lords-no. Not wasted," Prothall nurnured. Wth a baffled expression, he | ooked to Moram
for support. Snmiling crookedly, Moramsaid; "Life is well designed. Men and wonen grow ol d so
that someone will be w se enough to teach the young. Let them cone."

After another nonment's hesitation, Prothall .decided. "Come, then. You will teach us all."

Variol smiled up at Tamarantha, and she returned his gaze fromthe high back of the Ranyhyn. Their
faces were full of satisfaction and cal m expectancy, which they shared in the silent marriage of
their eyes. Watching them Covenant abruptly snatched up his horse's reins and clinbed into the
saddl e. H's heart thudded anxiously, but alnbst at once the clingor gave hima feeling of security
whi ch eased his trepidation. Follow ng the example of Prothall and Mioram he slid the staff under
his left thigh, where it was held by the clingor. Then he gripped the mustang with his. knees and
tried not to fret.

The man who had been hol di ng the horse touched Covenant's knee to get his attention. "Her nane is

Dura-Dura Fairflank. Horses are rare in the Land. | have trained her well. She is as good as a
Ranyhyn," he boasted, then |owered his eyes as if enbarrassed by his exaggeration
Covenant replied gruffly, "I don't want a Ranyhyn."

The man took this as approval of Dura, and beamed with pleasure. As he noved away, he touched his
palms to his forehead and spread his arms wide in salute

From hi s new vant age, Covenant surveyed the conpany. There were no packhorses, but attached to
every saddl e were bags of provisions and tools, and Birinair had a thick bundle of lillianril

rods behind him The Bl oodguard were unencunbered, but Foanfollower carried his huge sack over his
shoul der, and | ooked ready to travel as fast as any horse.

Shortly, Prothall rose in his stirrups and called out over the conpany, "My friends, we nust
depart. The Quest is urgent, and the time of our trial presses upon us. | will not try to stir
your hearts with long words, or bind you with awesone oaths. But | give you two charges. Be true
to the limt of your strength. And remenber the Cath of Peace. W go into danger, and perhaps into
war-we will fight if need be. But the Land will not be served by angry bl oodshed. Renmenber the
Code:

Do not hurt where holding is enough



do not wound where hurting is enough

do not nmai m where woundi ng i s enough

and kill not where nmamimng is enough;

the greatest warrior is one who does not need to kill." Then the H gh Lord wheeled his nount to
face Revel stone. He drew out his staff, swung it three tinmes about his head, and raised it to the
sky. Fromits end, a blue incandescent flame burst. And he cried to the Keep

"Hail, Revel stone.

The entire popul ation of the Keep responded with one m ghty, heart-shaking shout:

“"Haill"

That nyriad-throated paean sprang across the hills; the dawn air itself seened to vibrate with
prai se and sal utation. Several of the Ranyhyn nickered joyously. In answer, Covenant clenched his
teeth agai nst a sudden thickening in his throat. He felt unworthy.

Then Prothall turned his horse and urged it into a canter down the hillside. Swiftly, the conmpany

swung into place around him Moram gui ded Covenant to a position behind Prothall, ahead of Vari ol
and Tamarantha. Four Bl oodguard fl anked the Lords on either side, Quaan, Tuvor, and Korik rode
ahead of Prothall, and behind cane Birinair and the Eonan. Wth a long, |oping stride,

Foanf ol | ower pull ed abreast of Mioram and Covenant, where he jogged as easily as if such traveling
were natural to him

Thus the Quest for the Staff of Law left Lord' s Keep in the sunlight of a new day.

S| XTEEN: Bl ood- Bour ne

THOVAS Covenant spent the next three days in one long, acute discovery of saddle soreness. Sitting
on thin leather, he felt as if he were riding bareback; the hard, physical fact of Dura's spine
threatened to saw himopen. Hs knees felt as if they were being twi sted out of joint; his thighs
and cal ves ached and quivered with the strain of gripping his nount-a pain which slowy spread
into and up his back; and his peck throbbed fromthe lash of Dura's sudden |urchings as she
crossed the obstacles of the terrain. At tines, he renained on her back only because the clingor
saddle did not let himfall. And at night his

cl enched nuscles hurt so badly that he could not sleep without the benefit of dianondraught.

As a result, he noticed little of the passing countryside, or the weather, or the nood of the
conmpany. He ignored or rebuffed every effort to draw himinto conversati on. He was consuned by the
pai nful sensation of being broken in half. Once again, he was forced to recognize the suicida
nature of this dream of what the subconsci ous darkness of his mnd was doing to him

But the G ant's di anondraught and the Land's inpossible health worked in himregardless of '"his
suffering. His flesh grew tougher to neet the demands of Dura's back. And wi thout knowing it he
had been inproving as a rider. He was | earning howto nove with instead of resisting his nmount.
When he woke up after .the third night,. he found that physical hurting no | onger dom nated him
By that time, the conmpany had | eft behind the cultivated regi on around Revel stone, and had noved
out into rough plains. They had canped in the mddle of a rude flatland; and when Covenant began
to l ook about him the terrain that net his eyes was rocky and unpronm sing.

Nevert hel ess, the sense of noving forward reasserted itself in him gave himonce again the
illusion of safety. Like so many other things, Revelstone was behind him Wen Foanfol | ower
addressed him he was able to respond w t hout viol ence.

At that, the G ant remarked to Mihoram "Stone and Sea, ny Lord! | believe that Thomas Covenant has

chosen to rejoin the living. Surely this is the work of dianondraught. Hail, ur-Lord Covenant.
Wl conme to our company. Do you know, Lord Mhoram there is an ancient G antish tale about a war
whi ch was halted by di anondraught? Wuld you like to hear? | can tell it in half a day."

"I ndeed?" Mhoram chuckled. "And will it take only half a day if you tell it on the run, while we
ride?"

Foanf ol | ower | aughed broadly. "Then | can be done by sunset tonorrow. |, Saltheart Foanfoll ower,
say "l have heard that tale,"” H gh Lord Prothall said.

"But the teller assured nme that dianondraught did not in fact end the conflict. The actual rein
was G antish tal k. Wien the G ants were done asking after the causes of the war, the conbatants
had been |istening
so long that they had forgotten the answer."

"Al'i, High Lord," Foanfollower chortled, "you m sunderstand. It was the G ants who drank the

di anmondr aught . "

Laughter burst fromthe listening warriors, and Prothall smled as he turned to nmount his horse.
Soon the Quest was on its way, and Covenant fell into place beside Moram

Now as he rode, Covenant |istened to the traveling noises of the conpany. The Lords and Bl oodguard
were al nost entirely silent, preoccupied; but over the thud of hooves, he could hear tal k and

snat ches of song fromthe warriors. In Quaan's |eadership, they sounded confident and occasionally



eager, as if they |ooked forward to putting their. years of Sword training to the test.

Sonetime |later, Lord Mioram surprised Covenant by saying wi thout preanble, "U-Lord, as you know
there were questions which the Council did not ask of you. May | ask themnow? | should like to
know nmore concerning your world."

"My world." Covenant swallowed roughly. He did not want to talk about it; he had no desire to
repeat the ordeal of the Council. "Wy?"

Vhor am shrugged. "Because the nore | know of you, the better | will know what to expect from you
intimes of peril. O because an understanding of your world may teach ne to treat you rightly. O
because | have asked the question in sinple friendship."

Covenant coul d hear the candor in Morams voice, and it disarnmed his refusals. He owed the Lords
and hi msel f sonme kind of honesty. But that debt was bitter to him and he could not find any easy
way to articulate all the things which needed saying. Instinctively, he began to make a list. W
have cancer, heart failure, tuberculosis, multiple sclerosis, birth defects, |eprosy-we have

al cohol i sm venereal disease,

drug addiction, rape, robbery, nurder, child beating, genocide-but he could not bear to utter a
catal og of woes that might run on forever. After a noment, he stood in his stirrups and gestured
out over the ruggedness of the plains.

"You probably see it better than | do-but even | can tell that this is beautiful. It's alive-it's
alive the way it should be alive. This kind of grass is yellow and stiff and thin-but | can see
that it's healthy. It belongs here, in this kind of soil. By hell! | can even see what tinme of
year this is by looking at the dirt. | can see spring.

"Where | cone fromwe don't see- If you don't know the annual cycles of the plants, you can't tel
the difference between spring and sumer. If you don't have a-have a standard of conparison, you

can't recogni ze- But the world is beautiful-what's left of it, what we haven't danaged." |nages of
Haven Farm sprang irrefusably across his mnd. He could not restrain the nordancy of his tone as
he concl uded, "W have beauty, too. W call it “scenery.' "

" “Scenery,' " Nhoram echoed. "The word is strange to ne-but | do not |ike the sound."”

Covenant felt oddly shaken, as if he had just | ooked over his shoul der and found hinsel f standing
too close to a precipice. "It nmeans that beauty is sonething extra," he rasped. "It's nice, but we
can live without it."

"Wt hout ?" Moram s gaze glittered dangerously.

And behi nd hi m Foanf ol | ower breathed in astoni shnent, "Live without beauty? Ah, ny friend! How do
you resist despair?"

"I don't think we do," Covenant nuttered. "Sone of us are just stubborn."” Then he fell silent.
Mhoram asked hi m no nore questions, and he rode on chewing the gristle of his thoughts until Hi gh
Lord Prothall called a rest halt.

As the day progressed, Covenant's silence seened slowy to infect the conpany. The traveling
banter and singing of the Eoman faded gradually into stillness; Moram watched Covenant curiously
askance, but nmade no effort to renew their conversation; and Prothall |ooked as night-faced as the
Bl oodguard. After a tine, Covenant guessed the cause of their reticence. Tonight would be the
first full of the bloody noon.

A shiver ran through him That night would be a kind of test of Drool's power. H the Cavew ght
could maintain his red hold even when the nmoon was full, then the Lords would have to adnit that
his mght had no discernible limt. And such m ght would be spawning arm es, would al nost
certainly have already produced marauders to feed Drool's taste for pillage. Then the conpany
woul d have to fight for passage. Covenant renmenbered with a shudder his brief neeting with Droo

in the cavern of Kiril Threndor. Like his conmpanions, he fell under the pall of what the night

ni ght reveal

Only Variol and Tanmarant ha seemed untouched by the comon nood. She appeared hal f-asl eep, and rode
casual ly, trusting the Ranyhyn to keep her on its back. Her husband sat erect, with a steady hand
on his

i reins, but his nmouth was slack and his eyes unfocused. | They | ooked frail; Covenant felt that
he could see the brittleness of their bones. But they alone of all the conpany were blithe against
the coming night-blithe or unconprehendi ng.

The riders canped before dusk on the north side of a rough hill, partially sheltered fromthe
prevailing southwest breeze. The air had turned cold like a revisitation of winter, and the w nd
carried a chill to the hearts of the travelers. In silence, sone of the warriors fed and rubbed
down the horses, while others cooked a spare neal over a fire that Birinair coaxed fromone of his
lillianrill rods and some scrub wood. The Ranyhyn gal |l oped away together to spend the nmight in
some secret play or rite, leaving the horses | obbied and the Bl oodguard standi ng sentinel and the
rest of the conpany huddled in their cloaks mound the fire. As the last of the sunlight scudded



tomthe air, the breeze stiffened into a steady w nd.

Covenant found hinself wi shing for sone of the camaraderie that had begun the day. But he could
not supply the lack hinself; he had to wait until H gh Lord Prothall rose to neet the apprehension
of the Quest.

Planting his staff firmy, he began to sing the Vespers hym of Revel stone. Moram joi ned him

foll owed by Variol and Tamarantha, and soon the whol e Eoman was on its feet, adding its many
throated voice to the song. There they stood under the stern sky, twenty-five souls singing |ike
W t nesses:

Seven hells for failed faith,

For Land's betrayers, nman and waith:

And one brave Lord to deal the doom

To keep the blacking blight from Beauty's bl oom

They raised their voices bravely, and their mel ody was counterpointed by the tenor roll of
Foanf ol | ower' s pl ai nsong. When they were done, they reseated thensel ves and began to tal k together
inlowvoices, as if the hymm were all they needed to restore their courage.

Covenant sat staring at his knotted hands. Wthout taking his eyes off them he knew when noonrise
cane; he felt the sudden stiffening around himas the first crinson gl ow appeared on the horizon
But he gnawed on his lip and did not | ook up. Hi s conpanions breathed tensely; a red cast slowy
deepened in the heart of the fire; but he clenched his gaze as if he were studying the way his
knuckl es whi t ened.

Then he heard Lord Moranis agoni zed whi sper, "Ml enkurion,” and he knew t hat the noon was ful

red, stained as if its defilenent were conplete-as bloody as if the night sky had been cut to the
heart. He felt the Iight touch his face, and his cheek twitched in revul sion

The next nmoment, there canme a distant wail like a cry of protest. It throbbed |ike desolation in
the chill air. In spite of hinmself, Covenant |ooked over the blood-hued plain; for an instant, he
expected the conpany to leap to the relief of that call. But no one noved. The cry nust have cone

fromsonme aninal. @ ancing briefly at the full violated noon, he changed his grip and | owered his
eyes again.

When his gaze reached his fingers, he saw in horror

that the noonlight gave his ring a reddish cast. The netal looked as if it had been dipped in

bl ood. Its inner silver struggled to show through the crinson, but the bl oodlight seened to be
soaki ng i nward, slowy quenching, perverting the white gold.

He understood instinctively. For one staggering heartbeat, he sat still, howed silent and futile
war ni ngs at his unsuspecting self. Then he sprang to his feet, erect and rigid as if he had been
yanked upright by the nmoon-arns tight at his sides, fists clenched.

Behi nd him Bannor said, "Do not fear, ur-Lord. The Ranyhyn will warn us if the wolves are any
danger. "

Covenant turned his head. The Bl oodguard reached a restraining hand toward him

"Don't touch ne!" Covenant hissed.

He jerked away from Bannor. For an instant while his heart |abored, he observed how the crinson
nmoon nade Bannor's face |ook |like old |ava. Then a vicious sense of wong expl oded under his feet,
and he pitched toward the fire.

As he struck the earth he flung hinself onward, careless of everything but his intense viscera
need to escape the attack. After one roll, his |l egs crashed anmong the fl am ng brands.

But as Covenant fell, Bannor sprang forward. When Covenant hit the fire, the Bloodguard was only a
stride away. He caught Covenant's wist in alnost the sane instant, heaved himchild-Iight out of
the flames and onto his feet.

Even before he had regai ned his bal ance, Covenant spun on Bannor and yelled into the Bl oodguard's
face, "Don't touch nme!"

Bannor rel eased Covenant's wist, backed away a step.

Prothall, Moram Foanfollower, and all the wards were on their feet. They stared at Covenant in
reprise, confusion, outrage.

He felt suddenly weak. H's | egs trenbl ed; he gypped to his knees beside the fire. Thinking, Hel
and bl oody Foul has done it to nme, he's taking

me over dammation! he pointed an unsteady finger at the ground that had stung him "There," he
gasped. "It was there. | felt it."

The Lords reacted i medi ately. Wi le Moram shouted for Birinair, Prothall hurried forward and

st ooped over the spot Covenant indicated. Munbling softly to hinself, he touched the spot with the
tips of his fingers |ike a physician testing a wound. Then he was joi ned by Mioramand Birinair
Birinair thrust the Hi gh Lord aside, took his lillianrill staff and placed its end on the sore

pl ace. Rotating the staff between his palnms, he concentrated inperiously on his bel oved wood.



"For one monent," Prothall murmured, "for one nonent | felt sonething-sonme nenory in the Earth.
Then it passed beyond ny touch.” He sighed. "It was terrible.”

Birinair echoed, "Terrible," talking to hinself in his concentration. Prothall and Moram wat ched
himas his hands trenbled with either age or sensitivity. Abruptly, he cried, "Terrible! The hand
of the Slayer! He dares do this?" He snatched hinself away so quickly that he stunbled, and would
have fallen if Prothall had not caught him

Momentarily, Prothall and Birinair met each other's eyes as if they were trying to exchange sone
knowl edge that could not be voiced. Then Birinair shook hinmself free. Looking about himas if he
could see the shards of his dignity scattered around his feet, he nunbled gruffly, "Stand on ny
own. Not that old yet." After a glance at Covenant, he went on nore loudly, "You think I am ol d.
O course. Ad and foolish. Push hinmself into a Quest when he should be resting his bones by the
hearth. Like a lunp." Pointing toward the Unbeliever, he concluded, "Ask him Ask."

Covenant had clinbed to his feet while the attention of the conpany was on the Hirebrand, and had
pushed his hands into his pockets to hide the hue of his ring. As Birinair pointed at him he
raised his eyes fromthe ground. A sick feeling of presage twi sted his stonmach as he renenbered
his attacks in Andelain, and what had foll owed them

Prothall said firmy, "Step there again, ur-Lord."

Gimaci ng, Covenant strode forward and stanped his foot on the spot. As his heel hit the ground
he wi nced in expectation, tried to brace hinself for the sensation that at this one point the

earth had becone insecure, foundationless. But nothing stung him As in Andelain, the ill had
vani shed, leaving himwith the inpression that a veneer of trustworthi ness had been repl aced over
apit.

In answer to the silent question of the Lords, he shook his head.

After a pause, Mioram said evenly, "You have felt this before."

Wth an effort, Covenant forced hinself to say, "Yes. Several tines-in Andel ain. Before that
attack on the Cel ebration.”

"The hand of the Gray Slayer touched you," Birinair spat. But he could not sustain his accusation
Hi s bones seened to renenber their age, and ire sagged tiredly, |eaned on his staff. In an odd
tone of self reproach, as if he were apol ogi zi ng, he nunbled, "OfF course. Younger. If | were
younger." He tanmed fromthe conpany and shuffled away to his iced beyond the circle.

"Why did you not tell us?" Mioram asked severely.

The question nmade Covenant feel suddenly ashamed, as if his ring were visible through the fabric
of his pants. Hi s shoul ders hunched, drove his hands deeper into his pockets. "I didn't-at first I
didn't want you to know what-how i nportant Foul and Drool nmink | am After that"-he referred to
his crisis in the dose with his eyes-"I was thinking about other Moram accepted this with a nod,
and after a noment Covenant went on: "I don't know what it is. But | only get it through ny boots.
I can't touch it--with my hands or ny feet."

Whoram and Prothall shared a gl ance of surprise. Shortly, the H gh Lord said, "Unbeliever, the
cause if these attacks surpasses ne. Wiy do your boots nmake you sensitive to this wong? | do not
know. But either Lord Mioram or nyself nust remain by you at all times, so that we may respond

wi t hout delay." Over his shoulder, he said, "First Mark Tuvor. Warhaft Quaan. Have you heard?"
Quaan canme to attention and replied, "Yes, H gh Lord." And from behind the circle Tuvor's voice
carried softly, "There will be an attack. W have heard."

"Readi ness will be needed,"” said Mioramgrimy, "and stout hearts to face an onslaught of ur-viles
and wol ves and Cavewi ghts without faltering.”

"That is so," the H gh Lord said at last. "But such things will cone in their own tine. Now we
nust rest. We nust gather strength.”

Slow y, the conmpany began the business of bedding down. Hunmming his G antish plainsong,
Foanf ol | ower stretched out on the ground with his armaround his |eather flask of dianondraught.
Whi |l e the Bl oodguard set watches, the warriors spread bl ankets for thensel ves and the Lords.
Covenant went to bed self consciously, as if he felt the conpany studying him and he was gl ad of
the bl ankets that hel ped himhide his ring. Then he lay awake I ong into the night, feeling too
cold to sleep; the blankets did not keep out the chill which emanated fromhis ring.

But until he finally fell asleep, he could hear Foam follower's hunm ng and see Prothall sitting
by the enbers of the fire. The Gant and the H gh Lord kept watch together, two old friends of the
Land sharing sonme vigil against their inpending doom

The next day dawned gray and cheerl ess-overcast with clouds |ike ashes in the sky-and into it
Covenant rode bent in his saddle as if he had a wei ght around his neck. H's ring had lost its red
stain with the setting of the noon; but the color remained in his nmnd, and the ring seened to
drag himdown like a neaningless crinme. Hel plessly, he perceived that an all egi ance he had not
chosen, could not have chosen, was being forced upon him The evidence seened irrefutable. Like



the nmoon, he was falling prey to Lord Foul's machinations. His volition was not required; the
strings which dangled himwere strong enough to overbear any resistance.

He did not understand how it could happen to him Was his death wish, his |eper's weariness or
despair, so strong? What had becone of his obdurate instinct for survival? Were was his anger
his viol ence? Had he been victinized for so long that now he could only respond as a victim even
to hinmsel f?

He had no answers. He was sure of nothing but the fear which came over himwhen the conpany halted
at noon. He found that he did not want to get down from Dura' s back

He distrusted the ground, dreaded contact with it. He had |ost a fundamental confidence: his faith
that the earth was stable-a faith so obvious and constant and necessary that it had been
unconsci ous until now -had been shaken. Blind silent soil had beconme a dark hand nal evol ently
seeki ng out himand him al one.

Nevert hel ess, he swung down fromthe saddle, forced hinself to set foot on the ground and was
stung. The virulence of the sensation made all his nerves cringe, and he could hardly stand as he
wat ched Prothall and Mioramand Birinair try to capture what he had felt. But they failed
conpletely; the nmisery of that ill touch withdrew the instant he junped away fromit.

That evening during supper he was stung again. Wien he went to bed to hide his ring fromthe noon
he shivered as if he were feverish. On the norning of the sixth day, he arose with a gray face and
a crippled look in his eyes. Before he could mount Normura he was stung again.

And agai n during one of the conpany's rest halts.

And again the instant he nustered enough despair to dismunt at the end of the day's ride. The
wong felt |ike another spike in his coffin lid. This time, his nerves reacted so violently that
he tunmbled to the ground |ike a denonstration of futility. He had to lie still for a long tinme
before he could coax his arnms and | egs under control again, and when he finally regained feet, he
jerked and winced with fear at every step

Pat hetic, pathetic, he panted to hinmself. But he could not find the rage to naster it.

Wth keen concern in his eyes, Foanfollower asked himwhy he did not take off his boots. Covenant
had to think for a nonent before he could renmenber why. Then he nmurmured, "They're part of ne-
they're part of the way | have to live. | don't have very nmany parts left. And besides," he added
wanly, "if | don't keep having these fits, howis Prothall going to figure them out?"

"Do not do such a thing for us,” Moramreplied intently. "How could we ask it?"

But Covenant only shrugged and went to sit by the fire. He could not face food that night-the

t hought of eating nmade his raw nerves nauseous-but he tried a few aliantha froma bush near the
canp, and found that they had a calmng effect. He ate a handful of the berries, absentni ndedly
tossing away the seeds as Lena had taught him and returned to the fire.

When the conmpany had finished its nmeal, Moram seated hinself beside Covenant. Wthout |ooking at

him the Lord asked, "How can we help you? Should we build a litter so that you will not have to
touch the earth? O are there other ways? Perhaps one of Foanfollower's tales would ease your
heart. | have heard G ants boast that the Despiser hinself would become an Earthfriend if he could

be nmade to listen to the story of Bahgoon the Unbearabl e and Thel ma Twofist -such healing there is
in stories.” Abruptly, Moramturned squarely toward Covenant, and Covenant saw that the Lord's
face was full of sympathy. "I see your pain, ur-Lord."

Covenant hung his head to avoid Mioram s gaze, made sure his left hand was securely in his pocket.
After a moment, he said distantly, "Tell me about the Creator.”

"Ah," Mhoram si ghed, "we do not know that a Creator lives. Qur only lore of such a being cones
fromthe nbost shadowy reaches of our ol dest | egends. W know the Despiser. But the Creator we do
not know. "

Then Covenant was vaguely startled to hear Lord Tamarantha cut in, "OF course we know. Ah, the
folly of the young. Mioram nmy son, you are not yet a prophet. You rmust |earn that kind of
courage." Slowy, she pulled her ancient |inbs together and got to her feet, |eaning on her staff
for support. Her thin white hair hung in w sps about her face as she noved into the circle around
the fire, nmuttering frailty, "Oracles and prophecy are inconpatible. According to Kevin's Lore,
only Heartthew the Lord-Fatherer was both seer and prophet. Lesser souls |ose the paradox. Wy,

do not know. But when Kevin Landwaster decided in his heart to invoke the Ritual of Desecration
he saved the Bl oodguard and the Ranyhyn and the G ants because he was an oracle. And because he
was no prophet he failed to see that Lord Foul would survive. A lesser man than Berek. O course
the Creator lives.™

She | ooked over at Variol for confirmation, and he nodded, but Covenant could not tell whether he
was approving or drowsing. But Tamarantha nodded in return as if Variol had supported her. Lifting
her head to the night sky and the stars, she spoke in a voice fragile with age.

"OfF course the Creator lives," she repeated. "How el se? Opposites require each other. O herw se



the difference is lost, and only chaos remains. No, there can be no Despite w thout Creation
Better to ask how the Creator could have forgotten that when he nade the Earth. For if he did not
forget, then Creation and Despite existed together in his one being, and he did not knowit.
"This the elder legends tell us: into the infinity before Tinme was nade cane the Creator |ike a
worker into his workshop. And since it is the nature of creating to desire perfection, the Creator
devoted all hinmself to the task. First he built the arch of Tine, so that his creation would have
a place in which to beard for the keystone of that arch he forged the wild magic, so that Tine
woul d be able to resist chaos and endure. Then within the arch he formed the Earth. For ages he

| abored, fornmed and unformed, trialed and tested and rejected and trialed and tested again, so
that when he was done his creation would have no cause to reproach him And when the Earth was
fair to his eye, he gave birth to the inhabitants of the Earth, beings to act out in their lives
his reach for perfection-and he did not neglect to give themthe neans to strive for perfection

t hensel ves. When he was done, he was proud as only those who create can be.

"Alas, he did not understand Despite, or had forgotten it. He undertook his task thinking that
perfect |abor was all that he required to create perfection. But when he was done, and his pride
had tasted its first satisfaction, he | ooked closely at the Earth, thinking to gratify hinself
with the sight-and he was di smayed. For, behold! Buried deep in the Earth through no will or
formi ng of his were banes of destruction, powers virile enough to rip his masterwork into dust.
"Then he understood or renenbered. Perhaps he found Despite itself beside him msguiding his
hand. O perhaps he saw the harmin hinself. It does not matter. He becane outraged with grief and
torn pride. In his fury he westled with Despite, either within himor without, and in his fury
he. cast the Despiser down, out of the infinity of the cosnbs onto the Earth.

"Alas! thus the Despiser was enprisoned within Tine. And thus the Creator's creation becane the
Despiser's world, to tornment as he chose. For the very Law of Tinme, the principle of power which
made the arch possible, worked to preserve Lord Foul, as we now call him That Law requires that
no act may be undone. Desecration may not be undone-defil ement nay not be recanted. It nay be
survived or heal ed, but not denied. Therefore Lord Foul has afflicted the Earth, and the Creator
cannot stop himfor it was the Creator's act which placed Despite here.

"I'n sorrow and humlity, the Creator saw what he had done. So that the plight of the Earth would
not be utterly wi thout hope, he sought to help his creation in indirect ways. He guided the Lord-
Fatherer to the fashioning of the Staff of Lawa weapon agai nst Despite. But the very Law of the
Earth's creation pernmits nothing nore. If the Creator were to silence

Lord Foul, that act woul d destroy Tine-and then the Despiser would be free in infinity again, free
to make what ever befoul nents he desired."

Tamar ant ha paused. She had told her tale sinply, without towering rhetoric or agitation or any
sign of passion beyond her agedness. But for a monent, her thin old voice convinced Covenant that
the universe was at stake-that his own struggle was only a nicrocosmof a far larger conflict.
During that nmonent, he waited in suspense for what she would say next.

Shortly, she |owered her head and turned her winkled gaze full on him Al nbost whispering, she
said, "Thus we are cone to the greatest test. The wild nmagic is here. Wth a word our world could
be riven to the core. Do not mstake," she quavered. "If we cannot win this Unbeliever to our
cause, then the Earth will end in rubble."” But Covenant could not tell whether her voice shook
because she was ol d, or because she was afraid.

Moonri se was near; he went to his bed to avoid exposing the alteration of his ring. Wth his head
under the bl ankets, he stared into the bl ackness, saw when the noon came up by the bl oody gl ow
which grew in his weddi ng band. The netal seened nore deeply stained than it had two nights ago.
It held his covered gaze like a fixation; and when 'he finally slept, he was as exhausted as if he
had been worn out under an interrogation

The next norning, he managed to reach Dura's back wi thout being attacked-and he groaned in
unashamed relief. Then Prothall broke his usual habit and did not call for a halt at noon. The
reason becane clear when the riders topped a rise and canme in sight of the Soul sease River. They
rode down out of the harsh plains and swamtheir horses across the river before stopping to rest.
And there again Covenant was not attacked when he set foot on the ground.

But the rest of the day contrasted grimy with this inexplicable respite. A few | eagues beyond the
Soul sease, the Quest canme upon a Wayneet for the first time. Remenbering Covenant's tale of a

mur dered Waynhim Prothall sent two Bl oodguard, Korik and Terrel (who warded Lord Moran), into
the Wayneet. The investigation was only necessary for confirmation. Even Covenant in his
straitened condition could see the neglect, snell the disuse; the green travel ers' haven had gone
brown and sour. When Korik and Terrel returned, they could only report what the conpany had

al ready perceived: the Wayneet was untended.

The Lords met this discovery with stern faces. Cearly, they had feared that the murder Covenant



had described would | ead the Waynhimto end their service. But several of the warriors groaned in
shock and di smay, and Foanfol | ower ground his teeth. Covenant gl anced around at the G ant, and for
a nonent saw Foanfollower's face suffused with fury. The expression passed quickly, but it left
Covenant feeling shaken. Unexpectedly, he sensed that the unnarred loyalty of the Gants to the
Land was dangerous; it was quick to judge.

So there was a gloomon the conpany at the end of the seventh day, a gl oom which could only be
aggravated by the noon, incarnadine and corrupt, as it colored the night |ike a conviction of
disaster. Only Covenant received any relief; once again, his private, stalking ill left himal one.
But the next day brought the riders in sight of Andelain. Their path lay along the outskirts of
the Hlls on the sout hwest side, and even through the hanging gray weather, the richness of

Andel ain glistened |like the proudest gemof the Earth. It nade the conpany feel |ight-boned,
affected the Quest like a living view of what the Land had been |ike before the Desecration
Covenant needed that quiet consolation as much as anyone, but it was denied him Wile eating
breakfast, he had been bitten again by the wong in the earth. The previous day's respite seened
only to nultiply the virulence of the attack; it was conpact with nal evol ence, as if that respite
had frustrated it, intensified its spite. The sensation of wong |eft himfoundering.

During one of the rest halts, he was struck again.

And that evening, while he nade hinself a supper of aliantha, he was 'struck again. This time the
wong | ashed him so viciously that he passed out for sone time. Wen he regai ned consci ousness, he
was lying in Foanfollower's arns like a child. He felt vaguely that he had had convul si ons.

"Take off your boots," Foanfollower urged intently.

Nunmbness filled Covenant's head |ike mist, clouded his reactions. But he nustered the lucidity to
ask, "Why?"

"Why? Stone and Sea, ny friend! \Wen you ask |like that, how can | answer? Ask yourself. \What do
you gain by enduring such wong?"

"Myself," he nmurrmured faintly. He wanted sinply to recline in the Gant's arnms and sl eep, but he
fought the desire, pushed hinself away from Foanfoll ower until the G ant set himon his feet by

Birinair's lillianrill fire. For a nonent, he had to cling decrepitly to Foanfollower's armto
support hinself, but then one of the warriors gave himhis staff, and he braced hinself on it. "By
resisting."

But he knew in his bones that he was not resisting. They felt weak, as if they were nelting under
the strain. H's boots had becone a hollow synbol for an intransi gence he no |longer felt.
Foanfol | oner started to object, but Moram stopped him "It is his choice," the Lord said softly.

After a while, Covenant fell into feverish sleep. He did not know that he was carried tenderly to
bed, did not know that Mioram watched over himduring the night, and saw the bl oody stain on his
weddi ng band.

He reached sonme sort of crisis while he slept, and awoke with the feeling that he had | ost, that
his ability to endure had reached the final either-or of a toss which had gone against him Hs
throat was parched |like a battleground. Wien he forced his eyes open, he found hinself again
prostrated in Foanfollower's arns. Around him the conpany was ready to nount for the day's ride
Wien he saw Covenant's eyes open, Foanfollower bent over himand said quietly, "I would rather
bear You in nmy arms than see you suffer. Qur journey to Lord's Keep was easier for nme than

wat chi ng you now. "

Part of Covenant rallied to ook at the G ant. Foanfollower's face showed strain, but it was not
the strain of exhaustion. Rather, it seened |like a pressure building up in his mnd-a pressure
that made the fortress of his forehead appear to bul ge. Covenant stared at it dumbly for a |long
monent before he realized that it was synpathy. The sight of his own pain nade Foanfollower's
pul se throb in his tenples.

G ants? Covenant breathed to hinmself. Are they all like this? Watching that concentration of
enotion, he nurnured, "What's a 'foanfollower'?

The G ant did not appear to notice the irrel evance of the question. "A “follower' is a conpass,"
he answered sinply. "So 'foamfoll ower'-'sea-conpass.
Covenant began weakly noving, trying to get out of the Gant's arnms. But Foanfoll ower held him
forbade himin silence to set his feet on the ground.

Lord Mioramintervened. Wth grimdeternination in his voice, he said, "Set himdown."

"Down, " Covenant echoed.

Several retorts passed under Foanfoll ower's heavy brows, but he only said, "Wy?"

"I have decided," Moramreplied. "W will not nove fromthis place until we understand what is
happening to ur-Lord Covenant. | have delayed this risk too |ong. Death gathers around us. Set him
down." Hi s eyes flashed dangerously.

Still Foanfollower hesitated until he saw Hi gh Lord Prothall nod support for Mioram Then he



turned Covenant upright and | owered himgently to the ground. For an instant, his hands rested
protectively on Covenant's shoul ders. Then he stepped back

"Now, ur-Lord," said Mioram "G ve ne your hand. W will stand together until you feel the ill,
and | feel it through you."

At that, a coil of weak panic withed in Covenant's heart. He saw hinself reflected in Morans
eyes, , saw hinmself standing lornly with what he had lost witten in his face. That |oss di smayed
him In that tiny, reflected face he perceived abruptly that if the attacks conti nued he woul d
inevitably learn to enjoy the sense of horror and | oathing which they gave him He had di scovered
a frontier into the narcissismof revul sion, and Moramwas asking himto risk crossing over.
"Come," the Lord urged, extending his right hand. "W nust understand this wong if we are to
resist it."

In desperation or despair, Covenant thrust out his hand. The heels of their palns net; they

gri pped each other's thunbs. Hs two fingers felt weak, hopeless for Moram s purpose, but the
Lord's grasp was sturdy. Hand to hand |ike conbatants, they stood there as though they were about
to westle with some bitter ghoul

The attack came al nbst at once. Covenant cried out, shook as if his bones were gibbering, but he
did not leap away. In the first instant, Mworanm s hard grip sustained him Then the Lord threw his
arm around Covenant, clasped himto his, chest: The violence of Covenant's distress buffeted
Mhoram but he held his ground, gritted his enbrace.

As suddenly as it had cone, the attack passed. Wth a groan, Covenant sagged in Moram s arnmns.
Mhoram hel d hi mup until he noved and began to carry his own weight. Then, slowy, the Lord

rel eased him For a noment, their faces appeared oddly simlar; they had the sane haunted
expression, the sane sweat-danp hol |l ow gaze. But shortly Covenant gave a shuddering sigh, and
Mhoram strai ghtened his shoul ders-and the sinilarity faded.

"I was a fool," Mioram breathed. "I should have known-That ill is Drool Rockworm reaching out
with the power of the Staff to find you. He can sense pour presence by the touch of your boots on
the earth, because they are unlike anything made in the Land. Thus he knows where you are, and so
where we are.

"I't is ny guess that you were untouched the day we crossed the Soul sease because Drool expected us
to move toward himon the River, and was searching for us on water rather than on |l and. But he

| earned his mstake, and regained contact with you yesterday."

The Lord paused, gave what he was saying a chance to penetrate Covenant. Then he concl uded, "Ur-
Lord, for the sake of us all-for the sake of the Land-you nust not wear your boots. Drool already
knows too nmuch of our nmovenents. His servants are abroad."

Covenant did not respond. Mhoram s words seenmed to sap the last of his strength. The trial had
been too much for him with a sigh he fainted into the Lord's arns. So he did not see how
carefully his boots and cl othes were renoved and packed in Dura's saddl ebags-how tenderly his
limbs were washed by the | Lords and dressed in a robe of white sanmite-how sadly his ring was
taken fromhis finger and placed on a new patch of clingor over his heart-how gently he was
cradled in Saltheart Foanfollower's arns throughout the |long march of that day. He lay in darkness
like a sacrifice; he could hear the teeth of his | eprosy devouring his flesh. There was a snell of
contenpt around him insisting on his inmpotence. But his lips were bowed in a placid smile, a |ook
of fondness, as if he had come at |ast to approve his disintegration

He continued to sml|e when he awoke late that night and found hinmself staring into the w de ghoul
grin of the noon. Slowy, his smle stretched into a taut grinmace, a | ook of happiness or hatred
But then the noon was bl ocked out of his vision by Foanfollower's great bulk. The G ant's huge

pal ns, each as |large as Covenant's face, stroked his head tenderly, and in tine the caress had its
effect on him H's eyes lost their ghastly appearance, and his face relaxed, drifted away from
tornent into repose. Soon he was deep in a |l ess perilous slunber.

The next day-the tenth of the Quest-he awoke calmy, as if he were held in nunb truce or stasis
between irreconcil abl e demands. A feeling of affectl essness pervaded him as if he no | onger had
the heart to care about hinself. Yet he was hungry. He ate a | arge breakfast, and remenbered to

t hank t he Wbodhel venni n woman who seened to have assigned herself the task of providing for him
Hi s new apparel he accepted with a rueful shrug, noticing in silent, dimsarcasmhow easily after
all he was able to shed hinself-and how the white robe flattered his gaunt formas if he were born
to it. Then, dumbly, he nounted Dura.

Hi s conpani ons watched himas if they feared he would fall. He was weaker than he had realized; he
needed nost of his concentration to keep his seat, but he was equal to the task. Gradually the
Questers began to believe that he was out of danger. Anbng them he rode through the sunshine and
the warm spring air along the fl owered marge of Andel ain-rode attenuated and careless, as if he
were | ocked between inpossibilities.



SEVENTEEN: End in Fire

THAT ni ght, the conpany canped in a narrow valley between two rocky hillsides half a | eague from
the thick grasses of Andelain. The warriors were cheery, recovering their natural spirits after
the tensions of the past few days, and they told stories and sang songs to the quiet audience of
the Lords and Bl oodguard. Though the Lords did not participate, they seened glad to |isten, and
several times Mioram and Quaan coul d be heard chuckling together

But Covenant did not share the ebullience of the Eoman. A heavy hand of bl ankness held shut the
lid his emotions, and he felt separate, untouchable. Finally he went to his bed before the
warriors were done with their |ast song.

He was awakened sone time later by a hand on his shoulder. Opening his eyes, he found Foanfol | ower
st oopi ng beside him The noon had nearly set. "Arise," the G ant whispered. "The Ranyhyn have
brought word. Wblves are hunting us. U -viles may not be far behind. W nust go."

Covenant blinked sleepily at the Gant's benighted face for a nmonent. "Wy? Wn't they foll ow?"
"Make haste, ur-Lord. Terrel, Korik, and perhaps a, third of Quaan's Eonman will renmain here in
ambush. They will scatter the pack. Cone."

But Covenant persisted. "So what? They'll just fall back and foll ow again. Let me sleep.”

"My friend, you try ny patience. Arise, and I will explain.”

Wth a sigh, Covenant rolled fromhis blankets. Wile he tightened the sash of his robe, settled
his sandals on his feet, and assured hinself of his staff and knife, his Wodhel venni n hel per
snhat ched up his beddi ng and packed it away. Then she |led Dura toward him

Anmid the silent urgency of the company, he nounted, then went with Foanfollower toward the center
of the canp, where the Lords and Bl oodguard were already nounted. Wen the warriors were ready,
Birinair extinguished the |ast enbers of the fire, and clinbed stiffly onto his horse. A nonent
later, the riders turned and fled the narrow valley, picking their way across the rough terrain by
the last red light of the noon

The ground under Dura's hooves | ooked like blood slowy clotting, and Covenant clutched his ring
to preserve it fromthe crinson Iight. Around him the conpany noved in a tight suspense of
silence; every low, netal clatter of sword was instantly muffled, every breath covered. The
Ranyhyn were as noi sel ess as shadows, and on their broad backs the Bl oodguard sat |ike statues,
eternally alert and insentient.

Then the noon set. Darkness was a relief, though it seenmed to increase the hazard of their escape.
But the whol e conpany was surrounded, guided, by the Ranyhyn, and the m ghty horses chose a path
whi ch kept the other nounts safe between them

After two or three | eagues had passed, the npod

of the Quest rel axed sonewhat. They heard no pursuit, sensed no danger. Finally Foanfollower gave
Covenant the explanation he had prom sed.

"It is sinple," the G ant whispered. "After scattering the wolves, Korik and Terrel will lead a
trail away fromours. They will go straight into Andelain, east toward Munt Thunder, unti

pursuit has been confused. Then they will turn and rejoin us."

"Why?" Covenant asked softly.

Lord Mhoram took up the explanation. "W doubt that Drool can understand our purpose.” Covenant
could not feel the Lord' s presence as strongly as Foanfoll ower's, so Morams voi ce sounded

di senbodi ed in the darkness, as if the night were speaking. That inpression seened to belie his
words, as if without the verification of physical presence what the Lord said was vain. "Mich of
our Quest may seem fool hardy or foolish to him Since he holds the Staff, we are mad to approach
him But if we mean to approach nonethel ess, then our southward path is folly, for it is long, and
his power grows-daily. He will expect us to turn east toward him or south toward Dooml s Retreat
and escape. Korik and Terrel will give Drool's scouts reason to believe that we have turned to
attack. If he becones unsure of where we are, he will not guess our true aim He will search for
us in Andelain, and will seek to strengthen his defenses in Munt Thunder. Believing that we have
turned to attack him he will also believe that we have nmastered the power of your white gold."
Covenant considered nomentarily before asking, "Wat's Foul going to be doing during all this?"
"Ah," ©Moram sighed, "that is a question. There hangs the fate of our Quest-and of the Land." He
was silent for along tine. "In ny dreans, | see himlaughing.”

Covenant wi nced at the nmenory of Foul's crushing |aughter, and fell silent. So the riders crept on
through the dark, trusting thenmselves to the instincts of the Ranyhyn. Wen dawn cane, they had
left their anbush for the wolves far behind.

It took the conpany four nore days of hard riding, fifteen | eagues a day, to reach the Mt hi



Ri ver, the southern boundary of Andel ain. For sixty |eagues, the Quest drove to the southeast

wi thout a hint of what had befallen Korik's group. In all, only eight people had | eft the conpany.
But sonmehow wi t hout themthe Quest seened shrunken and puny. The concern of the High Lord and his
conpani ons runbled in the hoofbeats of their nounts, and echoed in the silence that |ay between
themlike an enpty bier.

Gone now was the gl adness of eye with which the warriors had behel d Andel ai n never nmore than a

| eague to their left. Fromdawn to dusk every gl ance studied the eastern horizons; they saw
nothing but a void in which Korik's riders had not appeared. Tine and again, Foanfoll ower broke
away fromthe conpany to trot up the nearest hill and peer into the distance; tinme and again, he
returned panting and confortless, and the conpany was |eft to conceive nightmares to explain
Kori k' s absence.

The unspoken consensus was that no nunber of wolves was | arge enough to conquer two Bl oodguard,
mount ed as they were on Huryn and Brabha of the Ranyhyn. No, Korik's group nust have fallen into
the hands of a small army of ur-viles so the conmpany reasoned, though Prothall argued that Korik
m ght have had to ride many |l eagues to find a river or other neans to throw the wolves off his
trail. The High Lord' s words were sound, but somehow under the incarnadi ne noon they seened
hollow. In spite of them Warhaft Quaan went 'about his duties with the deaths of six warriors in
his face.

Al'l the riders were shrouded in gl oomwhen, near twilight on the fourth day, they reached the
banks of the Mthil.

Immedi ately on their left as they neared the river stood a steep hill like a boundary of Andel ain.
It guarded the north bank; the conpany could only cross its base into Andelain by riding single
file along the river edge. But Prothall chose that path in preference to swinmmng the stiff
current of the Mthil. Wth only Tuvor before him he led the way east along the scant bank. The
Questers foll owed one by one. Soon the entire conpany was traversing the boundary of the hill.
Spread out as they were, they were vulnerable. As the hill rose beside them its slope becane

al nost sheer, and its rocky crown commanded the path along the river like a fortification. The
riders noved with their heads craned upward; they were keenly consci ous of the hazard of their
posi tion.

They were still in the traverse when they heard a hail fromthe hilltop. Among the rocks, a figure
rose into view It was Terrel
The riders returned his hail joyfully. Hurrying, they crossed the base of the hill, and found

thensel ves in a broad, grassy valley where horses-two Ranyhyn and five nustangs-grazed up away
fromthe river.

The mustangs were exhausted. Their |egs quivered weakly, and their necks drooped; they barely had
strength enough to eat.

Fi ve, Covenant repeated. He felt nunbly sure that he had m scounted.

Kori k was on his way down fromthe hilltop. He was acconpanied by five warriors.

Wth an angry shout, Quaan |eaped fromhis horse and ran toward the Bl oodguard. "Irin!" he
demanded. "Wiere is Irin? By the Seven! \Wat has happened to her?"

Kori k did not answer until he stood with his group before High Lord Prothall. They struck Covenant
as a strange conbination: five warriors full of conflicting excitement, courage, grief; and one

Bl oodguard as inpassive as a patriarch. If Korik felt any satisfaction or pain, he did not show
it.

He held a bul ging pack in one hand, but did not refer to it. inmediately. Instead, he sal uted
Prothall, and said, H gh Lord. You are well. Have you been pursued?"

"We have seen no pursuit,"” Prothall replied gravely.

"That is good. It appeared to us that we were successful."

Prot hal | nodded, and Korik began his tale. "W net the wol ves and sought to scatter them But they
were kresh"-he made a splitting sound" not easily turned aside. So we | ed them eastward. They
woul d not enter Andelain. They how ed on our track, but would not enter. W watched froma

di stance until they turned away to the north. Then we rode east.

"After a day and a night, we broke trail and turned south. But we cane upon narauders. They were
nm ghtier than we knew. There were ur-viles and Cavew ghts together, and with thema griffin."

Kori k's audi ence nurnured with surprise and chagrin, and the Bl oodguard paused to utter what
sounded like a long curse in the tonal native tongue of-the Haruchai. Then he continued: "Irin
purchased our escape. But we were driven far fromour way. W reached this place only a short tine
before you."

Wth a revolted flaring of his nostrils, he lifted the pack. "This norning we saw a hawk over us.
It flew strangely. W shot it." Reaching into the pack, he drew out the body of the bird. Above
its vicious beak, it had only one eye, a large nad orb centered in its forehead.



It struck the conpany with radiated nalice. The hawk was ill, incondign, a thing created by w ong
for purposes of wong-bent away fromits birth by a power that dared to warp nature. The sight
stuck in Covenant's throat, made himwant to retch. He could hardly hear Prothall say, "This is
the work of the Illearth Stone. How could the Staff of Law perform such a crinme, such an outrage?
Ah, my friends, this is the outconme of our enemy. Look closely. It is a nercy to take such
creatures out of life." Abruptly, the H gh Lord turned away, burdened by his new know edge.

Quaan and Birinair cremated the ill-formed hawk. Soon the warriors who had gone with Korik began
to talk, and a fuller picture of their past four days emerged. Attention naturally centered on the
fight which had killed Irin of the Eonan.

The Ranyhyn Brabha had first snelled danger, and had given the warning to Korik. At once, he had
hi dden his group in a thick copse to await the com ng of the marauders. Listening with his ear to
the ground, he had judged that they were a nixed force of unmounted ur-viles and Cavew ght s-
Cavewi ghts had not the ur-viles' ability to step softly totaling no nore than fifteen. So Korik
had asked hinsel f which way his service lay: to preserve his conpanions as defenders of the Lords,
or to danmmge the Lords' enenmies. The Bl oodguard were sworn to the protection of the Lords, not of
the Land. He had elected to fight because he judged that his force was strong enough, considering
the el ement of surprise, to neet both duties without |oss of life.

H s decision had saved them They |learned later that if they had not attacked they would have been
trapped in the copse; the panic of the horses would have given away their hiding.

It was a dark night after nponset, the second night after Korik's group had I eft the conpany, and
the marauders were nmoving w thout |ights. Even the Bl oodguard's keen eyes di scerned nothing nore
than the shadowy outlines of the eneny. And the wind bl ew between the two forces, so that the
Ranyhyn were prevented fromsnelling the extent of their peril.

When the marauders reached open ground, Korik signaled to his group; the warriors swept out of the
copse behind himand Terrel. The Ranyhyn outdi stanced the others at once, so Korik and Terrel had
just engaged the enenmy when they heard the terror screans of the horses. \Weeling around, the

Bl oodguard saw all six warriors struggling with their panicked steeds-and the griffin hovering
over them The griffin was a lion-like creature with sturdy wings that enabled it to fly for short
distances. It terrified the horses, swooped at the riders. Korik and Terrel raced toward their
conr ades. And behind them cane the marauders.

The Bl oodguard hurl ed- thenselves at the griffin, but aloft, with its clawed feet downward, it had
no vul nerabl e spots that they could reach w thout weapons. Then the marauders fell on the group
The warriors rallied to defend their horses. In the nelee, Korik poised hinself on Brabha's back
to spring up at the grin at the first opportunity. But when his chance came, Irin cut in front of
him Sonehow, she had captured a | ong Cavew ghti sh broadsword. The griffin snatched her up inits
claws, and as it ripped her apart she beheaded it.

The next nonment, another party of marauders charged forward. The warriors' horses were too
terrified to' do anything but run. So Korik's group fled, dashed east and north with the eneny on
their heels. By the tinme they lost the pursuit, they had been driven so far into Andel ain that
they had not been able to rejoin Prothall until the fourth day.

Early in the evening, the reunited conpany set up canp. Wile they prepared supper, a cool w nd
slowy nounted out of the north. At first it felt refreshing, full of Andelainian scents. But as
moonri se neared, it stiffened with a pal pable wench until it was scything straight through the
val |l ey. Covenant could taste its unnatural ness; he had felt something like it before. Like a whip,
it drove dark cl oudbanks sout hward.

As the evening wore on, no one seened inclined toward sl eep. Depressi on deepened in the conpany as
if the wind were taut with disnay. On opposite sides of the canp, Foanfollower and Quaan paced out
their uneasiness. Mst of the warriors squatted around in dejected attitudes, fiddling aimessly
with their weapons. Birinair poked in unrelieved dissatisfaction at the fire. Prothall and Mioram
stood squarely in the wind as if they were trying to read it with the nerves of their faces. And
Covenant sat with his head bowed under a flurry of nenories.

Only Variol and Tanarantha renai ned ungl ooned. Armin arm the two ancient Lords sat and stared
with a dreamnming, drowsy look into the fire, and the firelight flickered like witing on their

f or eheads.

Around the canp, the Bl oodguard stood as stolid as stone.

Fi nally, Mioram voiced the feeling of the conpany. "Sonething happens-sonething dire. This is no
natural w nd."

Under the clouds, the eastern horizon glowed red with moonlight. Fromtime to tine, Covenant

t hought be saw an orange flicker in the crimson, but he could not be sure. Covertly, he studied
his ring, and found the sanme occasi onal orange cast under the doninating blood. But he said
not hi ng. He was too ashaned of Drool's hold on him



Still no stormcame. The wind blewon, rife with red nutterings and old ice, but it brought
not hi ng but cl ouds and di scouragenent to the conpany. At |ast, nost of the warriors dozed
fitfully, shivering against the cut of the wind as it bore its harvest of distress toward Doom s
Retreat and the Sout hron WAstes.

There was no dawn; clouds choked the rising sun. But the conpany was roused by a change in the
wind. It dropped and warnmed, swung-slowy toward the west. But it did not feel, healthier-only
more subtle. Several of the warriors rolled out of their blankets, clutching their swords.

The conpany ate in haste, inpelled by the indefinite apprehension of the breeze. The old
Hirebrand, Birinair, was the first to understand. Wile chewi ng a nout hful of bread, he suddenly
jerked erect as if he had been slapped. Quivering with concentration, he glowered at the eastern
hori zon, then spat the bread to the ground. "Burning!" be hissed. "The wind. | snell it. Burning
What ? | can snell- Burning-a tree!

"Atree!" he wailed. "Ah, they dare!"

For an instant, the conpany stared at himin silence. Then Moram ej acul ated, "Soaring Wodhel ven
isin flames!"

Hi s compani ons sprang into action. Shrilly, the Bloodguard whistled for the Ranyhyn. Prothal
snapped orders whi ch Quaan echoed in a raw shout. Some of the warriors sprinted to saddle the
horses, while others broke canp. By the tinme Covenant was dressed and nmounted on Dura, the Quest
was ready to ride. At once, it galloped away eastward along the Mthil.

Before |l ong, the horses began to give trouble. Even

the freshest ones could not keep pace with the Ranyhyn, and the nustangs which had been with Korik
in Andel ain. had not recovered their strength. The terrain did not allow for speed; it was too
uneven. Prothall sent two Bl oodguard ahead as scouts. But after that he was forced to nove nore
slowy; he could not afford to | eave part of his force behind. Still, he kept the pace as fast as
possible. It was a frustrating ride-Covenant seenmed to hear Quaan grinding his teeth-but it could
not be helped. Gimy, Prothall held the fresher horses back

By noon, they reached the ford of the Mthil. Now they could see snoke due south of them and the
snel | of burning was powerful in the air. Prothall comanded a halt to water the horses. Then the
riders pushed on, urging their weakest mounts to find sonewhere new resources of strength and
speed.

Wthin a few | eagues, the High Lord had to slow his pace still nore; the scouts had not returned
The possibility that they had been anbushed cl enched his brow, and his eyes glittered as if the
orbs had facets of granite. He held the riders to a walk while he sent two nore Bl oodguard ahead
These two returned before the conpany had covered a | eague. They reported that Soaring Wodhel ven
was dead. The area around it was deserted; signs indicated that the first two scouts had ridden
away to the south

Muttering, "Melenkurion!" under his breath, Prothall led the riders forward at a canter until they
reached the remains of the tree village

The destruction was a fiendi sh piece of work. Fire had reduced the original tree to snoldering
spars |less than a hundred feet tall, and the charred trunk had been split fromtop to bottom

| eaving the two hal ves | eaning slightly away from each other. Cccasional flanes still flickered
near their tips. And all around the base of the tree, corpses littered the ground as if the earth
were already too full of dead to contain the population of the village. O her Wodhel vennin

bodi es, unburned, were scattered generally in a line to the south across the gl ade.

Along this southward line, a few dead Cavewi ghts sprawed in battle contortion. But near the tree
there was only one body which was not human--one dead ur-vile. It lay on its |long back on the
south of the tree, facing the split trunk; and its soot-black frane was as twisted as the iron
stave still clutched in its hands. Nearby lay a heavy iron plate nearly ten feet across.

The stench of dead, burned flesh appalled the surrounding gl ade. A nenory of Wodhel vennin
children withed in Covenant's guts. He felt l|ike vomting.

The Lords seened stupefied by the sight, stunned to realize that people under their care could be
so nurdered. After a moment, First Mark Tuvor reconstructed the battle for them

The fol k of Soaring Wodhel ven had not had a chance.

Late the previous day, Tuvor judged, a large party of Cavew ghts and ur-viler-the tranpling of the
gl ade attested that the party was very large-had surrounded the tree. They had kept out of
effective arrow range. Instead of assaulting the Wodhel vennin directly, they sent a few of their
nunber - al nost certainly ur-viles forward under cover of the iron plate. Thus protected, the ur-
viles set flame to the tree

"A poor fire," Birinair inserted. Approaching the tree, he tapped it with his staff. A patch of
charcoal fell away, showi ng white wood underneath. "Strong fire consunes everything," he nuttered.
"Al nost, they survived. This is good wood. Make the flame a little weaker-and the wood survives.



Those who dared only strong enough by a little. Nunbers are nothing. Strength counts. O course. A
narrow chance. O if the Hi rebrand had known. Been ready. He could have prepared the tree-given it
strength. They could have lived. Ah! | should have been here. They would not do this to wood in ny
care."

Once the fire began, Tuvor explained, the attackers sinply shot arrows to prevent the flanes from
bei ng put out-and waited for the desperate Wodhel vennin to attenpt escape. Hence the line of
unbur ned bodi es

runni ng southward; that was the direction taken by the sortie. Then, when the fire was too great
for the Wodhel vennin to resist further, the ur-vile loremaster split the tree to destroy it
utterly, and to shake any survivors fromits |inbs.

Again Birinair spoke. "He learned. Retribution. The fool-not naster of his own power. The tree
struck himdown. Good wood. Even burning, it was not dead. The Hirebrand-a brave man. Struck back
And- and before the Desecration the lillianrill could have saved what life is left." He scow ed as
if he dared anyone to criticize him "No nore. This | cannot.” But a nonent later his

i mperiousness faded, and he turned sadly back to gaze on the ruined tree as if silently asking it
to forgive him

Covenant did not question Tuvor's analysis; he felt too sickened by the blood-thick reek around
him But Foanfollower did not seemaffected in that way. Dully, he asserted, "This is not Drool's
doi ng. No Cavew ght is the master of such strategy. Wnds and cl ouds to disguise the signs of
attack, should any help be near. Iron protection carried here ,fromwho knows what distance. An
attack with so little waste of resource. No, the hand of Soul crusher is here fromfirst to |ast.
Stone and Sea!" Wthout warning, his voice caught, and he turned away, groaning his G antish

pl ai nsong to steady hinself.

Into the silence, Quaan asked, "But why here?" There was an edge like panic in his voice. "Wy
attack this place?"

Sonmething in Quaan's tone, sone hint of hysteria anong brave but inexperienced, appalled young
warriors, called Prothall back fromthe w | derland where his thoughts wandered. Responding to
Quaan's enotion rather than to his question, the High Lord said sternly, "Warhaft Quaan, there is
much work to be done. The horses will rest, but we nust work. Burial nust be dug for the dead.
After their last ordeal, it would be unfitting to set themto the pyre. Put your Eonan to the
task. Dig graves in the south glade-there." He indicated a spread of grass about a hundred feet
fromthe riven tree.

"We-" he referred to his fellow Lords. "W will carry the dead to their graves."

Foanfol l ower interrupted his plainsong. "No. | will carry. Let ne show ny respect."

"Very well," Prothall replied. "W will prepare food and consider our situation.” Wth a nod, he
sent Quaan to give orders to the Eoman. Then, turning to Tuvor, he asked that sentries be posted
Tuvor observed that eight Bl oodguard were not enough to watch every possi bl e approach to an open
area as large as the glade, but if he sent the Ranyhyn roam ng separately around the bordering
hills, he mght not need to call on the Eoman for assistance. After a nonentary pause, the First
Mar k asked what shoul d be done about the m ssing scouts.

"W will wait," Prothall responded heavily.

Tuvor nodded, and nmoved away to conmuni cate with the Ranyhyn. They stood in a group near by,

| ooking with hot eyes at the burned bodies around the tree. Wien Tuvor joined them they clustered
about himas if eager to do whatever he asked, and a nonent |ater they charged out of the gl ade,
scattering in all directions.

The Lords di snounted, unpacked the sacks of food, and set about preparing a neal on a snall
lillianrill fire Birinair built for them Wrriors took all the horses upwind fromthe tree,
unsaddl ed and tethered them Then the Eoman went to begin digging.

Taking great care not to step on any of the dead, Foanfoll ower noved toward the tree, reached the
iron plate. It was i mensely heavy, but he lifted it and carried it beyond the ring of bodies.
There he began gently placing corpses on the plate, using it as a sled to nove the bodies to their
graves. Knots of enotion junped and bunched across his buttressed forehead, and his eyes flared
wi th a dangerous ent husi asm

For a while, Covenant was the only nenber of the conpany without an assigned task. The fact

di sturbed him The stench of the dead-Baradakas included sonewhere anong them he thought

achi ngly, Baradakas and Llaura and children, children!-made hi mrenmenber Soaring Whodhel ven as he
had left it days ago: tall and proud, lush with the life of a fair people.

He needed sonething to do to defend hinsel f.

As he scanned the company, he noticed that the warriors |acked digging tools. They had brought few
pi cks and shovels with them nost of themwere trying to dig with their hands or their swords. He
wal ked over to the tree. Scattered around the trunk were many burned branches, sone of them stil



solid in the core. Though he had to pick his way anong the dead-though the close sight of all that
flesh smeared |i ke nol dering wax over charred bones hurt his guts -he gathered branches that he
could not break across his knee. These he carried away fromthe tree, then used his Stonedownor
knife to scrape themclean and cut theminto stakes. The work bl ackened his hands, his white robe,
and the knife twisted awkwardly in his half-fingered grip, but he persisted.

The stakes he gave to the warriors, and with themthey were able to dig faster. Instead of

i ndi vi dual graves, they dug trenches, each deep and | ong enough to hold a dozen or nore of the
dead. Using Covenant's stakes, the warriors began to finish their graves faster than Foanfol | ower
could fill them

Late in the afternoon, Prothall called the conmpany to eat. By that tine, nearly half the bodies
had been buried. No one felt |like consunming food with their lungs full of acrid air and their eyes
sore of-,tornmented flesh, but the High Lord insisted. Covenant found this strange until he tasted
the food. The Lords had prepared a stew unlike anything he had eaten in the Land. Its savor

qui ckened hi s hunger, and when he swallowed it, it soothed his distress. It was the first nmeal he
had had since the previous day, and he surprised hinself by eating ravenously.

Most of the warriors were done eating, and the sun was about to set, when their attention was
snatched erect by a distant hail. The southnpbst sentry answered, and a nonent |ater the two

m ssi ng Bl oodguard cane galloping into the glade. Their Ranyhyn were soaked with sweat.

They brought two people with them a wonan, and a boy-child the size of a four-year-old, both
Wbodhel venni n, both marked as if they had survived a battle.

The tale of the scouts was quickly told. They had reached the deserted gl ade, and had found the
southward trail of the Wodhel vennin's attenpted escape. And they had seen sone evidence that all
the people m ght not have been killed. Since the eneny had gone-so there was no conpelling need to
ride back to warn the Lords-they had decided to search for survivors. They had erased the signs,
so that any returning marauders night not find them and had ridden south.

Early in the afternoon, they found the woman and child fleeing madly w thout thought or caution
Bot h appeared injured; the child gave no sign of awareness at all, and the wonman vacill ated
between lucidity and incoherence. She accepted the Bloodguard as friends, but was unable to tel

t hem anyt hing. However, in a lucid nmonent, she insisted that an Unfettered Healer |ived a | eague
or two away. Hoping to gain know edge fromthe woman, the scouts took her to the cave of the

Heal er. But the cave was enpty -and appeared to have been enpty, for nmany days. So the scouts
brought the two survivors back to Soari ng Wodhel ven

The two stood before the Lords, the wonman clutching the child's unresponsive hand. The boy gazed

i ncuriously about him but did not notice faces or react to voices. Wen his hand slipped fromthe
wonman's, his armfell linply to his side; he neither resisted nor conplied when she snatched it up
again. H s unfocused eyes seened preternaturally dark, as if they were full of black bl ood.

The sight of himjabbed Covenant. The boy could have been the future of his own son, Roger-the son
of whom he had been di spossessed, reft as if even his fatherhood had been abrogated by | eprosy.
Children! Foul ? he panted. Children?

As if in oblique answer to his thoughts, the wonman suddenly said, "He is Pietten son of Soranal

He likes the horses."

"It is true," one of the scouts responded. "He rode before ne and stroked the Ranyhyn's neck."

But Covenant was not listening. He was | ooking at the woman. Confusedly, he sorted through the
battl e weckage of her face, the cuts and burns and grinme and brui ses. Then he said hesitantly,

"LI aura?"

The sun was setting, but there was no sunset. O ouds bl anked the horizon, and a short tw light was
turning rapidly into night. But as the sun fell, the air becane thicker and nore sultry, as if the
darkness were sweating in apprehension

"Yes, | know you," the worman said in a flagellated voice. "You are Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and
white gold wielder. In the senmbl ance of Berek Hal fhand. Jehannum spoke truth. Geat evil has
conme." She articulated with extrene care, as if she were trying to bal ance her words on the edge
of a sword. "I am Ll aura daughter of Annanmar, of the Heers of Soaring Wodhel ven. Qur scouts nust
have been slain. W had no warning. Be-"

But as she tried to say the words, her balance failed, and she collapsed into a hoarse, repeating
nmoan-"Uhn, uhn, uhn, uhn"-as if the connection between her brain and her throat broke, |eaving her
struggling frantically with her inability to speak. Her eyes burned with furious concentration

and her head shook as she tried to formwords. But nothing canme between her juddering |ips except,
"“Uhn, uhn, uhn."

The Bl oodguard scout said, "So she was when we found her. At one nmonent, she can speak. A nonent

| ater, she cannot."

Hearing this, Llaura clenched herself violently and pushed down her hysteria, rejecting what the



scout said. "I amlLlaura," she repeated, "Llaura- of the Heers of Soaring Wodhel ven. Qur scouts

must have been slain. | amLlaura, | amLlaura,"” she insisted. "Beware-" Again her voice broke
i nto noani ng, "Uhn, uhn."
Her pani ¢ nmounted. "Be-uhn, uhn, uhn. Be- uhn, uhn. | amLlaura. You are the Lords. You nust 1-

uhn, uhn. Anmbuhn, uhn, uhn." As she fought, Covenant gl anced around the conpany. Everyone was
staring intently at Llaura, and Variol and Tamarantha had tears in their eyes. "Sonebody do

sonet hing," he nuttered painfully. "Somebody."

Abruptly, Llaura seened to collapse. Cutching her throat with her free hand, she shrieked, "You
must hear ne!" and started to fall.

As. her knees gave way, Prothall stepped forward and caught her. Wth fierce strength, he gripped
her upper arns and held her erect before him "Stop," he comuanded. "Stop. Do not speak anynore.
Li sten, and use your head to answer ne."

A |l ook of hope flared across Llaura's eyes, and she relaxed until Prothall set her on her feet.
Then she regai ned the child' s hand.

"Now, " the High Lord said levelly, staring deep into her ravaged eyes. "You are not nmad. Your m nd
is clear. Sonething has been done to you."

Ll aura nodded eagerly, Yes.

"When your people attenpted to escape, you were captured.”

She nodded, Yes.

"You and the child."

Yes.

"And sonet hing was done to himas wel | ?"

Yes.

"Do you know what it was?"

She shook her head, No.

"Was the sane done to you bot h?"

No.

"Well," Prothall sighed. "Both were captured instead of slain. And the ur-vile | oremaster
afflicted you."

LI aura nodded, Yes, shudderi ng.

" Damaged you. "

Yes.

"Caused the difficulty that you now have when you speak."

Yes!

"Now your ability to speak cones and goes."

No!

"No?"

Prot hal | paused to consider for a monent, and Covenant interjected, "Hellfirel Get her to wite it
down. "

Ll aura shook her head, raised her free hand. It trenbled uncontroll ably.

Abruptly, Prothall said, "Then there are certain things that you cannot say."

Yes!

"There is sonething that the attackers do not w sh you to speak."

Yes!

"Then-" The High Lord hesitated as if he could hardly believe his thoughts. "Then the attackers
knew t hat you woul d be found-by us or others who cane too |late to the aid of Soaring Wodhel ven."
Yes!

"Therefore you fled south, toward Banyan Wodhel ven and the Sout hron Stonedowns."

She nodded, but her manner seened to indicate that he had nissed the point.

bserving her, he nuttered, "By the Seven! This cannot do. Such questioning requires tine, and ny
heart tells me we have little. Wat has been done to the boy? How could the attackers know t hat we
-or anyone- would cone this way? Wiat know edge coul d she have? Know edge that an ur-vile

| oremaster would fear to have told? No, we nust find other neans."”

At the edge of his sight, Covenant saw Variol and Tamarantha setting out their blankets near the
canpfire. Their action startled himaway fromLlaura for a noment. Their eyes held a sad and
curiously secret |ook. He could not fathomit, but for some reason it rem nded himthat they had
known what Prothall's decision for the Quest would |lie before that decision was nade.

"Hi gh Lord," said Birinair stiffly.

Concentrating on Llaura, Prothall replied, "Yes?"

"That young whel p of a Gravelingas, Tohrm gave nme a rhadhanmaer!| gift. | alnost thought he nocked
nme. Laughed because | am not a puppy like himself. It was hurtloam"



"Hurtl oan?" Prothall echoed in surprise. "You have sone?"

"Have it? O course. No fool, you know. | keep' it noist. Tohrmtried to teach ne. As if | knew
not hi ng. "

Mastering his inpatience, Prothall said, "Please bring it."

A nmonment later, Birinair handed to the H gh Lord a small stoneware pot full of the danp,
glittering clay -hurtloam "Watch out," Covenant murmured with conplex nmenories in his voice,
"it'll put her to sleep."” But Prothall did not hesitate. In darkness lit only by Birinair's
lillianrill fire and the last coals of the riven tree, he scooped out some of the hurtloam Its
gol den fl ecks caught the firelight and gl eaned. Tenderly, he spread the nud across Llaura's

f orehead, cheeks, and throat.

Covenant was marginally aware that Lord Mioram no | onger attended Prothall and Ll aura. He had
joined Variol and Tamarantha, and appeared to be arguing with them They lay side by side on their
backs, hol di ng hands, and he stood over themas if he were trying to ward off a shadow. But they
were unnmoved. Through his protests, Tamarantha said softly, "It is better thus, ny son.” And
Variol murnured, "Poor Llaura. This is all we can do."

Covenant snapped a | ook around the conpany. The warriors seened entranced by the questioning of
the Heer, but Foanfoll ower's cavernous eyes flicked w thout specific focus over the glade as if
they were weavi ng dangerous vi sions. Covenant turned back toward Llaura with an oni nous chil
scrabbl i ng al ong his spine.

The first touch of the hurtloamonly multiplied her distress. Her face tightened in tornment, and a
rictus like a foretaste of death stretched her lips into a soundl ess scream But then a harsh
convul sion shook her, and the crisis passed. She fell to her knees and wept with relief as if a
kni fe had been renoved from her m nd

Prothall knelt beside her and clasped her in the solace of his arnms, waiting without a word for
her self-control to return. She needed a nonent to put aside her weeping. Then she snatched
hersel f up, crying, "Flee! You nust flee! This is an anbush! You are trapped!"”

But her warning cane too late. At the sane nonment, Tuvor returned fromhis |ookout at a run

foll owed al nost at once by the other Bloodguard " "Prepare for attack," the First Mark said
flatly. "We are surrounded. The Ranyhyn were cut off, and could not warn us. There will be battle.
We have only tinme to prepare.”

Covenant could not grasp the inmedi acy of what he heard. Prothall barked orders; the canp began to
clear. Warriors and Bl oodguard dove into the still enpty trenches, hid thenmselves in the holl ow
base of the tree. "Leave the horses,"” Tuvor commanded. "The Ranyhyn will break through to protect
themif it is possible." Prothall consigned Llaura and the child to Foanfol |l ower, who placed them
alone in a grave and covered themwith the iron plate. Then Prothall and Moram junped together
into the southnost trench. But Covenant stood where he was. Vaguely, he watched Birinair reduce
the canpfire to its barest enbers, then position hinmself against the burned trunk of the tree.
Covenant needed tinme to conprehend what had been done to Llaura. Her plight nunmbed him

First she had been gi ven knowl edge whi ch m ght have saved the Lords-and then she had been made
unabl e to comuni cate that know edge. And her struggles to give the warning only ensured her
failure by guaranteeing that the Lords would attenpt to understand her rather than ride away. Yet
what had been done to her was unnecessary, gratuitous; the trap would have succeeded w thout it.
In every facet of her msery, Covenant could hear Lord Foul |aughing.

Bannor's touch on his shoulder jarred him The Bl oodguard said as evenly as if he were announcing
the tinme of day, "Cone, ur-Lord. You nmust conceal yourself. It is necessary.”

Necessary? Silently, Covenant began to shout, Do you know what he did to her?

But when he turned, he saw Variol and Tanarant ha

still lying by the |last enbers of the fire, protected by only two Bl oodguard. What-? he gaped.
They' Il be kill ed!

At the sane tine, another part of his brain insisted, He's doing the same thing to ne. Exactly the
same thing. To Bannor he groaned, "Don't touch nme. Hellfire and bl oody damnation. Aren't you ever
going to | earn?"

Wt hout hesitation, Bannor |ifted Covenant, swung hi maround, and dropped himinto one of the
trenches. There was hardly roomfor him Foanfollower filled the rest of the grave, squatting to
keep his head down. But Bannor squeezed into the trench after Covenant, positioned hinmself wth
his arms free over the Unbeliever.

Then a silence full of the aches and quavers of fear fell over the canp. At l|ast, the apprehension
of the attack caught up with Covenant. His heart lurched; sweat bled fromhis forehead; his nerves
shrilled as if they had been laid bare. A gray nausea that filled his throat like dirt al nost made
himgag. He tried to swallow -it away, and could not. No! he panted. Not like this. | will not!
Exactly the same, exactly what happened to LI aura.



A hungry shriek ripped the air. After it came the tranp of approach. Covenant risked a glance over
the rimof the grave, and saw the gl ade surrounded by black fornms and hot | aval eyes. They noved
slowy, giving the encanped figures a chance to taste their own end. And fl appi ng heavily overhead
just behind the advancing line was the dark shape of a beast.

Covenant recoiled. In fear, he watched the attack |like an outcast, from a distance.

As the Cavewi ghts and ur-viles contracted their ring around the glad centered their attack on the
hel pl ess canpsite the wall of themthickened, reducing at every step the chance that the conpany
m ght be able to break through their ranks. Slowy their approach became | ouder; they stanped the
ground as if they were trying to crush the grass. And a | ow wi nd of nutterings becane audi bl e-soft
snarls, hissings through clenched teeth, gurgling, gleeful salivations -blew over the graves like
an exhalation littered with the weckage of mangled |ives. The Cavew ghts gasped |ike lunatics
tortured into a love of killing; the nasal sensing of the ur-viles sibilated wetly. And behind the
ot her sounds, terrible in their quietness, cane the wings of a grin, drumm ng a dirge.

The tethered horses began to scream The stark terror of the sound pulled Covenant up, and he

| ooked | ong enough to see that the nustangs were not harned. The tightening ring parted to bypass
them and a few Cavew ghts dropped fromthe attack to unfetter them |ead them away. The horses
fought hysterically, but the strength of the Cavew ghts nmastered them

Then the attackers were less than a hundred feet fromthe graves. Covenant cowered down as far as
he could. He hardly dared to breathe. The whol e conmpany was hel pless in the trenches.

The next, nonent, a howl went up anong the attackers. Several Cavew ghts cried, "Only five?"

"A'l those horses?"

"Cheated!"

In rage at the puny nunber of their prey, nearly a third of them broke ranks and charged the
canpfire.

Instantly, the conpany seized its chance.

The Ranyhyn whi nni ed. Their conbined call throbbed in the air like the shout of trunpets. Together
they thundered out of the east toward the captured horses.

Birinair stepped away fromthe riven tree. Wth a full swing of his staff and a cry, he struck the
burned wood. The tree erupted in flames, threw dazzling light at the attackers.

Prothal |l and Moram sprang together fromthe southnost trench. Their staffs flared with blue
Lordsfire. Crying, "Melenkurion!" they drove their power against the creatures. The nearest

Cavewi ghts and ur-viles retreated in fear fromthe fl anes.

Warriors and Bl oodguard | eaped out of the graves, sprinted fromthe hollow of the tree.

And behind them -canme the towering formof Saltheart Foanfollower, shouting a rare G antish war
call.

Wth cries of fear and rage, fire, swift blows and cl ashi ng weapons, the battle began

The conpany was out nunmbered ten to one.

Jerking his gaze from scene to scene, Covenant saw how the fighting conmenced. The Bl oodguard

depl oyed thensel ves instantly, two to defend each Lord, with one standing by Birinair and anot her
Bannor, warding the trench where Covenant stood. The warriors rapidly formed groups of five.
Guardi ng each other's backs, they strove to cut their way in and out of the line of the attackers.
Mhoram charged around the fight, trying to find the commanders or |oremasters of the eneny.
Prothall stood in the center of the battle to give the conpany a rallying point. He shouted
war ni ngs and orders about him

But Foanfol | ower fought alone. He ranpaged through the attack |ike a berserker, pounding with his
fists, kicking, throwing anything within reach. His war call turned into one |long, piercing snarl
of fury; his huge strides kept himin the thick of the fighting. At first, he | ooked powerful
enough to handl e the entire host alone. But soon the great strength of the Cavew ghts made itself
felt. They junped at himin bunches; four of themwere able to bring himdown. He was up again in
an instant, flinging bodies about himlike dolls. But it was clear that, if enough Cavew ghts
attacked himtogether, he would be | ost.

Variol and Tanmarantha were in no- |ess danger. They lay notionless under the onslaught, and their
four Bl oodguard strove extravagantly to preserve them Sone of the attackers risked arrows; the

Bl oodguard knocked the shafts aside with the backs of their hands. Spears followed, and then the
Cavewi ghts charged with swords and staves. Waponl ess and unai ded, the Bl oodguard fought back with
speed, bal ance, skill, with perfectly placed kicks and bl ows. They seened inpossibly successful
Soon a small ring of dead and unconsci ous Cavew ghts encircled the two Lords. But like
Foanf ol | oner they were vul nerabl e, would have to be vulnerable, to a concerted assault.

At Prothall's order, one group of warriors noved to help the four Bl oodguard.

Covenant | ooked away.

He found Mhoramwaging a weird contest with thirty or forty ur-viles. Al the ur-viles in the



attack they were fewin proportion to the Cavew ghts-had formed a fighti ng wedge behind their

tall est nenber, their |loremaster-a wedge which allowed themto focus their whol e power in the

| eader. The lorenaster wielded a scimtar with a flaning bl ade, and against it NMoram opposed his
fiery staff. The clashing of power showered hot sparks that dazzled and singed the air.

Then a swirl of battle swept toward Covenant's trench. Figures |eaped over him Bannor fought |ike
a dervish to ward off spears. A nonent later, a warrior came to his aid. She was the Wodhel venni n
who had assigned herself to Covenant. She and Bannor struggled to keep himalive.

He clutched his hands to his chest as if to protect his ring. H's fingers unconsciously took hold
of the netal.

Through the dark flash of |egs, he caught a glinpse of Prothall, saw that the Hi gh Lord was under
attack. Using his blazing staff Iike a lance, he strove with the griffin. The beast's w ngs al nost
buffeted himfromhis feet, but he kept his position and jabbed his blue fire upward. But astride
the griffin sat another ur-vile |oremaster. The creature used a black stave to block the Hi gh
Lord's thrusts.

As Covenant watched, the desperation of the conflict nounted. Figures fell and rose and fel

again. Bl ood spattered down on him Across the glade, Foanfollower heaved to his feet fromunder a
horde of Cavew ghts, and was instantly, deluged. Prothall fell to one knee under the conbi ned
force of his assailants. The ur-vile wedge drove Moram steadily backward; the two Bl oodguard with
himwere hard pressed to protect his back

Covenant's throat felt choked w th sand.

Al ready, two warriors had fallen anong the Cavew ghts around Variol and Tanarantha. At one
instant, a Bl oodguard found hinsel f, and Tanmarant ha behind him attacked sinultaneously by three
Cavewi ghts with spears. The Bl oodguard broke the first spear with a chop of his hand, and | eaped
hi gh over the second to kick its wielder in the face. But even his great speed was not swft
enough. The third Cavew ght caught himby the arm G appling at once, the first latched his |ong
fingers onto the Bl oodguard's ankle. The two stretched their captive between them and their
conpani on jabbed his spear at the Bl oodguard's belly.

Covenant watched, transfixed with hel pl essness, as the Bl oodguard strai ned agai nst the Cavew ghts,
pul | ed them cl ose enough together to wench hinself out of the path of the spear. Its tip scored
hi s back. The next instant, he groined both his captors. They dropped him staggered back. He hit
the ground and rolled. But the nmiddl e Cavewi ght caught himw th a kick so hard that it flung him
away from Tamar ant ha.

Yelling his triunph, the Cavew ght lunged forward with his spear raised high in both hands to

i mpal e the recunbent Lord.

Tamar ant ha!

Her peril overwhel med Covenant's fear. Wthout thinking, he vaulted fromthe safety of his trench
and started toward her. She was so old and frail that he could not restrain hinself.

The Wbodhel vennin yelled, "Down!" Hi s sudden appearance aboveground di stracted her, gave her
opponents a target. As a result, she mssed a parry, and a sword thrust opened her side. But
Covenant did not see her. He was already running toward Tamarant ha-and already too | ate.

The Cavew ght drove his spear downward.

At the last instant, the Bl oodguard saved Tamarantha by diving across her and catching the spear
in his own back.

Covenant hurled hinself at the Cavewi ght and tried to stab it with his stone knife. The bl ade
twisted in his halfhand; he only managed to scratch the creature's shoul der bl ade.

The knife fell fromhis wenched fingers.

The Cavew ght whirled and struck himto the ground with a slap. The bl ow stunned himfor a nonent,
but Bannor rescued himby attacking the creature. The Cavew ght countered as if el evated,
inspired, by his success agai nst the dead Bl oodguard. He shrugged off Bannor's bl ows, caught him
in his long strong arns and began to squeeze. Bannor struck at the Cavew ght's ears and eyes, but
the nmaddened creature only tightened his grip

Inchoate rage roared in Covenant's ears. Still half dazed, he stunbled toward Tamarantha's stil
form and snatched her staff fromher side. She made no novenent, and he asked no pernission

Turni ng, he wheeled the staff wildly about his head and brought it down with all his strength on
the back of the Cavewi ght's skull

VWhite and crinmson power flashed in a silent explosion. The Cavew ght fell instantly dead.

The ignition blinded Covenant for a nonent. But he recognized the sick red hue of the flare. As
his eyes cleared, he gaped at his hands, at his ring. He could not remenber having renoved it from
the clingor on his chest. But it hung on his wedding finger and t hrobbed redly under the influence
of the cloudl ocked moon.

Anot her Cavew ght | oonmed out of the battle at him Instinctively, he hacked with the staff at the



creature. It collapsed in a bright flash that was entirely crinson.

At the sight, his old fury erupted. H's mnd went blank with violence. Howing, "Foul!" as if the
Despi ser were there before him he charged into the thick of the fray. Flailing about himlike
madness, he struck down anot her Cavew ght, and another, and another. But he did not watch where he
was going. After the third blow he fell into one of the trenches. Then for a long tine he lay in
the grave like a dead man. Wen he finally clinbed to his feet, he was trenbling w th revul sion
Above him the battle burned feverishly. He could not judge how nany of the attackers had been
killed or disabled. But some turning point had been reached; the conpany had changed its tactics.
Prothall fled fromthe griffin to Foanfollower's aid. And when the G ant regained his feet, he
turned, dripping blood, to fight the griffin while Prothall joined Mioram agai nst the ur-viles.
Bannor hel d hinself over Covenant; but Quaan marshal ed the survivors of his Eoman to make a stand
around Variol and Tamar ant ha.

A nmonment |ater, the Ranyhyn gave a ringing call. Having freed the horses, they charged into the
battle. And as their hooves and teeth crashed anong the Cavew ghts, Prothall and Mioram t oget her
swung their flamng staffs to block the |oremaster's downstroke. Its hot scimtar shattered into
fragments of |ava, and the backlash of power felled the ur-vile itself. Instantly, the creatures
shifted their wedge to present a new | eader. But their strongest had fallen, and they began to
gi ve way.

On the other side of the battle, Foanfollower caught the griffin by surprise. The beast was
harrying the warriors around Vari ol and Tamarantha. Wth a roar, Foanfoll ower sprang into the air
and wrapped his arns in a death hug around the body of the griffin. H's weight bore it to the
ground; they rolled and struggled on the blood-slick grass. The riding ur-vile was thrown off, and
Quaan beheaded it before it could raise its stave.

The griffin yow ed hideously with rage and pain, tried to twist in Foanfollower's grip to reach
himwith its claws and fangs. But he squeezed it with all his might, silently braced hinself
against its thrashings and strove to kill it before it was able to turn and rend him

For the nost part, he succeeded. He exerted a furious jerk of pressure, and heard bones retort
loudly in the beast's back. The griffin spat a final scream and died. For a nonent, he rested
besi de its body, panting hoarsely. Then he lunbered to his feet. His forehead had been cl awed open
to the bone.

But he did not stop. Dashing blood fromhis eyes, he ran and threw hinself full-length onto the
tight wedge of the urviles. Their formation crunbl ed under the inpact.

At once, the ur-viles chose to flee. Before Foanfoll ower could get to his feet, they were gone,
vani shed into the darkness.

Their defection seermed to drain the Cavew ghts' nad courage. The gangrel creatures were no |onger
able to brave the Lords-fire. Panic spread anong them fromthe brandi shed staffs, flash-firing in
the sudden tinder of their hearts.

A cry of failure broke through the attack. The Cavew ghts began to run

Howl i ng their dismay, they scattered away fromthe blazing tree. They ran with grotesque jerkings
of their knuckled joints, but their strength and I ength of |linb gave them speed. In nonents, the
| ast of themhad fled the gl ade.

Foanf ol | oner charged after them Yelling G antish curses, he chased the fleers as if he neant to
crush themall underfoot. Swiftly, he disappeared into the darkness, and soon he could no | onger
be heard. But fromtine to tinme there cane faint screans through the night, as he caught escaping
Cavew ghts.

Tuvor asked Prothall if some of the Bl oodguard should join Foanfollower, but the H gh Lord shook
his head. "We have done enough," he panted. "Renenber the Cath of Peace."

For a time of exhaustion and relief, the conpany stood in silence underscored by the gasp of their
breat hi ng and the groans of the disabled Cavew ghts. No one noved; to Covenant's ears, the silence
sounded |ike a prayer. Unsteadily, he pulled hinself out of the trench. Looking about himwth

gl azed eyes, he took the toll of the battle.

Cavewi ghts sprawl ed around the canp in twi sted heaps-nearly a hundred of them dead, dying, and
unconsci ous-and their blood |lay everywhere |ike a dew of death. There were ten ur-viles dead. Five
warriors would not ride again with their Eoman, and none of Quaan's conmand had escaped injury.
But of the Bl oodguard only one had fallen

Wth a groan that belied his words, High Lord Prothall said, "W are fortunate."

"Fortunate?" Covenant echoed in vague disbelief.

"W are fortunate." An accent of anger enphasized the old rheuny rattle of Prothall's voice.
"Consi der that we might all have died. Consider such an attack during the full of the noon.

Consi der that while Drool's thoughts are turned here, he is not multiplying defenses in Munt
Thunder. W have paid his voice choked for a nonent "paid but little for our lives and hope."



Covenant did not reply for a nonment. |nages of violence dizzied him Al the Wodhel vennin were
dead- Cavewi ght s-urvil es-the warrior who had chosen to watch over him He did not even know her
name. Foanfoll ower had killed-he himself had killed five-five.

He was trenbling, but he needed to speak, needed to defend hinself. He was sick with horror
"Foanfollower's right," he rasped hoarsely. "This is Foul's doing."

No one appeared to hear him The Bl oodguard went to the Ranyhyn and brought their - fallen
conrade's nmount close to the fire. Lifting the man gently, they set himon the Ranyhyn's back and
bound himin place with clingor thongs. Then together they gave a silent salute, and the Ranyhyn
gal | oped away, bearing its dead rider toward the Westron Muntai ns and Guards Gap- hone.

"Foul planned the whole thing."

When t he Ranyhyn had vani shed into the night, sone of the Bloodguard tended the injuries of their
mounts, while others resuned their sentry duty.

Meanwhi | e, the warriors began noving anong the Cavew ghts, finding the |living among the dead. All
that were not nortally wounded were dragged to their feet and chased away fromthe canp. The rest
were piled on the north side of the tree for a pyre.

"I't neans two things." Covenant strove to master the quaver in his voice. "lIt's the sane thing
that he's doing to nme. It's a |lesson-like what happened to Llaura. Foul is telling us what he's
doing to us because he's sure that knowing won't help. He wants to nmilk us for all the despair
we're worth."

Wth the aid of two warriors, Prothall released Llaura and Pietten fromtheir tonb. Llaura | ooked
exhausted to the limt; she was practically prostrate on her feet. But little Pietten ran his
hands over the bl ood-wet grass, then licked his fingers.

Covenant turned away with a groan. "The other thing is that Foul really wants us to get at Drool
To die or not. He tricked Drool into this attack so that he wouldn't be busy defending hinmself. So
Foul nust know what we're doing, even if Drool doesn't.”

Prothall seened troubled by the occasional distant screans, but Mioramdid not notice them Wile
the rest of the conpany set about their tasks, the Lord went and knelt beside Variol and
Tamar ant ha. He bent over his parents, and under his red-stained robe his body was rigid.

"I tell you, this is all part of Foul's plan. Hellfirel Aren't you listening to ne?"

Abruptly, Moram stood and faced Covenant. He nmoved as if he were about to hurl a curse at
Covenant's head. But his eyes bled with tears, and his voice wept as he said, "They are dead.
Vari ol and Tamarantha ny parents-father and nother of ne, body and soul ."

Covenant could see the hue of death on their old skin.

"I't cannot be!" one of the warriors cried. "I saw. No weapon touched them They were kept by the
Bl oodguard. "

Prothall hastened to examine the two Lords. He touched their hearts and heads, then sagged and

si ghed, "Neverthel ess."

Both Variol and Tanarantha were smling.

The warriors stopped what they were doing; in silence, the Eoman put aside its own fatigue and
grief to stand bowed in respect before Mhoram and his dead. Stooping, Mioramlifted both Vari ol
and Tamarantha in his arns. Their thin bones were |ight

in his enbrace, as if they had lost the weight of nortality. On his cheeks, tears gl eaned
orangely, but his shoul ders were steady, un-sob-shaken, to uphold his parents.

Covenant's mnd was becl ouded. He wandered in mst, and his words were wind-torn fromhim "Do you
mean to tell ne that we-that I-we-? For a couple of corpses?”

Mhor am showed no sign of having heard. But a scow passed |like a spasmacross Prothall's face, and

Quaan stepped to the Unbeliever's side at once, gripped his el bow, whispered into his ear, "If you
speak again, | will break your arm"

"Don't touch me," Covenant returned. But his voice was forcel ess. He submitted, swirling in | ost
fog. , Around him the conpany took on an attitude of ritual. Leaving his staff with one of the

warriors, High Lord Prothall retrieved the staffs of the dead Lords and held themlike an offering
across his arns. And Mioramturned toward the blaze of the tree with Variol and Tamarant ha cl asped
erect in his enbrace. The silence quivered painfully. After a |ong noment, he began to sing. H's
rough song sighed like a river, and he sang hardly |ouder than the flow of water between qui et
banks.

Deat h reaps the beauty of the world-

bundl es ol d crops to hasten new.

Be still, heart:

hol d peace.

Gowing is better than decay:

I hear the bl ade which severs life fromlife.



Be still, peace:

hol d heart.

Deat h i s passing on-

the making way of life and time for life.

Hate dying and killing, not death.

Be still, heart:

make no expostul ation.

Hol d peace and gri ef

and be still.

As he finished, his shoulders lurched as if unable to bear their burden without giving at | east
one sob to the dead. "Ah, Creator!" he cried in a voice full of bereavenment. "How can | honor
then? | amstricken at heart, and consuned with the work that | nust do. You rmust honor themfor
t hey have honored you."

At the edge of the firelight, the Ranyhyn Hynaril gave a whinny like a cry of grief. The great
roan nare reared and pawed the air with her forelegs, then whirled and gal | oped away eastward.
Then Mhoram nmur nured agai n,

Be still, heart:

make no expostul ation.

Hol d peace and gri ef

and be still.

Gently, he laid Variol on the grass and lifted Tanarantha in both arns. Calling hoarsely, "Hail!"
he placed her into the cleft of the burning tree. And before the flanes could bl acken her age-
etched skin, he lifted Variol and set himbeside her, calling again, "Hail!" Their shared snile
could be seen for a nonment before the blaze obscured it. So they lay together in consunmation

Al ready dead, Covenant groaned. That Bl oodguard was killed. Ch, Mioraml In his confusion, he could
not di stingui sh between grief and anger

H s eyes now dry, Mioramturned to the conpany, and his gaze seened to focus on Covenant. "M
friends, be still at heart," he said confortingly. "Hold peace for all your grief. Variol and
Tamar ant ha are ended. Who coul d deny thenf? They knew the tine of their death. They read the cl ose
of their lives in the ashes of Soaring Wodhel ven, and were glad to serve us with their |ast

sl eep. They chose to draw the attack upon thenselves so that we mght live. Who will say that the
chal l enge which they net was not great? Renenber the CGath, and hold Peace."

Toget her, the Eoman nade the heart-opening salute of farewell, arns spread wide as if uncovering
their hearts to the dead. Then Quaan cried, "Hail!" and led his warriors back to the work of

piling Cavew ghts and buryi ng Whodhel venni n.

After the Eoman had | eft, Hi gh Lord Prothall said to Mioram "Lord Variol's staff. Fromfather to
son. Take it. If we survive this Quest to reach a tinme of peace, master it. It has been the staff
of a Hgh Lord.™

Vhoram accepted it with a bow

Prot hal | paused for a nonment, irresolute, then turned to Covenant. "You have used Lord
Tamarantha's staff. Take it for use again. You will find it readier to aid your ring than your

Hi rebrand's staff. The lillianrill work in other ways than the Lords, and you are ur-Lord, Thomas
Covenant . "
Remenbering the red bl aze which had raged out of that wood to kill and kill, Covenant said, "Burn

it."

A touch of danger tightened Mhoram s glance. But Prothall shrugged gently, took Lord Tamarantha's
staff to the fire, and placed it into the cleft of the tree.

For an instant, the netal ends of the staff shone as if they were nmade of verdigris. Then Moram
cried, "Ware the tree!" Quickly, the conpany noved away fromthe fiery spars.

The staff gave a sharp report like the bursting of bonds. Blue flanme detonated in the cleft, and
the riven tree dropped straight to the ground in fragnments, collapsing as if its core had been
finally killed. The heap of wood burned furiously.

From a di stance, Covenant heard Birinair snort, "The Unbeliever's doing," as if that were a

cal umy.

Don't touch me, he nuttered to hinself.

He was afraid to think. Around him darkness lurked |ike vulture wi ngs made of midnight. Horrors
threatened; he felt ghoul -begotten. He could not bear the bl oodiness of his ring, could not bear
what he had becone. He searched about himas if he were looking for a fight.

Unexpectedly, Saltheart Foanfoll ower returned.

He shanbl ed out of the night like a nassacre nmetaphored in flesh-an icon of slaughter. He was
everywhere sneared in blood, and nuch of it was his own. The wound on his forehead covered his



face with a dark, wet sheen, and through the stain his deep eyes | ooked sated and m serable.
Shreds of Cavew ght flesh still clung to his fingers.

Pietten pointed at the Gant, and twisted his lips in a grin that showed his teeth. At once,

LI aura grabbed his hand, pulled himaway to a bed which the warriors had made for them

Prot hall and Mhoram noved solicitously toward the G ant, but he pushed past themto the fire. He
knelt near the blaze as if his soul needed warm ng, and his groan as he sank to his knees sounded
i ke a rock cracking.

Covenant saw his chance, approached the G ant. Foanfol |l ower's manifest pain brought his confused
angry grief to a pitch that demanded utterance. He hinself had killed five Cavew ghts, five-! Hs
ring was full of blood. "Well," he snarled, "that nust've been fun. | hope you enjoyed it."

From the other side of the canp, Quaan hissed threateningly. Prothall noved to Covenant's side,
said softly, "Do not tornent him Please. He is a Gant. This is the caanora, the fire of grief.
Has there not been enough pain this night?"

I killed five Cavewi ghts! Covenant cried in bereft fury.

But Foanfol | ower was speaking as if entranced by the fire and unable to hear them His voice had a
keeni ng sound; he knelt before the fire in an attitude of |anent.

"Ah, brothers and sisters, did you behold ne? Did you see, ny people? W have cone to this.

Gants, | amnot alone. | feel you in ne, your will in mne. You would not have done differently-
not felt other than | felt, not grieved apart fromny grief. This is the result. Stone and Sea! W
are di m ni shed. Lost Hone and weak seed have made us |ess than we were. Do we remain faithful

even now? Ah, faithful? My people, ny people, if steadfastness |leads to this? Look upon ne! Do you
find me adnmirable? 1 stink of hate and unnecessary death." A chill blew

through his words. Tilting back his head, he began a | ow chant.

H s threnody went on until Covenant felt driven to the brink of screanming. He wanted to hug or
kick the Gant to make himcease. His fingers itched with mounting frenzy. Stop! he npaned.

can't stand it!

A nonment | ater, Foanfollower bowed his head and fell silent. He remained still for a long tine as
if he were preparing hinmself. Then he asked flatly, "Wo has been | ost?"

"Very few," Prothall answered. "W were fortunate. Your val or served us well."

"Who?" Foanf ol | ower ached.

Wth a sigh, Prothall nanmed the five warriors, the Bl oodguard, Variol and Tamarant ha

"Stone and Sea!" the Gant cried. Wth a convul sion of his shoulders, he thrust his hands into the
fire.

The warriors gasped; Prothall stiffened at Covenant's side. But this was the G antish caanora, and
no one dared interfere.

Foanfol |l ower's face stretched in agony, but he held hinmself still. H's eyes seenmed to bulge in
their sockets; yet he kept his hands in the fire as if the blaze could heal, or at |east sear, the
bl ood on them cauterize if it could not assuage the stain of shed life. But his pain showed in
his forehead. The hard heart-pul se of hurt broke the crust on his wound; new bl ood dri pped around
his eyes and down his cheeks into his beard.

Panting, Hellfire hellfire! Covenant pushed away fromProthall. Stiffly, he went close to the
kneeling Gant. Wth a fierce effort that nade hi msound caustic in spite of his intent, he said,
"Now sonebody really ought to laugh at you." His jutting head was barely as high as the Gant's
shoul der.

For a nonent, Foanfollower gave no sign of having heard. But then his shoulders slunped. Wth a

sl ow exertion al nost as though he were reluctant to stop torturing hinself, he w thdrew his hands
They were unharned-for sone reason, his flesh was inpervious to flane-but the bl ood was gone from
them they |ooked as clean as if they had been scrubbed by exoneration

Hs fingers were still stiff with hurt, and he fl exed them painfully before he turned his bl oody
face toward Covenant. As if he were appealing a condemmati on, he nmet the Unbeliever's inpacted
gaze and asked, "Do you feel nothing?"

"Feel ?" Covenant groaned. "lI'ma |eper."

"Not even for tiny Pietten? A child?"

H s appeal nade Covenant want to throw his arnms around the G ant, accept this terrible synpathy as
sone kind of answer to his dilemma. But he knew it was not enough, knew in the deepest marrow of
his leprosy that it did not suffice. "We killed themtoo," he croaked. "I killed- I"'mno different
than they are.”

Abruptly he turned, wal ked away into the darkness to hide his shame. The battl eground was a fit
and proper place for him his nostrils were nunb to the stink of death. After a time, he stunbled,
then. lay down anong the dead, on bl ood surrounded by graves and pyres.

Children! He was the cause of their screans and their agony. Foul had attacked the Wodhel ven



because of his white gold ring. Not again- | won't. His voice was enpty of weeping.
I will not do any nore killing.

El GHTEEN: The Pl ains of Ra

DESPI TE the battl eground-despite the acrid snoke of flane and flesh and power-despite the nearby
trenches, where the dead were graved like lunps of charred agony, piled wearily into the earth

i ke accurmul ated pain for which only the ground could now find use or surcease-despite his own
inner torn and tranpl ed ground-Covenant slept. For what was |eft of the night, the other survivors
of the battle labored to bury or burn the various dead, but Covenant slept. Restless

unconsci ousness arose fromwithin himlike a perpetually enunerated VSE, and he spent his repose
telling in dreanms that rigid round: left armshoulder to wist, left hand pal mand back, each
finger, right arm shirt, chest, left |eqg.

He awoke to neet a dawn which wore the aspect of an unconfortable tonb. Shuddering hinself to his
feet, he found that all the work of burying was done; each of the trenches was filled, covered
with dirt, and planted with a sapling which Birinair had found somewhere. Now nost of the warriors
lay awkwardly on the ground, in fatigue searching thenselves for sonme kind of strength. But

Prot hall and Mhoram were busy cooking a neal, and the Bl oodguard were exani ning and readyi ng the
hor ses.

A spate of disgust crossed Covenant's face-disgust that he had not done his share of the work. He
| ooked at his robe; the samite was stiff and black with encrusted blood. Fit apparel for a |eper
he thought, an outcast.

He knew that it was past tine for himto nake a decision. He had to deternine where he stood in
his inpossible dilenma. Propped on his staff in the sepulchral dawn, he felt that he had reached
the end of his evasions. He had |l ost track of his self-protective habits, |lost the choice of
hiding his ring, |lost even his tough boots-and he had shed bl ood. He had brought down doom on
Soari ng Wbodhel ven. He had been so preoccupied with his flight from nadness that he had not faced
t he madness toward which his fleeing took him

He had to keep noving; he had | earned that. But going on posed the sane inpenetrable problem
Participate, and go mad. O refuse to participate, and go nad. He had to nmake a decision, -find
bedrock sonewhere and cling to it. He could not accept the Land- and could not deny it. He needed
an answer. Wthout it, he would be trapped |ike Llaura-forced to the tune of Foul's glee to |ose
hinself in order to avoid |osing hinself.

Then Mhoram | ooked up fromhis stirring and saw t he disgust and di snay on Covenant's face. Gently,
the Lord said, "What troubles you, ny friend?"

For a monment, Covenant stared at Mioram The Lord | ooked as if he had becone ol d overnight. The
snoke and dirt of battle marked his face, accentuating the lines on his forehead and around his
eyes |ike a sudden aggravation of wear and decay. His eyes seened dulled by fatigue. But his |ips
retai ned their kindness, and his novenents, though draped in such a rent and bl oodi ed robe, were
st eady.

Covenant flinched instinctively away fromthe tone in which Moramsaid, ny friend. He could not
afford to be anyone's friend. And he flinched away, too, fromhis inpulse to ask what had caused
Tamarantha's staff to beconme so violent in his hands. He feared the answer to that question. To
cover his wincing, he turned roughly away, and went in search of Foanfoll ower.

The G ant was sitting with his back to the |ast standing, extinguished fragnent of Soaring
Woodhel ven. Grine and bl ood darkened his face; his skin had the color of a flawin the heart of a
tree. But the wound on his forehead domi nated his appearance. Ripped flesh hung over his brows
like a foliage of pain, and through the wound; drops of new bl ood seeped as if red thoughts were
maki ng their way froma crack in his skull. He had his right armwapped around his great jug of
di anondraught, and his eyes followed Llaura as she tended little Pietten

Covenant approached the G ant; but before he could speak, Foanfollower said, "Have you consi dered
then? Do you know what has been done to then®"

The question raised bl ack echoes in Covenant's mind. "I know about her."

"And Pietten? Tiny Pietten? A child?"

Covenant shrugged awkwardly.

"Think, Unbeliever!"™ Hs voice was full, of swirling msts. "I amlost. You can understand."

Wth an effort, Covenant replied, "The same thing. Just exactly what's been done to us. And to
Llaura." A nonent |ater he added nordantly, "And to the Cavew ghts." Foanfollower's eyes shied,
and Covenant went on, "We're all going to destroy-whatever we want to preserve. The essence of
Foul's method. Pietten is a present to us-an exanple of what we're going to do to the Land when we



try to save it. Foul is that confident. And prophecies like that are self fulfilling."

At this, Foanfollower stared at Covenant as if the Unbeliever had just laid a curse on him
Covenant tried to hold the Gant's eyes, but an unexpected shame made himdrop his head. He | ooked
at the power scorched grass. The burning of the grass was curious. Sone patches did not |ook as
wong as others-apparently Lords-fire did | ess essential danage than the might of the ur-viles.
After a rmoment, Foanfollower said, "You forget that there is a difference between a prophet and a
seer. Seeing the future is not prophecy.”

Covenant did not want to think about it. To get away fromthe subject, he demanded, "Wy didn't
you get sone of that hurtloamfor your forehead?"

This time, Foanfollower's eyes turned away. Distantly, he said, "There was none left." H's hands
opened and closed in a gesture of hel pl essness. " hers were dying. And others needed the hurtl oam
to save their arnms or legs. And-" His voice stunbled nomentarily. "And | thought tiny Pietten

m ght be helped. He is only a child,"” he insisted, |ooking up suddenly with an appeal that

Covenant coul d not understand. "But one of the Cavewi ghts was dying slowly-in such pain." A new
trickle of blood broke open in his forehead and began to drip fromhis brow "Stone and Sea!" he
nmoaned. "l could not endure it. Hearthrall Birinair kept aside a touch of hurtloamfor me, from
all the wounds to be treated. But | gave it to the Cavewight. Not to Pietten-to the Cavew ght.
Because of the pain."

Abruptly, he put back his head and took a long pull of dianondraught. Wth the heel of his palmhe
wi ped roughly at the blood on his brows.

Covenant gazed intently at the G ant's wacked visage. Because he could find no other words for
his synpathy, he asked, "How re your hands?"

"My hands?" Foanfol |l ower seemed nonentarily confused, but then he renenbered. "Ah, the caanobra. My

friend, | ama Gant," he explained. "No ordinary fire can harmnme. But the pain-the pain teaches
many things." A flinch of self disgust crossed his lips. "It is said that the G ants are nade of
granite,"” he nunbled. "Do not be concerned for ne."

On an inpul se, Covenant responded, "In parts of the world where | conme from there are little old

| adi es who sit by the side of the road pounding away all day on hunks of granite with little iron
hamers. It takes a long time-but eventually they turn big pieces into little pieces.”

Foanf ol | ower considered briefly before asking, "Is that prophecy, ur-Lord Covenant?"
"Don't ask me. | wouldn't know a prophecy if it fell on nme."
"Nor would I," said Foanfollower. A dimsnile tinged his nouth.

Shortly, Lord Mioramcalled the conpany to the nmeal he and Prothall had prepared. Through a haze
of suppressed groans, the warriors pried thenselves to their feet and noved toward the fire.
Foanf ol | ower |urched upright. He and Covenant followed Llaura and Pietten to get sonething to eat.
The sight and snell of food suddenly brought Covenant's need for decision to a head. He was enpty,
hol | ow wi t h hunger, but when he reached out to take sone bread, he saw how his arm was befoul ed
with bl ood and ashes. He had killed- The bread dropped fromhis fingers. This is all wong, he

mur nured. Eating was a form of acqui escence-a subnmission to the physical actuality of the Land. He
could not afford it.

I'"ve got to think.

The enptiness in himached with denands, but he refused them He took a drink of springwi ne to
clear his throat, then turned away fromthe fire with a gesture of rejection. The Lords and
Foanf ol | ower | ooked after himinquiringly, but nmade no coment.

He needed to put hinmself to the test, discover an answer that would restore his ability to
survive. Wth a grinmace, he resolved to go hungry until he found what he required. Perhaps in
hunger he woul d becone |ucid enough to solve the fundanental contradiction of his dilemms.

Al'l the abandoned weapons had been cleared fromthe glade, gathered into a pile. He went to it and
searched until he found Atiaran's stone knife. Then, on an obscure inpul se, he wal ked over to the
horses to see if Dura had been injured. When he | earned that she was unscat hed, he felt a vague
relief. He did not want under any circunstances to be forced to ride a Ranyhyn.

A short tinme later, the warriors finished their neal. Wearily, they noved to take up the Quest

agai n.

As Covenant nounted Dura, he heard the Bl oodguard whistle sharply for the Ranyhyn. The call seened
to hang in the air for a nmonent. Then, fromvarious directions around the gl ade, the great horses
canme gal |l opi ng-nmanes and tails flaring as if afire, hooves pounding in long, mghty, trip-rhythned
strides -nine star-browed chargers as swift and elenental as the |life-pulse of the Land. Covenant
could hear in their bold nickering the excitenent of going hone, toward the Plains of Ra

But the Questers who | eft dead Soari ng Whodhel ven that norning had little of the bold or hone-
going in their attitudes. Quaan's Eoman was now six warriors short, and the survivors were gaunt
with weariness and battle. They seemed to carry their shadows in their faces as they rode north



toward the Mthil River. The riderless horses they took with themto provide relief for the weaker
mounts. Anong them Saltheart Foanfollower trudged as if he were carrying the weight of all the
dead. In the crook of one armhe cradled Pietten, who had fallen asleep as soon as the sun cl eared
the eastern horizon. Llaura rode behind Lord

Mhoram gripping the sides of his robe. She appeared bent and frail behind his grimset face and
erect posture; but he shared with her an eroded expression, an air of inarticulate grief. Ahead of
them noved Prothall, and his shoul ders bespoke the sane kind of inflexible will which Atiaran had
used to make Covenant walk fromMthil Stonedown to the Soul sease River.

Vaguel y, Covenant wondered how nuch farther he would have to follow other people's choices. But he
| et the thought go and | ooked at the Bl oodguard. They were the only nenbers of the conpany who did
not appear danaged by the battle. Their short robes hung in tatters; they were as filthy as
anyone; one of their nunber had been killed, and several were injured. They had defended the
Lords, especially Variol and Tamarantha, to the utnost; but the Bl oodguard were unworn and
undaunted, free of rue. Bannor rode his prancing, reinless Ranyhyn besi de Covenant, and gazed
about himw th an inpervious eye.

The horses of the conpany coul d nmanage only a slow, stunbling walk, but even that frail pace
brought the riders to the ford of the Mthil before noon. Leaving their nounts to drink or graze,
all of them except the Bl oodguard plunged into the stream Scrubbing at thenselves with fine sand
fromthe river bottom they washed the bl ood and grit and pain of death and I ong night into the

wi de current of the Mthil. O ear skin and eyes reappeared fromunder the snmears of battle; m nor
un- hurtl oanmed wounds opened and bl ed cl ean; scraps of shredded clothing floated out of reach
Anong them Covenant beat his robe clean, rubbed and scratched stains fromhis flesh as if he were
trying to rid himself of the effects of killing. And he drank quantities of water in an effort to
appease the aching holl owness of his hunger.

Then, when the warriors were done, they went to their horses to get new clothing fromtheir

saddl ebags. After they had dressed and regai ned command of their weapons, they posted thensel ves
as sentries while First Mark Tuvor and the Bl oodguard bat hed.

The Bl oodguard nmanaged to enter and | eave the

river wthout splashing, and they washed noiselessly. In a few nonents, they were dressed in new
robes and nounted on the Ranyhyn. The Ranyhyn had refreshed thensel ves by crossing into Andel ain
and rolling on the grass while their riders bathed. Now the conpany was ready to travel. High Lord
Prothall gave the signal, and - the conpany rode away eastward al ong the south bank of the river.
The rest of the day was easy for the riders and their nounts. There was soft grass underhoof,
clean water at one side, a tang of vitality in the air, and a nearby view of Andelain itself,

whi ch seened to pulse with robust sap. The people of the Land drew healing fromthe anbi ence of
the Hills. But the day was hard for Covenant. He was hungry, and the vital presence of Andelain
only made hi m hungri er

He kept his gaze away fromit as best he could, refusing the sight as he had refused food. H s
gaunt face was set in stern lines, and his eyes were hollow with determ nation. He followed a
doubl e path: his flesh rode Dura doggedly, keeping his position in the conpany; but in his mnd
he wandered in chasnms, and their dark, enpty inanition hurt him

I will not.

He wanted to survive.

| am not .

Fromtime to tinme, aliantha lay directly in his path |like a personal appeal fromthe Land, but he
did not succunb.

Covenant, he thought. Thomas Covenant. Unbeliever. Leper outcast unclean. Wien a pang fromhis
hunger made hi m waver, he renmenbered Drool's bloody grip on his ring, and his resol ve steadi ed.
Fromtime to time, Llaura |looked at himwith the death of Soaring Wodhel ven in her eyes, but he
only clenched hinself harder and rode on

I won't do any nore killing.

He had to have sone ot her answer.

That night, he found that a change had cone over his ring. Now all evidence that it resisted red
encroachnments was gone. Hi s weddi ng band burned conpletely crinson under the doni nion of the noon
flami ng coldly on his hand as if in greedy response to Drool's power. The next norning, he began
the day's riding |like a man torn between opposing pol es of insanity.

But there was a foretaste of summer in the noon breeze. The air turned warm and redolent with the
ri peness of the earth. The flowers had a confident bloom and the birds sang | anguidly. G adually,
Covenant grew full of |assitude. Languor |oosened the strings of his will. Only the habit of
riding kept himon Dura's back; he became nunmb to such superficial considerations. He hardly

noti ced when the river began to curve northward away fromthe conpany, or when the hills began to



clinmb higher. He nmoved bl ankly on the warm currents of the day. That night he slept deeply,

dream essly, and the next day he rode on in nunbness and unconcern

Waki ng sl unber held him It was a wilderland that he wandered unaware; he was in danger w thout
knowing it. Lassitude was the first step in an inexorable. logic, the law of |eprosy. The next was
gangrene, a stink of rotting live flesh so terrible that even some physicians could not bear it-a
stench which ratified the outcasting of lepers in a way no nere conpassi on or unprejudice could
oppose. But Covenant traveled his dreamw th his nmind full of sleep

When he began to recover-early in the afternoon of the third day from Soari ng Whodhel ven, the

ei ghteenth since the conpany had | eft Revel stone-he found hinself |ooking over Morinnoss Forest.
The conpany stood on the last hilltop before the land fell under the dark aegis of the trees.
Morinnoss lay at the foot of the hill like a | apping sea; its edges gripped the hillsides as if
the trees had clenched their roots in the slopes and refused to be driven back. The dark, various
green of the Forest spread to the horizon north and east and south. It had a forbidding |ook; it
seened to defy the Quest to pass through it. H gh Lord Prothall stopped on the crest of the hill,
and gazed for a long tine over the Forest, weighing the tine needed to ride around Morinnoss

agai nst the obscure dangers of the trees.

Finally, he disnmounted. He | ooked over the riders, and his eyes were full of potential anger as he
spoke. "We will rest now Then we will ride into Morinnpss, and will not stop until we have
reached the far side -a journey of nearly a day and a night. During that ride, we nust show

nei ther bl ade nor spark. Hear you? Al swords sheathed, all arrows quivered, all knives cl oaked,
all spear tips bound. And every spark or gleamof fire quenched. | will have no m stake. Mborinnoss
is wilder than Gi merdhore-and none go unanxious into that wood. The trees have suffered for
ages, and they do not forget their kinship with Garroting Deep. Pray that they do not - crush us
all, regardless." He paused, scanning the conpany until he was sure that all understood him Then
he added nore gently, "It is possible that there is still a Forestal in Mrinnmpss-though that

knowl edge has been | ost since the Desecration.”

Several of the warriors tensed at the word Forestal. But Covenant, conmng slowy out of his

| anguor, felt none of the awe which seened to be expected of him He asked as he had once before,
"Do you worship trees?"

"Wor shi p?" Prothall seened puzzled. "The word is obscure to ne."

Covenant st ared.
A nonent |later, the H gh Lord went on, "Do you ask if we reverence the forests? O course. They
are alive, and there is Earthpower in all living things, all stone and earth and water and wood.
Surely you understand that we are the servants of that Power. W care for the life of the Land."
He gl anced back at the Forest, then continued, "The Earthpower takes nany forns between wood and
stone. Stone bedrocks the world, and to the best of our conprehension weak as it is-that form of
power does not know itself. But wood is otherw se.

"At one time, in the dimmest, |ost distance of the past, nearly all the Land was One Forest-one

m ghty wood from Trot hgard and Mel enkuri on Skyweir to Sarangrave Flat and Seareach. And the Forest
was awake. It knew and wel coned the new |ife which people brought to the Land. It felt the pain
when nere nen-blind, foolish nmonents in the ancientness of the Land--cut down and burned out the
trees to make space in which to breed their folly. Ah, it is hard to take pride in human history.
Bef ore the sl ow know edge spread throughout the Forest, so that each tree knew its peril, hundreds
of | eagues of life had been deci mated. By our reckoning, the deed took tine -nore than a thousand
years. But it nust have seened a rapid nmurder to the trees. At the end of that time, there were
only four places left in the Land where the soul of the Forest |ingered-survived, and shuddered in
its awesone pain-and took resolve to defend itself. Then for many ages G ant Wods and

G i mmerdhore and Morinnmpss and Garroting Deep lived, and their awareness endured in the care of
the Forestals. They renmenbered, and no human or Vile or Cavew ght who dared enter them survived.
"Now even those ages are past. W know not if the Forestall yet live-though only a fool would deny
that Caerroil WIldwood still walks in Garroting Deep. But the awareness which enabled the trees to
strike back is fading. The Lords have defended the Forests since Berek Hal fhand first took up the
Staff of Lawwe have not let the trees dinmnish. Yet their spirit fails. Cut off fromeach other
the collective know edge of the Forests dies. And the glory of the world becones less than it
was. "

Prot hal | paused sadly for a nonent before concluding, "It is in deference to the remaining spirit,
and in reverence for the Earthpower, that we ask perm ssion for so nany to enter the Forest at one
time. And it is in sinple caution that we offer no offense. The spirit is not dead. And the power
of Morinnoss could crush a thousand thousand nen if the trees were pained i nto wakeful ness

"Are there other dangers?" Quaan asked. "WII| we need our weapons?"

"No. Lord Foul's servants have done great harmto the Forests in ages past. Perhaps G i nmmrerdhore



has |lost its power, but Mrinnmoss remenbers. And tonight is the dark of the nmoon. Even Drool
Rockwor m

is not mad enough to order his forces into Murinnoss at such a tinme. And the Despiser has never
been such a fool ."

Quietly, the riders disnounted. Sone of the Eoman fed the horses, while others prepared a quick
meal . Soon all the conpany except Covenant had eaten. And after the neal, while the Bl oodguard

wat ched, the Questers laid thensel ves down to rest before the | ong passage of the Forest.

When they were roused again and ready to travel, Prothall strode up to the edge of the hillcrest.
The breeze was stronger there; it guttered his blacksashed bl ue robe as he raised his staff and
cried loudly, "Hail, Mrinnoss! Forest of the One Forest! Eneny of our enenies! Mrinnoss, hail!"
His voice fell into the expanse of the woods forlornly, without echo. "W are the Lords-foes to
your enenies, and |learners of the lillianrill lore! W mnust pass through!

"Har ken, Morinnoss! W hate the ax and game which hurt you! Your enenies are our enem es. Never
have we brought edge of ax or flane of fire to touch you-nor ever shall. Mrinnoss, harken! Let us
pass!”

Hi s call disappeared into the depths of the Forest. At last, he |lowered his arns, then turned and
came back to the conpany. He nounted his horse, |ooked once nore sternly over the riders. At his
signal, they rode down toward the knuckl ed edges of Morinnoss.

They seenmed to fall like a stone into the Forest. One nmonent, they were still w nding down the
hill si de above the trees; the next, they had penetrated the gl oony deep, and the sunlight closed
behi nd them like an unregai nable door. Birinair went at the head of the conpany, with his
Hirebrand's staff held across his mount's neck; and behind himrode First Mark Tuvor on the
Ranyhyn stallion Marny-for the Ranyhyn had nothing to fear fromthe old anger of Morinnoss, and
Marny could guide Birinair if the aged Hearthrall went astray. Behind Tuvor came Prothall and
Mhoram with Llaura at Moram s back; and behi nd them came Covenant and Foanfol |l ower. The G ant
still carried

the sleeping child. Then foll owed Quaan and his Eoman, bunched toget her anong the Bl oodguard.
There was room for themto pass. The trees with their dark-ningled ebony and russet trunks were

wi dely pl aced, |eaving space between them for undergrowth and animals; and the riders found their
way wthout difficulty. But the trees were not tall. They rose for fifteen or twenty feet on squat
trunks, then spread outward in gnarled, drooping branches heavy with foliage, so that the conpany
was conpl etely enshrouded in the gl oom of Mrinnoss. The branches interwove until each tree seened
to be standing with its arns braced heavily on the shoulders of its kindred. And fromthe |inbs
hung great curtains and strands of npbss-dark, thick, danp noss falling fromthe branches |ike slow
bl ood caught and frozen as it bled. The noss dangl ed before the riders as if it were trying to
turn them aside, deflect themfromtheir path. And on the deep, nobssy ground the hooves of the
horses made no sound. The riders went their way as silently as if they had been translated into an
illusion.

Instinctively dodging away fromthe dark touch of the npbss, Covenant peered into the Forest's
perpetual gloanming. As far as he could see in all directions, he was surrounded by the grotesque
ire of nobss and branch and trunk. But beyond the limt of his explicit senses he could see nore-
see, and snell, and in the silence of the Forest hear, the brooding heart of the woods. There the
trees contenplated their grimmenories-the broad, buddi ng burst of self awareness, when the spirit
of the wood | ay grandly over hundreds of |eagues of rich earth; and the raw plumret of pain and
horror and disbelief, spreading like ripples on an ocean until the farthest |eaves in the Land

shi vered, when the slaughter of the trees began, root and branch and all cut and consuned by ax
and flane, and stunps dragged away; and the scurry and angui sh of the aninmals, slaughtered too or
bereft of honme and health and hope; and the clear song of the Forestal, whose tune taught the
secret, angry pleasure of crushing, of striking hack

at tiny men and tasting their blood at the roots; and the sl ow weakness whi ch ended even that |ast
fierce joy, and left the trees with nothing but their stiff nenories and their despair as they

wat ched their rage fall into slunber.

Covenant sensed that the trees knew nothing of Lords or friendship; the Lords were too recent in
the Land to be renenbered No, it was weakness, the failure of spirit, that let the riders pass-
weakness, sorrow, hel pless sleep. Here and there, he could hear trees that were still awake and
aching for blood. But they were too few, too few Mborinnoss could only brood, bereft of force by
its own ancient nortality.

A hand of nobss struck him and left noisture on his face. He wiped the wet away as if it were

aci d.

Then the sun set beyond Morinnpss, and even that |low |ight was gone. Covenant |eaned forward in
his saddle, alert now, and afraid that Birinair would | ose his way, or stunble into a curtain of



nmoss and be snot hered. But as darkness seeped into the sir as if it were dripping fromthe
enshroudi ng branches, a change cane over the wood. Gradually, a silver glow grew on the trunks-
grew and strengthened as night filled the Forest, until each tree stood shimering like a | ost
soul in the gloom The silver |ight was bright enough to show the riders their way. Across the
shifting patterns of the glow, the nposs sheets hung |ike shadows of an abyss-black holes into
enptiness-giving the wood a blotched, |eprous |ook. But the conpany huddl ed together, and rode on
through a night illumned only by the gleamof the trees, and by the red burn of Covenant's ring
He felt that he could hear the trees nmuttering in horror at the offense of his weddi ng band. And
its pulsing red glow appalled him Mss fingers flicked his face with a wet, probing touch. He

cl enched his hands over his heart, trying to pull himself inward, reduce hinself and pass
unnoticed-rode as if he carried an ax under his robe, and was terrified |l est the trees discover
it.

That long ride passed like the hurt of a wound. Acute throbs finally blurred together, and at | ast
t he

conpany was again riding through the di mess of day. Covenant shivered, |ooked about wthin
hinsel f. What he saw |l eft himnute. He felt that the cistern of his rage was full of darkness.

But he was caught in toils of insoluble circunmstance. The darkness was a cup which he coul d

nei ther drink nor dash aside.

And he was trenbling with hunger.

He could hardly restrain hinmself fromstriking back at the danp clutch of the npss.

Still the conpany travel ed the perpetual twlight of Mrinnpss. They were silent, stifled by the
enshroudi ng branches; and in the cloying quiet, Covenant felt as lost as if he had mi ssed his way
in the old Forest which had covered all the Land. Wth vague fury, he ducked and dodged the
grasping of the noss. Tine passed, and he had a nounting desire to scream

Then, finally, Birinair waved his staff over his head and gave a weak shout. The horses
understood; they stunbled into a tired run beside the strong step of the Ranyhyn. For a nonent,
the trees seened to stand back, as if drawing away fromthe conpany's nadness. Then the riders
broke out into sunshine. They found thensel ves under a noon sky on a slope which bent gradually
down to a river lying squarely across their way. Birinair and Marry had brought themunerringly to
Roansedge Ford.

Hoarsely shouting their relief, the warriors set heels to their nounts, and the conpany swept down
the slope at a brave gallop. Shortly, the horses splashed into the stream showering thensel ves
and their glad riders with the cool spray of the Roansedge. On the southern bank, Prothall called
a halt. The passage of Mrinnmobss was over

Once halted, the conpany tasted the toll of the passage. Their foodl ess vigil had weakened the
riders. But the horses were in worse condition. They quivered with exhaustion. Once their last run
was over, their necks and backs sagged; they scarcely had the strength to eat or drink. Despite
the ni ckering encouragenent of the Ranyhyn, two of the Eoman nustangs col |l apsed on their sides on
the grass, and the others stood around with unsteady knees |ike foals. "Rest-rest," Prothall said
in rheuny anxiety. "W go no farther this day." He wal ked anong the horses, touching themwith his
ol d hands and hunmi ng a strengtheni ng song.

Only the Ranyhyn and t he Bl oodguard were unnmarred by fatigue. Foanfollower |owered the child
Pietten into Llaura's arms, then dropped hinself wearily on his back on the stiff grass. Since the
conmpany had | eft Soaring Wodhel ven, he had been unnaturally silent; he had avoi ded speaking as if
he feared his voice would betray him Now he appeared to feel the strain of traveling w thout the
support of stories and | aughter

Covenant wondered if he woul d ever hear the G ant |augh again.

Sourly, he reached a hand up to get his staff fromDura's saddle, and noticed for the first tine
what Morinnmoss had done to his white robe. It was spattered and latticed with dark green stains-
the marki ngs of the npss.

The stains offended him Wth a scow, he | ooked around the conpany. The other riders nust have
been nore adept at dodging; they showed none of the green signature of the nbss. Lord Moram was
the only exception; each shoul der of his robe bore a dark stripe |like an insignia.

Roughl y, Covenant rubbed at the green. But it was dry and set. Darkness nurnured in his ears like
the distant runor of an aval anche. Hi s shoul ders hunched like a strangler's. He turned away from
the Questers, stanped back into the river. Knotting his fingers in his robe, he tried to scrub out
the stains of the Forest.

But the marks had becone part of the fabric, imitigable; they clung to his robe, signing it like
a chart, a map to unknown regions. In a fit of frustration, he pounded the river with his fists.
But its current erased his ripples as if they had never existed.

He stood erect and dripping in the stream H s heart |abored in his chest. For a nmonent, he felt



that his rage nust either overflow or crack himto the bottom

None of this is happening- His jaw quivered. | can't stand it.

Then he heard a low cry of surprise fromthe conpany. An instant |ater, Moram conmmanded quietly,
"Covenant. Cone."

Spitting protests against so many things that he could not nanme themall, he turned around. The
Questers were all facing away fromhim their attention bent on something which he could not see
because of the water in his eyes.

Vhor am repeat ed, "Cone."

Covenant w ped his eyes, waded to the bank, and clinbed out of the river. He nade his dripping way
t hrough the Eonman until he reached Mioram and Prothall.

Bef ore them stood a strange wonan.

She was slimand slight-no taller than Covenant's shoul der-and dressed in a deep brown shift which
left her legs and arnms free. Her skin was sun darkened to the color of earth. Her long black hair
she wore tied into one strand by a heavy cord. The effect was severe, but this was relieved by a
smal | neckl ace of yellow flowers. Despite her size, she stood proudly, with her arns fol ded and
her legs slightly apart, as if she could deny the conpany entrance to the Plains of Ra if she
chose. She wat ched Covenant's approach as if she had been waiting for him

When he stopped, joining Mioram and Prothall, she raised her hand and gave himthe salute of

wel come awkwardly, as if it were not a natural gesture for her. "Hail, R ngthane," she said in a
clear, nickering voice. "Wite gold is known. W honage and serve. Be wel cone."”

He shook the water fromhis forehead and stared at her

After greeting him she turned with a ritual precision toward each of the others. "Hail, Hi gh Lord
Prothall. Hail, Lord Moram Hail, Saltheart Foanfollower. Hail, First Mark Tuvor. Hail, Warhaft
Quaan." In turn, they saluted her gravely, as if they recogni zed her as a potentate.

Then she said, "I am Manethrall Lithe. W see you. Speak. The Plains of Ra are not open to all."

Prothal |l stepped forward. Raising his staff, he held it in both hands Ievel with his forehead and
bowed deeply. At this, the woman smled faintly. Holding her own pal ns beside her head, she

mat ched his bow. This tinme, her novenent was snooth, natural. "You know us," she said. "You cone
fromafar, but you ate not unknow ng."

Prothall replied, "W know that the Manethralls are the first tenders of the Ranyhyn. Anong the
Ramen, you are nost honored. And you know us."

He stood close to her now, and the slight stoop of his agedness inclined himover her. Her brown
skin and his blue robe accentuated each other like earth and sky. But still she w thheld her

wel cone. "No," she returned. "Not know. You come from afar. Unknown."

"Yet you speak our nanes."

She shrugged. "W are cautious. W have watched since you left Mrinnoss. W heard your talk."

We? Covenant wondered bl ankly.

Slow y, her eyes noved over the conpany. "W know the sl eepl ess ones-the Bl oodguard." She did not
appear pleased to see them "They take the Ranyhyn into peril. But we serve. They are wel cone."
Then her gaze settled on the two coll apsed horses, and her nostrils flared. "You have urgency?"
she demanded, but her tone said that she would accept few justifications for the condition of the
must angs. At that, Covenant understood why she hesitated to wel cone the Lords, though they mnust
have been known to her, at |east by | egend or reputation; she wanted no one who nistreated horses
to enter the Plains of Ra

The Hi gh Lord answered with authority,. "Yes. Fangthane |ives."

Lithe faltered nonentarily. Wen her eyes returned to Covenant, they swarned with hints of distant
fear. "Fangthane," she breathed. "Enenmy of Earth and Ranyhyn. Yes. Wite gold knows. The Ri ngthane
is here." Abruptly, her tone becane hard. "To save the Ranyhyn fromrending." She | ooked at
Covenant as if demandi ng promi ses from him

He had none to give her. He stood angrily dripping, too soaked with hunger to respond in
repudi ati on or acqui escence or shame. Soon she retreated in bafflenment. To Prothall, she said,
"Who is he? What manner of man?"

Wth an anbivalent smle, Prothall said, "He is ur-Lord Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold
wielder. He is a stranger to the Land. Do not doubt him He turned the battle for us when we were
beset by the servants of Fangthane Cavewi ghts and ur-viles, and a griffin spawned in some unknown
pit of malice."

Li t he nodded nonconmittally, as if she did not understand all his words. But then she said, "There
is urgency. No action agai nst Fangthane nust be hindered or delayed. There have been other signs.
Rendi ng beasts have sought to cross into the Plains. Hi gh Lord Prothall, be welcone in the Plains
of Ra. Cone with all speed to Manhone. W must take counsel."

"Your wel cone honors us," the High Lord responded. "W return honor in accepting. W will reach



Manhone the second day fromtoday-if the horses five."

Hi s cautious speech nade Lithe laugh lightly. "You will rest in the hospitality of the Ranen
before the sun sets a second tine fromthis nonent. W have not served the Ranyhyn know edgel ess
fromthe begi nning. Cords! Up! Here is a test for your Maneing."

At once, four figures appeared; they suddenly stood up fromthe grass in a | oose semcircle around
the conpany as if they had risen out of the ground. The four, three men and a woman, were as
slight as Manethrall Lithe, and dressed |ike her in brown over their tanned skin; but they wore no
flowers, and had short |engths of rope wapped around their waists.

"Come, Cords," said Lithe. "Stalk these riders no longer. You have heard ne wel cone them Now tend
their horses and their safety. They nust reach Manhone before nightfall of the next day." The four

Ramen stepped forward, and Lithe said to Prothall, "Here are ny Cords-Thew, Hum Gace, and
Rustah. They are hunters. VWhile they learn the ways of the Ranyhyn and the knowi ng of the
Manethral s, they protect the Plains from dangerous beasts. | have spent much tine with themthey

can care for your nounts.”

Wth courteous nods to the conpany, the Cords went straight to the horses and began exam ni ng

t hem

"Now, " Lithe continued, "I must depart. The word of your com ng rmust cross the Plains. The

W nhones nust prepare for you. Follow Rustah. He is nearest to his Maneing. Hail, Lords! W will
eat together at nightfall of the new day."

Wthout waiting for a reply, the Manethrall turned southward and sprinted away. She ran with
surprising speed; in a few nonents, she had crested a hill and vani shed from si ght.

Wat chi ng her go, Mioramsaid to Covenant, "It is said that a Manethrall can ran with the Ranyhyn -
for a short tine."

Behind them Cord Humnuttered, "It is said and it is true."

Whoram faced the Cord. He stood as if waiting to speak. H s appearance was much |ike Lithe's,
though his hair had not been permitted to grow as |long as hers, and his features had a dour cast.
When he had Mhoranis attention, he said, "There is a grass which will heal your horses. | nust

| eave you to bring it."

Gently, the Lord responded, "The knowing is yours. Do what is best."

Hum s eyes wi dened, as if he had not expected soft words from people who nistreated horses. Then
uncertain of his novenents, he saluted Moramin Lords' fashion. Moramreturned a Ranen bow. Hum
grinned, and was about to gallop away when Covenant abruptly asked, "Wy don't you ride? You' ve
got all those Ranyhyn."

Whoram noved swiftly to restrain Covenant. But the damage was al ready done. Hum stared as if he
had heard bl aspheny, and his strong fingers twitched the rope fromabout his waist, holding it
between his fists like a garrote. "W do not ride."

"Have a care, Hurn," said Cord Rustah softly. "The Manethrall welcomed him"

Hum gl ared at his compani on, then roughly reknotted his rope around his waist. He spun away from
t he conpany, and soon vani shed as if he had di sappeared into the earth.

G i ppi ng Covenant's arm Moramsaid sternly, "The Ranen serve the Ranyhyn. That is their reason
for life. Do not affront them Unbeliever. They are quick to anger-and the deadliest hunters in
the Land. There might be a hundred of themwthin the range of nmy voice, and you woul d never know.
If they chose to slay you, you would die ignorant."

Covenant felt the force of the warning. It seened to invest the surrounding grass with eyes that
peered bal efully. He felt conspicuous, as if his green-nmapped robe were a guide for deadly
intentions hidden in the ground. He was trenbling again.

Whi l e Hum was away, the rest of the Cords worked on the horses-caressing, cajoling theminto
taki ng water and food. Under their hands, nobst of the mustangs grew steadier. Satisfied that their
mounts were in good hands, the Lords went to talk with Quaan and Tuvor; and around them the
warriors began preparing food.

Covenant cursed the aroma. He lay on the stiff grass and tried to still his gnawi ng enpti ness hy
staring at the sky. Fatigue caught up with him and he dozed for a while. But soon he was roused
by a new snell which nade his hunger sting in his guts. It came fromclunps of rich, ferny flowers
that the horses were munchi ng-the healing herbs which Cord Hum had brought for them Al the
horses were on their feet now, and they seened to gain strength visibly as they ate. The piquant
odor of the flowers gave Covenant a nomentary vision of hinmself on his hands and knees, chew ng
like the horses, and he nmuttered in suppressed savagery, "Damm horses eat better than we do."
Cord Rustah snmiled oddly, and said, "This grass is poison to hunans. It is amani bhavam the flower
of health and madness. Horses it heals, but men and wonen-ah, they are not enough for it."
Covenant answered with a glare, and tried to stifle the groan of his hunger. He felt a perverse
desire to taste the grass; it sang to his senses delectably. Yet the thought that he had been



brought so Iow was bitter to him and he savored its sourness instead of food.

Certainly, the plants worked wonders for the horses. Soon they were feeding and drinking normally-
and | ooked sturdy enough to bear riders again. The Questers finished their neal, then packed away
their supplies. The Cords pronounced the horses ready to travel. Shortly, the riders were on their
way south over the swift hills of Ra, with the Ranen trotting easily beside them

Under the hooves of the horses, the grasslands rolled and passed like mld billows, giving the
conmpany an inpression of speed. They rode over the hardy grass up and down short |ow sl opes, along
shal | ow val | eys between copses and small woods beside thin streanms, across broad flats. It was a
rough land. Except for the faithful aliantha, the terrain was unrefined by fruit trees or
cultivation or any flowers other than amani bhavam But still the Plains seemed full of elenenta
life, as if the low, quick hills were fornmed by the pulse of the soil, and the stiff grass were
rich enough to feed anything strong enough to bear its nourishment. \Wen the sun began to set, the
bracken on the hillsides glowed purple. Herds of nilgai came out of the woods to drink at the
streans, and ravens flocked clanorously to the broad chintz trees which dotted the flats.

But the riders gave nost of their attention to the roam ng Ranyhyn. Wether galloping by Iike
triunphal banners or capering together in evening play, the great horses wore an aura of nmjesty,
as if the very ground they thundered on were proud of their creation. They called in fierce joy to
the bearers of the Bloodguard, and these chargers did little dances with their hooves, as if they
could not restrain the exhilaration of their return hone. Then the unnmounted Ranyhyn dashed away,
full of gay blood and unfetterabl e energy, whinnying as they ran. Their calls nade the air tingle
with vitality.

Soon the sun set in the west, bidding farewell to the Plains with a flare of orange. Covenant

wat ched it go with dour satisfaction. He was tired of horses -tired of Ranyhyn and Ranmen and

Bl oodguard and Lords and quests, tired of the unrest of life. He wanted darkness and sl eep

despite the bl ood burn of his ring, the new coning crescent of the noon, and the vulture w ngs of
horror.

But when the sun was gone, Rustah told Prothall that the conpany woul d have to keep on riding.
There was danger, he said. Warnings had been left in the grass by other Ranen. The conpany woul d
have to ride until they were safe-a few | eagues nore. So they travel ed onward. Later, the noon
rose, and its defiled sliver turned the night to blood, calling up a lurid answer from Covenant's
ring and his hungry soul

Then Rustah slowed the riders, warned themto silence. Wth as nmuch stealth as they could nuster
they angled up the south side of a hill, and stopped just belowits crest. The conpany di snounted,
left a few of the Bl oodguard to watch over the horses, and followed the Cords to the hilltop

Low, flat ground lay to the north. The Cords peered across it for some tine, then pointed.

Covenant fought the fatigue of his eyes and the crinson dimess until he thought he saw a dark
patch nmovi ng sout hward over the flat.

"Kresh," whispered Hurn. "Yell ow wol ves- Fangt hane's brood. They have crossed Roansedge."

"Wait for us," Rustah breathed. "You will be safe."

He and the other Cords faded into the night.

Instinctively, the conpany drew cl oser together, and stared with throbbing eyes through the thin
red light which seened to ooze like sweat fromthe noving darkness on the flat. In suspense, they
stood hushed, hardly breathing.

Pietten sat in Llaura's arnms, as wi de awake as a vigil.

|l earned | ater that the pack numbered fifteen of the great yell ow wol ves. Their fore-shoul ders were
wai st-high on a man; they had massive jaws |lined with curved, ripping fangs, and yel |l ow omni vorous
eyes. They were drooling on the trail of two Ranyhyn foals protected only by a stallion and his
mare. The | egends of the Ramen said that the breath of such kresh was hot enough to scorch the
ground, and they left a weal of pain across the grass wherever their plundering took them But all
Covenant saw now was an approachi ng dar kness, growi ng | arger nmonent by nonent.

Then to his uncertain eyes the rear of the pack appeared to swirl in confusion briefly; and as the
wol ves noved on he thought he could see two or three black dots |ying notionless on the flat.

The pack swirled again. This tine, several short hows of surprise and fear broke the silence. One
harsh snarl was suddenly choked off. The neat instant, the pack started a straight dash toward the
conpany, leaving five nore dots behind. But now Covenant was sure that the dots were dead wol ves
Three nore kresh dropped. Now he could see three figures |eap away fromthe dead and sprint after
the survivors

They vani shed into shadows at the foot of the hill. Fromthe darkness cane sounds of fighting-
enraged snarls, the snap of jaws that missed their mark, bones cracking.

Then sil ence fl ooded back into the night. The apprehensi on of the conpany sharpened, for they
coul d see nothing; the shadow reached alnost to the crest of the hill where they stood.



Abruptly, they heard the sound of frantic running. It cane directly toward them

Prothall sprang forward. He raised his staff, and blue fire flared fromits tip. The sudden |ight
reveal ed a I one kresh with hatred in its eyes pelting at him

Tuvor reached Prothall's side an instant before Foanfollower. But the G ant went ahead to neet the
wol f' s charge

Then, without warning, Cord G ace rose out of hiding squarely in front of the wolf. She executed
her movenent as smoothly as if she were dancing. As she stood, a swift jerk freed her rope. When
the kresh sprang at her, she flipped a | oop of the rope around its neck, and stepped neatly aside,
turning as she did so to brace her feet. The force of the wolf's charge as it hit her noose broke
its neck. The yank pulled her fromher feet, but she rolled lightly to one side, keeping pressure
on the rope, and cane to her feet in a position to finish the kresh if it were still alive.

The Eoman net her performance with a | ow nurnur of admiration. She glanced toward them and snil ed
diffidently in the blue Iight of Prothall's staff. Then she turned to greet the other Cords as
they | oped out of the shadow of the hill. They were uninjured. Al the wolves were dead.

Lowering his staff, Prothall gave the Cords a Ramen bow. "Wl | done," he said. They bowed in
acknow edgnent

When he extingui shed his staff, red darkness returned to the hilltop. In the bloodlight, the
riders began noving back to their horses. But Bannor stepped over to the dead wolf and pulled

G ace's rope fromaround its neck. Holding the cord in a fighting grip, he stretched it taut.

"A good weapon," he said with his awkward inflectionlessness. "The Ranmen did mghty work with it
in the days when Hi gh Lord Kevin fought Corruption openly."” Sonething in his tone rem nded
Covenant that the Bl oodguard were |lusty nmen who had gone unwi ved for nore than two thousand years.
Then, on the spur of an obscure inpul se, Bannor tightened his muscles, and the rope snapped.
Shruggi ng slightly, he dropped the pieces on the dead kresh. H's novenent had the finality of a
prophecy. Wthout a glance at Cord Grace, he left the hilltop to nount the Ranyhyn that had chosen
hi m

NI NETEEN: Ri ngt hane's Choi ce

CORD Rustah informed Prothall that, according to Ranen custom dead renders of the Ranyhyn were
left for the vultures. The Ranmen had no desire to honor kresh, or to affront the earth, by burying
them and pyres raised the danger of fire on the Plains. So the riders could rest as soon as their
horses were away fromthe snell of death. The Cord | ed the conpany on southward for nearly a

| eague until he was satisfied that no night breeze would carry unrest to the aninals. Then the
Quest canped.

Covenant slept fitfully, as if he lay with the point of a spike against his stomach; and when the
dawn cane, he felt as ineffectual as if he had spent the night trying to counterpunch hunger. And
when his nose tasted again the tangy snell of the poi son amani bhavam the sensation nade his eyes
water as if he had been struck

He did not believe that he could hold hinmself upright much longer. But he still did not have the
answer he needed. He had found no new insight, and the green handi work of Morinnmpbss on his robe
seened illegible. A sure instinct told himthat he could find what he |lacked in the extrenmty of

hunger. Wen his conpani ons had eaten, and were ready to travel again, he clinbed dully onto
Dura's back and rode with them H s eyes dripped senselessly fromtine to tine, but he was not
weeping. He felt charged with passion, but could not let it out. The grief of his |leprosy did not
pernmit any such rel ease.

In contrast to the cold ash of his nood, the day was cheery, full of bright, unclouded sun and a
war m nort hward breeze, of deep sky and swift hills. Soon the rest of the conpany had surrendered
to the spell of the Plains-an incantation woven by the proud roam ng of the Ranyhyn. Tinme and
again, mghty horses cantered or raced by, glancing aside at the riders with [aughter in their
eyes and keen shimering calls in their throats. The sight of them added a spring to the strides
of the Cords, and as the norning passed, Grace and Thew sang toget her

Run, Ranyhyn:

gal I op, play-

feed, and drink, and coat-gl oss gl eam

You are the marrow of the earth.

No rein will curb, or bit contro

no claw or fang unpuni shed rend; no horse-bl ood drop w thout the healing grass.
We are the Ranmen, born to serve



Manet hral | curry,

Cord protect,

W nhone hearth and bed anneal -

our feet do not bear our hearts away.
Grass-grown hooves, and forehead stars;
hocks and wi thers earth-wood bl oom
regal Ranyhyn, gallop, run-

we serve the Tail of the Sky,

Mane of the World.

Heari ng the song, Ranyhyn pranced around the conpany and away, running as snoothly as if the
ground flowed in their strides.

In Foanfollower's arns, Pietten stirred and shook off his day sleep for a while to watch the
Ranyhyn with sonething like longing in his blank eyes. Prothall and Mhoram sat relaxed in their
saddles, as if for the first time since |eaving Revelstone they felt that the conpany was safe.
And tears ran down Covenant's face as if it were a wall.

In his enptiness, the heat of the sun confused him H's head seenmed to be ful mnating, and the
sensation made himfeel that he was perched on an unsteady

hei ght, where great gulfs of vertiginous grass snapped |ike wilves at his heels. But the clingor
of his saddle held himon Dura's back. After a time, he dozed into a dream where he danced and
wept and nade | ove at the conmands of a satirical puppeteer

When he awoke, it was mid afternoon, and there were nmountains across nost of the horizon ahead.
The conpany was meking good time. In fact, the horses were cantering now, as if the Plains gave
them nore energy than they could contain. For a nonent, he | ooked ahead to Manhone, where, he
foresaw, a m sgui ded and val uel ess respect for his wedding ring would offer himto the Ranyhyn as
a prospective rider. This was surely one of Prothall's reasons for choosing to visit the Plains of
Ra before approachi ng Mount Thunder. Honor the ur-Lord, the Ringthane. Ah, hell! He tried to

envi sion hinself riding a Ranyhyn, but his inmagination could not make the | eap; nore than anything
el se except Andel ain, the great, dangerous, Earthpowerful horses quintessenced the Land. And Joan
had been a breaker of horses. For some reason, the thought nmade his nose sting, and he tried to
hol d back his tears by gritting his teeth.

The rest of the afternoon he passed by watching the nmountains. They grew ahead of the conpany as
if the peaks were slowy clanmbering to their feet. Curving away southwest and northeast, the range
was not as high as the nountains behind Mthil Stonedown, but it was rugged and raw, as if high
pi nnacl es had been shattered to nake those forbidding, inmpenetrable. Covenant did not know what

| ay behind the mountains, and did not want to know. Their inpenetrability gave himan obscure
confort, as if they carne between himand sonmething he could not bear to see.

They stood up nore swiftly now as the conpany rode at a slow run toward them The sun was di pping
into the western plains as the riders entered the foothills of a precipitous outcropping of the
range. And their backs were hued in orange and pink as they crossed a last rise, and reached a
broad flat glade at the foot of the cliff.

There, at |ast, was Manhone.

The bottomof the cliff face for the last two hundred fifty or three hundred feet inclined sharply
inward al ong a broad, half-oval front, leaving a cave |like a deep, vertical bow in the rock. Far
back in the cave, where they were protected fromthe weather, and yet still exposed to the open
air, were the hooped tents of the Ranen families. And in the front under the shelter of the cliff
was the conmunal area, the open space and fires where the Ranmen cooked and tal ked and danced and
sang toget her when they were not out on the Plains with the Ranyhyn. The whol e pl ace seened
austere, as if generations of Ramen had not worn a welconme for thenselves in the stone; for
Manhone was only a center, a beginning for the Plainsroan ng of a nomadi c peopl e.

Per haps seventy Ranmen gathered to watch the conpany approach. They were nearly all Wnhones, the
young and ol d of the Ranen, and others who needed safety and a secure bed. Unlike the Cords and
Manethralls, they had no fighting ropes.

But Lithe was there, and she wal ked lightly out to neet the conpany with three other Ramen whom
Covenant took to be Manethralls al so; they wore necklets of yellow flowers |ike hers, and carried
their cords in their hair rather than at their waists. The conpany halted, and Prothall disnounted
before the Manethralls. He bowed to themin the Ranmen fashion, and they gestured their welconme in
return. "Hail again, Lords fromafar," said Lithe. "Hail Ri ngthane and Hi gh Lord and G ant and

Bl oodguard. Be wel conme to the hearth and bed of Manhone."

At her salutation, the Wnhones surged forward fromunder the cliff. As the riders got down from
their horses, each was greeted by a smling Wnhone bearing a small band of woven flowers. Wth



gestures of ritual stateliness, they fastened the bands to the right wists of their guests.
Covenant clinbed off Dura, and found a shy-bold Ranmen girl no nore than fifteen or sixteen years
ol d standing before him She had fine black hair that draped her shoul ders, and soft w de brown
eyes. She did not snile; she seened awed to find herself greeting

the Ringthane, the wielder of the white gold. Carefully, she reached out to put her flowers around
his wist.

Their smell staggered him and he nearly retched. The band was woven of amani bhavam Its tang
burned his nose like acid, made himso hungry that he felt about to vomt chunks of enptiness. He
was hel pless to stop the tears that ran fromhis eyes.

Wth a face full of solemity, the Wnhonme girl raised her hands and touched his tears as if they
wer e precious.

Behi nd him the Ranyhyn of the Bl oodguard were galloping off into the freedomof the Plains. The
Cords were | eading the company's horses away to be tended, and nore Ramen cantered into the gl ade
in answer to the news of the Quest's arrival. But Covenant kept his eyes on the girl, stared at
her as if she were a kind of food. Finally she answered his gaze by saying, "I am Wnhone Gay.
Soon | will share enough knowing to join the Cords." After an instant of hesitation, she added, "I
amto care for you while you guest here." Wien he did not respond, she said hurriedly, "Qhers
will gladly serve if my welconme is not accepted."

Covenant remained silent for a nmonment |onger, clenching his useless ferocity. But then he gathered
his strength for one final refusal. "I don't need anything. Don't touch me." The words hurt his

t hr oat .

A hand touched his shoulder. He glanced around to find Foanfoll ower beside him The G ant was

| ooki ng down at Covenant, but he spoke to the pain of rejection in Gay's face. "Do not be sad,
little Wnhone," he nmurnured. "Covenant Ringthane tests us. He does not speak his heart."”

Gay snmiled gratefully up at Foanfoll ower, then said with sudden sauciness, "Not so little, G ant.
Your size deceives you. | have al nbst reached Cording."

Her gi be appeared to take a nonent to penetrate Foanfollower. Then his stiff beard tw tched.
Abruptly, he began to laugh. H's glee nounted; it echoed off the cliff above Manhone until the
nmount ai n seened to share his elation, and the infectious sound spread until everyone near hi mwas
| aughi ng wi t hout knowi ng why. For a long nonent, he threw out gales as if he were bl owing debris
from his soul

But Covenant turned away, unable to bear the |oud weight of the Gant's hunor. Hellfire, he

grow ed. Hell and bl ood. Wiat are you doing to nme? He had made no decision, and now his capacity
for self-denial seemed spent.

So when Gay offered to guide himto his seat for the feast which the Wnhones had prepared, he
foll owed her nunbly. She took hi munder the ponderous overhang of the cliff to a central, clear
space with a canpfire burning in the mddle. Myst of the conpany had al ready entered Manhone.
There were two other fires, and the Ranmen divided the conpany into three groups: the Bl oodguard
sat around one of the fires; Quaan and his fourteen warriors around another; and in the center

the Ranen invited Prothall, Moram Foanfollower, Llaura, Pietten, and Covenant to join the
Manethral |l s. Covenant |et hinself be steered until he was sitting cross-legged on the snooth stone
floor, across the circle fromProthall, Moram and Foanfollower. Four Manethralls made pl aces for

t hensel ves beside the Lords, and Lithe seated herself near Covenant. The rest of the circle was
filled with Cords who had cone in fromthe Plains with their Manethrall teachers.

Most of the W nhomes bustled around cooking fires farther back in the cave, but one stood behind
each guest, waiting to serve. Gay attended Covenant, and she hunmmed a |ight nel ody whi ch reni nded
hi m of anot her song he had once heard.

Sonething there is in beauty which grows in the soul of the beholder like a flower.

Under the wood snoke and t he cooking odors, he thought that he could snmell Gay's cl ean, grassy

fragrance

As he sat |unpishly on the stone, the |ast glow of the sunset waved orange and gold on the roof
Iike an affectionate farewell. Then the sun was gone. N ght spread over the Plains; canpfire
flanes gave the only light in Manhone. The air was full of bustle and lowtalk like a hill breeze

rich in Ranyhyn scent. But the food Covenant dreaded did not cone inmediately. First, some of the
Cords danced. ..

Three of them perforned within the circle where Covenant sat. They danced around the fire with
hi gh pranci ng novenents and sang a nickering song to the beat of conplex clapping fromthe

W nhones. The snooth flow of their |inbs, the sudden eruptions of the dance, the dark tan of their
skins, nmade themlook as if they were enacting the pulse of the Plains-dancing the pul se by making
it fast enough for human eyes to see. And they repeatedly bent their bodies so that the firelight
cast horselike shadows on the walls and ceiling.



Cccasional ly, the dancers | eaped cl ose enough to Covenant for himto hear their song:

Grass-grown hooves, and forehead stars; hocks and w thers, earth-wood bl oom regal Ranyhyn
gallop, run we serve the Tail of the Sky, Mane of the World.

The words and the dance nade himfeel that they expressed sone secret know edge, sone vision that
he needed to share. The feeling repelled hinm he tore his eyes away fromthe dancers to the
glowi ng coals of the fire. Wen the dance was done, he went on staring into the fire's heart with
a gaze full of vague trepidations.

Then the W nhones brought food and drink to the circles. Using broad | eaves for plates, they piled
stew and wild potatoes before their guests. The neal was savory with rare herbs which the Ranen
relished in their cooking, and soon the Questers were deep in the feast. For a long tine the only
sounds in Manhone were those of serving and eating.

In the midst of the feast, Covenant sat like a stunted tree. He did not respond to anything Gay
offered him He stared at the fire; there was one coal in it which burned redly, |ike the night
glow of his ring. He was doing a kind of VSE in his mnd, studying his extremties fromend to
end; and his heart ached in the conviction that he was about to find some utterly unexpected spot
of leprosy. He |ooked as if he were w thering.

After a tine, people began to talk again. Prothall and Mioram handed their |eaf plates back to the
W nhones, and turned their attention to the Manethralls. Covenant caught glinpses of their
conversation. They were di scussing himthe nessage he had brought to them the role he played in
the fate of the Land. Their physical confort contrasted strangely with the seriousness of their
wor ds.

Near them Foanfoll ower described the plight of Llaura and Pietten to one of the Manethralls.
Covenant scow ed into the fire. He did not need to | ook down to see the blood change which cane
over his ring; he could feel the radiation of wong fromthe netal. He conceal ed the band under
his fist and trenbl ed.

The stone ceiling seemed to hover over himlike a cruel wing of revelation, awaiting the nonent of
his greatest hel pl essness to plunge onto his exposed neck. He was abysmally hungry.

I''mgoing crazy, he muttered into the flanes.

W nhone Gay urged himto eat, but he did not respond.

Across the circle, Prothall was explaining the purpose of his Quest. The Manethralls |istened
uncertainly, as if they had trouble seeing the connection between evils far away and the Pl ai ns of
Ra. So the High Lord told them what had been done to Andel ain.

Pietten gazed with bl ank unfocus out into the night, as if he were | ooking forward to noonri se.
Beside him Llaura spoke quietly with the Cords around her, grateful for the Ramen hospitality.
As Foanfol | omer detailed the horrors which had been practiced on the two survivors of Soaring
Wyodhel ven, his forehead knotted under the effort he nade to contain his enotion.

The fire shone Iike a door with an intol erable nenace waiting behind it. The back of Covenant's
neck was stiff with vulnerability, and his eyes stared blindly, like knothol es.

The green stains on his robe marked himlike a warning that said, Leper outcast unclean

He was nearing the end of his VSE. Behind himwas the inpossibility of believing the Land true.
And before himwas the inpossibility of believing it false.

Abruptly, Gay entered the circle and confronted him w th her hands on her hips and her eyes
flashing. She stood with her legs slightly apart, so that he saw the bl oody coals of the fire

bet ween her thighs.

He gl anced up at her

"You nust take food," she scolded. "Already you are half dead." Her shoul ders were squared,
drawi ng her shift tight over her breasts. She rem nded himof Lena.

Prothall was saying, "He has not told us all that occurred at the Cel ebration. The ravage of the
Waiths was not prevented-yet we believe he fought the urviles in some way. Hi s compani on bl amed
both herself and himfor the ill which befell the Dance."

Covenant trenbl ed. Like Lena, he thought. Lena?

Dar kness pounced at himlike claws of vertigo.

Lena?

For an instant, his vision was obscured by roaring and bl ack waters. Then he crashed to his feet.
He had done that to Lena-done that? He flung the girl aside and junped toward the fire. Lena!

Swi nging his staff Iike an ax, he chopped at the blaze. But he could not fight off the nmenory,
could not throw it back. The staff twisted with the force of the blow, fell fromhis hands. Sparks
and coals shattered, flewin all directions. He had done that to her! Shaking his half-fist at
Prothall, he cried, "She was wong! | couldn't help it!"-thinking, Lena! What have | done?- "lI'ma
| eper!™"

Around him people sprang to their feet. Mioram cane forward quickly, stretched out a restraining



hand. "Softly, Covenant," he said. "Wat is wong? W are guests.”

But even while he protested, Covenant knew that Atiaran had not been wong. He had seen hinself
kill at the battle of Soaring Wodhel ven, and had thought in his folly that being a killer was
sonet hi ng new for him sonething unprecedented. But it was not sonething he had recently becone;
he had been that way fromthe beginning of the dream fromthe beginning. In an intuitive |eap, he
saw that there was no difference between what the ur-viles had done to the Waiths and what he had
done to Lena. He had been serving Lord Foul since his first day in the Land.

"No!" he spat as if he were boiling in acid. "No, | won't do it anynore. |I'mnot going to be the
victimanynore. | will not be waited on by children." He shook with the ague of his rage as he
cried at hinself, You raped her! You stinking bl oody bastard!

He felt as weak as if the understanding of what he had done corroded his bones.

Moram said intently, "Unbeliever! Wat is wong?"

"No!" Covenant repeated. "No!" He was trying to shout, but his voice sounded distant, crippled. "I
wWill not-tolerate-this. It isn't right. I amgoing to survive! Do you hear ne?"

"Who are you?" Manethrall Lithe hissed through taut lips. Wth a quick shake of her head, a flick
of her wist, she pulled the cord fromher hair and held it battle-ready.

Prot hall caught her arm His old voice rattled with authority and supplication. "Forgive,
Manethrall. This matter is beyond you. He holds the wild magic that destroys peace. W nust
forgive."

"Forgive?" Covenant tried to shout. His legs failed under him but he did not fall. Bannor held
himerect frombehind. "You can't forgive."

"Do you ask to be punished?" Moram said incredul ously. "Wat have you done?"

"Ask?" Covenant struggled to recollect sonething. Then he found it. He knew what he had to do.
"No. Call the Ranyhyn."

"What ?" snapped Lithe in indignation. And all the Ramen echoed her protest.

"The Ranyhyn! Call them"”

"Are you mad? Have a care, Ringthane. W are the

Ranmen. W do not call-we serve. They cone as they will. They are not for your calling. And they do
not conme at night."
"Call, I tell you! I! Call them"

Sonething in his terrible urgency confounded her. She hesitated, stared at himin confused anger
and protest and unexpected conpassion, then turned on her heel and strode out of Manhore.
Supported by Bannor, Covenant tottered out fromunder the oppressive weight of the nountain. The
conpany and the Ranen trailed after himlike a wake of dumbfounded outrage. Behind them the red
noon had just crested the nountain; and the distant Plains, visible beyond the foothills in front
of Manhome, were already awash with crinmson. The incarnadine flood seemed to untexture the earth,
translate rock and soil and grass into decay and bitter bl ood.

The peopl e spread out on either side of the flat so that the open ground was lit by the canmpfires.
Into the night wal ked Lithe, noving toward the Plains until she stood near the far edge of the

gl ade. Covenant stopped and watched her. Unsteadily, but resolutely, he freed hinmself from
Bannor's supportstood on his own |like a wecked galleon |eft by the tide, perched inpossibly high
on a reef. Myving woodenly, he went toward Lithe.

Before him the bloody vista of the noonlight lay |like a dead sea, and it tugged at himas it
flowed closer with each degree of the noonrise. His ring snoldered coldly. He felt that he was the
| odestone. Sky and earth were alike hued scarlet, and he wal ked outward as if he were the pole on
whi ch the red night turnedhe and his ring the force which conpelled that tide of violated night.
Soon he stood in the center of the open fiat.

A wi ndi ng-sheet of silence enwapped the onl ookers.

Ahead of him Manethrall Lithe spread her arms as if she were beckoning the darkness toward her
Abruptly, she gave a shrill cry. "Kel enbhrabanal marushyn! Rushyn hynyn kel enkoor rillynarunal
Ranyhyn Kel enbhrabanal!” Then she whistled once. It echoed off the cliff like a shriek

For a | ong nonent, silence choked the flat. Striding defiantly, Lithe noved back toward Manhone.
As she passed Covenant, she snapped, "I have called." Then she was behind him and he faced the
si ege of the noonlight al one.

But shortly there came a runbling of hooves. G eat horses pounded the distance; the sound swelled
as if the hills thenmselves were rolling Manhone-ward. Scores of Ranyhyn approached. Covenant

| ocked his knees to keep hinself upright. H's heart felt too weak to go on beating. He was dinmy
consci ous of the hushed suspense of the spectators.

Then the outer edge of the flat seened to rise up redly, and a wave of Ranyhyn broke into the
opennearly a hundred chargers gall oping abreast |like a wall at Covenant.

A cry of amazenent and admiration cane fromthe Ranen. Few of the ol dest Manethralls had ever seen



so many Ranyhyn at one tine.

And Covenant knew that he was | ooking at the proudest flesh of the Land. He feared that they were
going to tranple him

But the pounding wall broke away to his left, ran around himuntil he was conpletely encircled.
Manes and tails tossing, forehead stars catching the firelight as they flashed past, five score
Ranyhyn thundered on the turf and enclosed him The sound of their hooves roared in his ears.
Their circle drew tighter as they ran. Their reeling strength snatched at his fear, pulled him
around with themas if he were trying to face themall at once. His heart |abored painfully. He
could not turn fast enough to keep up with them The effort nmade hi mstunble, |ose his bal ance,
fall to his knees.

But the next instant, he was erect again, with his |legs planted against the vertigo of their
circling, and his face contorted as if he were screanming-a cry lost in the thunder of Ranyhyn
hooves. His arms spread as if they were braced agai nst opposing walls of night.

Slowy, tortuously, the circle cane stanping and fretting to a halt. The Ranyhyn faced i nward
toward Covenant. Their eyes rolled, and several of themhad froth on their lips. At first, he
failed to conprehend their enotion.

From t he onl ookers canme a sudden cry: He recognized Llaura's voice. Turning, he saw Pietten
running toward the horses, with Llaura struggling after him too far behind to catch him The
child had caught everyone by surprise; they had been watchi ng Covenant. Now Pietten reached the
circle and scranbl ed anong the frenzied feet of the Ranyhyn.

It seenmed inpossible that he would not be tranmpled. Hi s head was no |arger than one of their
hooves, and the chargers were stanping, skittering. Then Covenant saw his chance. Wth an
instinctive | eap, he snatched Pietten fromunder one of the horses.

Hi s hal f-unfingered hand could not retain its grip; Pietten spraw ed away fromhim | nmediately,
the child junped to his feet. He dashed at Covenant and struck as hard as he coul d.

"They hate you!" he raged. "Go away!"

Moonlight fell into the flat as if it had sprung fromthe sides of the nmountain. In the crinson
glow, Pietten's little face | ooked |ike a wastel and.

The child struggled, but Covenant lifted himoff the ground, gripped himto his chest with both
arns. Restraining Pietten in his hug, he |ooked up at the Ranyhyn.

Now he understood. In the past, he had been too busy avoiding themto notice how they reacted to
him They were not threatening him These great chargers were terrified-terrified of him Their
eyes shied off his face, and they scattered foamfl ecks about them The nuscles of their |egs and
chests quivered. Yet they canme agoni zed forward. Their old role was reversed. Instead of choosing
their riders, they were subnmitting thenselves to his choice.

On an inpul se, he unwapped his left armfromPietten and flourished his cold red ring at one of
the horses. It flinched and ducked as if he had thrust a serpent at it, but it held its ground.
He gripped Pietten again. The child' s struggles were weaker now, as if Covenant's hug slowy
snmot hered him But the Unbeliever clung. He stared wildly at the Ranyhyn, and wavered as if he
could not regain his bal ance.

But he had al ready made his decision. He had seen the Ranyhyn recognize his ring. C enching

Pietten to his heart like a helm he cried, "Listen!" in a voice as hoarse as a sob. "Listen. |'I]I
make a bargain with you. Get it right. Hellfire! Get it right. A bargain. Listen. | can't stand-
I"'mfalling apart. Apart." He clenched Pietten. "I see-lI see what's happening to you. You're
afraid. You' re afraid of nme. You think I'"msonme kind of- Al right. You' re free. | don't choose

any of you."

The Ranyhyn watched himfearfully.

"But you've got to do things for ne. You ve got to back off!" That wail al nost took the |ast of
his strength. "You-the Land-" he panted, pleaded, Let ne be! "Don't ask so much." But he knew t hat
he needed sonething nore fromthemin return for his forbearance, sonething nore than their
willingness to suffer his Unbelief.

"Listen-listen. If | need you, you had better cone. So that | don't have to be a hero. Get it
right." His eyes bled tears, but he was not weeping.

"And-and there's one nmore thing. One nore. Lena-" Lena! "Agirl. She lives in Mthil Stonedown.
Daughter of Trell and Atiaran. | want-lI want one of you to go to her. Tonight. And every year. At
the last full noon before the mddle of spring. Ranyhyn are what she dreans about."

He shook the tears out of his eyes, and saw t he Ranyhyn regarding himas if they understood
everything he had tried to say.

"Now go," he gasped. "Have nmercy on ne."

Wth a sudden, bursting, united neigh, all the Ranyhyn reared around him pawi ng the air over his
head as if they were delivering pronises. Then they wheeled, whinnying with relief, and charged



away from Manhone. The noonlight did not appear to touch them They dropped over the edge of the
flat and vanished as if they were being welcomed into the arns of the earth.

Al nost at once, Llaura reached Covenant's side. Slowy, he released Pietten to her. She gave hima
I ong | ook that he could not read, then turned away. He foll owed her, trudging as if he were
overburdened with the pieces of hinmself. He could hear the amazenent of the Ranmen-amazenent too
strong for themto feel any offense at what he had done. He was beyond them he could hear it.
"They reared to him" the whispers ran. But he did not care. He was perversely sick with the sense
that he had mastered nothing, proved nothing, resolved nothing.

Lord Mhoram cane out to join him Covenant did not neet Mioram s gaze, but he heard conpl ex wonder
in the Lord' s voice as he said, "Ur-Lord-ah! Such honor has never been done to nortal man or

wonman. Many have come to the Plains, and have been offered to the Ranyhyn-and refused. And when
Lord Tamarantha ny nother was offered, five Ranyhyn came to consider her-five. It was a higher
honor than she had dreaned possible. W could not hear. Have you refused thenf? Refused?"
"Refused," Covenant groaned. They hate ne.

He pushed past Mioram and shanbl ed into Manhome. Mving unsteadily, like a ship with a broken
keel , he headed toward the nearest cooking fire. The Ranen made way for him watched him pass with
awe in their faces. He did not care. He reached the fire and grabbed the first food he saw. The
meat slipped in his halfhand, so he held it with his left fist and devoured it.

He ate, blankly, swallow ng food in chunks and taking nore by the fistful. Then he wanted
sonething to drink. He | ooked around, discovered Foanfollower standing nearby with a flagon of

di anondraught dwarfed in his huge hand.

Covenant took the flagon and drained it. Then he stood nunbly still, waiting for the

di anondraught's effect.

It cane swiftly. Soon m st began to fill his head. Hs hearing seened hollow, as if he were
listening to Manhone fromthe bottomof a well. He knew that he was going to pass out-wanted
hungrily to pass out-but

before he | ost consciousness, the hurt in his chest made himsay, "Gant, |I-I need friends."

"Why do you believe that you have none?"

Covenant blinked, and saw everything that he had done in the Land. "Don't be ridicul ous."

"Then you do believe that we are real."

"What ?" Covenant groped for the G ant's neaning with hands which had no fingers.

"You think us capable of not forgiving you," Foanfoll ower explained. "Who would forgive you nore
readi ly than your drean®"

"No," the Unbeliever said. "Dreans-never forgive."

Then he lost the firelight and Foanfoll ower's kind face, and stunbled into sleep

TVENTY: A Question of Hope

HE wandered w ncing in sleep, expecting nightmares. But he had none. Through the vague rise and
fall of his drifting as if even asleep his senses were alert to the Land-he felt that he was being
distantly watched. The gaze on hi mwas anxi ous and beneficent; it rem nded himof the old beggar
who had made himread an essay on "the fundanental question of ethics.”

When he woke up, he found that Manhone was bright with sunshine.

The shadowed ceiling of the cave was dim but light reflecting off the village floor seened to
di spel the oppressive weight of the stone. And the sun reached far enough into Manhone to tel
Covenant that he had awakened early in the afternoon of a warm pre-sunmer day. He |ay near the
back of the cave in an atnosphere of stillness. Beside himsat Saltheart Foanfoll ower.

Covenant closed his eyes nonentarily. He felt he had survived a gauntlet. And he had an unfocused
sense that his bargain was going to work. Wen he .' | ooked up again, he asked, "How | ong have |
been asl eep?’ as if he had just been roused fromthe dead.

"Hai | and wel cone, ny friend," returned the G ant. "You make ny di anondraught appear weak. You
have slept for only a night and a norning."

Stretching | uxuriously, Covenant said, "Practice. | do so much of it-1'm beconi ng an expert."
"Arare skill," Foanfollower chuckl ed.

"Not really. There're nore of us |lepers than you might think." Abruptly he frowned as if he had
caught hinmself in an unwitting violation of his pronised forbearance. In order to avoid being
taken seriously, he added in a |ugubrious tone, "W're everywhere."

But his attenpt at hunmor only appeared to puzzle the Gant. After a nmoment, Foanfollower said
slowly, "Are the others- “Leper' is not a good name. It is too short for such as you. | do not



know t he word, but ny ears hear nothing in it but cruelty."

Covenant sat up and pushed off his blankets. "It's s not cruel, exactly.” The subject appeared to
shame him Wile he spoke, he could not neet Foanfollower's gaze. "It's either a neaningl ess
accidentor a “just desert.' If it were cruel, it would happen nore often."

"More often?"

"Sure. If leprosy were an act of cruelty-by God or whatever-it wouldn't be so rare. Wy be
satisfied with a few t housand abject victinms when you could have a few ml1lion?"

"Accident," Foanfollower nmurrmured. "Just. My friend, you bew | der nme. You speak with such haste.
Per haps the Despi ser of your world has only a linmted power to oppose its Creator."

"Maybe. Somehow | don't think my world works that way."

"Yet you said-did you not?-that |epers are everywhere."

"That was a joke. O a netaphor." Covenant made another effort to turn his sarcasminto hunor. "
can never tell the difference."

Foanf ol | ower studied himfor a |long nonent, then asked carefully, "My friend, do you jest?"
Covenant net the G ant's gaze with a sardonic scowl. "Apparently not."

"l do not understand this nood."

"Don't worry about it." Covenant caught his chance to escape this conversation. "Let's get sone
food. I'm hungry."

To his relief, Foanfoll ower began | aughing gently. "Ah, Thomas Covenant," he chuckl ed, "do you
remenber our river journey to Lord's Keep? Apparently there is sonething in my seriousness which
makes you hungry." Reaching down to one side, he brought up a tray of bread and cheese and fruit,
and a flask of springwine. And he went on |aughing quietly while Covenant pounced on the food.
Covenant ate steadily for sonme tinme before he began | ooki ng around. Then he was taken aback to
find that the cave was profuse with flowers. Garlands and bouquets lay everywhere, as if overnight
each Ranen had raised a garden thick with white col unbi nes and greenery. The white and green eased
the austerity of Manhone, covered the stone |like a fine robe.

"Are you surprised?" asked Foanfollower. "These flowers honor you. Many of the Ranen roaned al
night to gather bloons. You have touched the hearts of the Ranyhyn, and the Ranen are not unanazed
or ungrateful. A wonder has conme to pass for themfive score Ranyhyn offering to one man. The
Ramen woul d not exchange such a sight for Andelain itself, | think. So they have returned what
honor is in their power."

Honor ? Covenant echoed.

The G ant settled hinself nore confortably, and said as if he were beginning a long tale, "It is
sad that you did not see the Land before the Desecration. Then the Ranen m ght have shown you
honor that would hunble all your days. Al matters were higher in that age, but even anong the
Lords there were few beauties to equal the great craft of the Ranen. "Marrowreld,' they called it-
anundi vian yajna, in the tongue of the Ad Lords. Bone-sculpting it was. Fromvulture and ti me-

cl eaned skeletons on the Plains of Ra, the Ranmen fornmed figures of rare truth and joy. In their
hands-under the power of their songs-the bones bent and flowed |ike clay, and were fashioned
curiously, so that fromthe white core of lost |life the Ramen nade enblens for the living. | have
never beheld these figures, but the tale of themis preserved by the Gants. In the destitution
and di m ni shment, the |ong generations of hunger and hidi ng and honel essness, which came to the
Ranyhyn and the Ramen with the Desecration, the skill of marrowneld was lost."

H s voice faded as he finished, and after a nonent he began to sing softly:

Stone and Sea are deep in life

A silence of respectful attention surrounded him

The W nhones near him had stopped to listen

A short tine later, one of themwaved out toward the gl ade, and Covenant, follow ng the gesture,
saw Lithe striding briskly across the fiat. She was acconpani ed by Lord Moram astride a beautifu
roan Ranyhyn. The sight gl addened Covenant. He finished his springnine in a salute to Moram
"Yes," said Foanfoll ower, noticing Covenant's gaze, "much has occurred this norning. High Lord
Prothall chose not to offer hinself. He said that his old bones woul d better suit a | esser nount-
nmeani ng, | think, that he feared his “old bones' would give affront to the Ranyhyn. But it would
be well not to underestimate his strength.™

Covenant heard a current of intimations running through Foanfollower's words. Distantly, he said,
"Prothall is going to resign after this Quest-if it succeeds."

The G ant's eyes grinned. "lIs that prophecy?"

Covenant shrugged. "You know as well as | do. He spends too nuch time thinking about how he hasn't
mastered Kevin's Lore. He thinks he's a failure. And he's going to go on thinking that even if he
gets the Staff of Law back.™



" Prophecy, indeed."

"Don't laugh."” Covenant wondered how he could explain the resonance of the fact that Prothall had
refused a chance at the Ranyhyn. "Anyway, tell me about Moram*"

Happi l y, Foanfollower said, "Lord Moramson of Variol was this day chosen by Hynaril of the
Ranyhyn, who al so bore Tamarantha Variol -mate. Behold! She is renmenbered with honor anong the
great horses. The Ranmen say that no Ranyhyn has ever before borne two riders. Truly, an age of
wonders has cone to the Plains of Ra."

"Wonders," Covenant nuttered. He did not like to renenber the fear with which all those Ranyhyn
had faced him He glared into his flask as if it had cheated himby being enpty.

One of the nearest Wnhones started toward himcarrying a jug. He recogni zed Gay. She approached
anong the flowers, then stopped. Wen she saw that he was | ooking at her, she |owered her eyes. "I
woul d refill your flagon," she said, "but | fear to offend. You will consider ne a child."
Covenant scow ed at her. She affected himlike a reproach, and he stiffened where he sat. Wth an
effort that made himsound coldly fornmal, he said, "Forget last night. It wasn't your fault."
Awkwar dl y, he extended the flask toward her

She cane forward, and poured out springwine for himw th hands that shook slightly.

He said distinctly, "Thank you."

She gazed at himwi dely for a nonment. Then a |l ook of relief filled her face, and she sniled.

Her smile rem nded himof Lena. Deliberately, as if she were a burden he refused to shirk, he
nmotioned for her to sit down. She placed herself cross-legged at the foot of his bed, glean ng at
the honor the Ringthane did her

Covenant tried to think of sonething to say to her; but before he found what he wanted, he saw
Warhaft Quaan striding into Manhome. Quaan cane toward him squarely, as if he were forging agai nst
Covenant's gaze, and when he neared the Unbeliever, he waited only an instant before asking his
question. "W were concerned. Life needs food. Are you well?"

"Well?" Covenant felt that he was beginning to glowwith his second flask of springw ne. "Can't
you see? | can see you. You're as sound as an oak."

"You are closed to us," said Quaan, stolid with disapproval. "Wat we see is not what you are."
Thi s anbi guous statement seened to invite a nordant retort, but Covenant restrained hinmself. He
shrugged, then said, "lI'meating," as if he did not want to lay claimto too much health.

Quaan seened to accept this reply for what it was worth. He nodded, bowed slightly, and left.

Wat chi ng hi m go, Wnhone Gay breathed, "He dislikes you." Her tone expressed awe at the Warhaft's
audacity and foolishness. She seened to ask how he dared to feel as he did-as if Covenant's
performance the previous night had exalted himin her eyes to the rank of a Ranyhyn.

"He has good reason," answered Covenant flatly.

Gay | ooked unsure. As if she were reaching out for dangerous know edge, she asked quickly,
"Because you area-a |eper'?"

He coul d see her seriousness. But he felt that he had already said too nuch about |epers. Such
talk conpromi sed his bargain. "No," he said, "he just thinks |I'm obnoxious."

At this, she frowed as if she could hear his conpl ex dishonestly. For a | ong nonent, she studied
the floor as if she were using the stone to neasure his duplicity. Then she got to her feet,
filled Covenant's flask to the brimfromher jug. As she turned away, she said in a | ow voi ce,
"You do consider me a child." She wal ked with a defiant and fearful swing to her hips, as if she
bel i eved she was risking her life by treating the Ring. thane so insolently.

He wat ched her young back, and wondered at the pride of people who served horses-and at the inner
conditions which made telling the truth so difficult.

From Gay, his gaze shifted to the outer edge of Manhone, where Mhoram and Lithe stood together in
the sunlight. They were facing each ot her-she nut brown and he bl ue-robed-and arguing like earth
and sky. \When he concentrated on them he could nake out what they were saying.

"I will,"” she insisted.

"No, hear nme," Mioramreplied. "He does not want it. You will only cause pain for himand for
yoursel f."

Covenant regarded them uneasily out of the cool, dimcave. Moran s rudder nose gave himthe
aspect of a man who faced facts squarely; and Covenant felt sure that indeed he did not want

what ever NMhoram was ar gui ng agai nst .

The di spute ended shortly. Manethrall Lithe swng away from Moram and strode into the recesses of
the village. She approached Covenant and surprised himentirely by dropping to her knees, bow ng
her forehead to the stone before him Wth her palns on the fl oor beside her head, she said, "I am
your servant. You are the R ngthane, master of the Ranyhyn."

Covenant gaped at the back of her head. For an instant, he did not understand her; in his
surprise, he could not conceive of any enotion powerful enough to make a Manethrall bow so | ow.



H's face felt suddenly full of shame. "I don't want a servant,"” he grated. But then he saw Mioram
frowni ng unhappily behind Lithe. He steadied hinself, went on nore gently, "The honor of your
service is beyond ne."

"No!" she averred w thout raising her head. "I saw. The Ranyhyn reared to you."

He felt trapped. There seened to be no way to stop her fromhuniliating herself w thout naking her
aware of the humiliation. He had lived without tact or hunor for such a long tine. But he had
promi sed to be forbearant. And in the distance he had travel ed since Mthil Stonedown, he had
tasted the consequences of allow ng the people of the Land to treat himas if he were sone kind of
mythic figure. Wth an effort, he replied gruffly, "Nevertheless. |I'mnot used to such things. In
my own world, I'mjust alittle nman. Your homage nakes nme uneasy."

Sof tly, Mioram sighed his relief, and Lithe raised her head to ask in wonder, "lIs it possible? Can
such worl ds be, where you are not anong the great?"

"Take my word for it." Covenant drank deeply from his fl ask.

Cautiously, as if fearful that he did not nmean what he had said, she clinbed to her feet. She

t hrew back her head and shook her knotted hair. "Covenant Ringthane, it shall be as you choose.
But we do not forget that the Ranyhyn reared to you. If there is any service we nay do, only let
it be known. You may conmmand us in all things that do not touch the Ranyhyn."

"There is one thing," he said, staring at the nountain stone of the ceiling. "G ve Llaura and
Pietten a hone."

When he gl anced at Lithe, he saw that she was grinning. He snapped fiercely, "She's one of the
Heers of Soaring Wodhel ven. And he's just a kid. They've been through enough to earn a little

ki ndness. "

Gently, Mioraminterposed, "Foanfollower has al ready spoken to the Manethralls. They have agreed
to care for Llaura and Pietten."

Li t he nodded. "Such commands are easy. If the Ranyhyn did not challenge us nore, we would spend
nmost of our days in sleep.” Still smling, she |left Covenant and cantered out into the sun
Vhoram al so was smling. "You | ook-better, ur-Lord. Are you well?"

Covenant returned his attention to his springw ne. "Quaan asked ne the sane thing. How should
know? Half the tinme these days | can't even renenber nmy nanme. |'mready to travel, if that's what
you're getting at."

"Good. W nust depart as soon as may be. It is pleasant to rest here in safety. But we nust go if
we are to preserve such safeties. | will tell Quaan and Tuvor to nmeke preparation.”

But before the Lord could | eave, Covenant said, "Tell nme sonething. Exactly why did we cone here?
You got yourself a Ranyhyn-but we |ost four or five days. W coul d' ve skipped Mrinnoss."

"Do you wish to discuss tactics? We believe we wll

gai n an advantage by goi ng where Drool cannot expect us to go, and by allowing himtine to respond

to his defeat at Soari ng Wodhel ven. Qur hope is that he will send out an army. If we arrive too
swiftly, the arnmy may still be in Munt Thunder."

Covenant resisted the plausibility of this. "You planned to conme here |long before we were attacked
at Soaring Wodhel ven. You planned it all along. | want to know why."

Mhoram et Covenant's demand squarely, but his face tensed as if he did not expect Covenant to
like his answer. "When we made our plans at Revel stone, | saw that good would come of this."

"You saw?"

"I aman oracle. | see-occasionally."”

" And?"

"And | saw rightly"

Covenant was not ready to push the question further. "It must be fun." But there was little
sarcasmin his tone, and Moram | aughed. Hi s | aughter enphasized the kindness of his lips. A
monent later, he was able to say without bitterness, "I would rather see nore such good. There is

so little in these tinmes."

As the Lord wal ked away to ready the conpany, Foanfollower said, "My friend, there is hope for
you. "

"Forsoot h," Covenant sneered. "G ant, if | were as big and strong as you, there would al ways be
hope for ne."

"Why? Do you believe that hope is a child of strength?"

"Isn't it? Wiere do you get hope if you don't get it frompower? If |I'mwong-by hell! There's a
|l ot of |epers running around the world confused.”

"How i s power judged?" Foanfoll ower asked with a seriousness Covenant had not expected

"What ?"

"I do not like the way in which you speak of |epers. Were is the value of strength if your eneny
i s stronger?"



"You assune there is sone kind of eneny. | think that's a little too easy. | would |ike nothing
better than to blame it on soneone el se-sonme eneny who afflicted ne. But that's just another kind
of suicide. Abdicate the responsibility to keep nyself allve."

"Ah, alive," Foanfollower countered. "No, consider further, Covenant. Wat val ue has power at all
if it is not power over death? If you place hope on anything | ess, then your hope may m sl ead
you. "

" 5"

"But the power over death is a delusion. There cannot be |ife wi thout death."

Covenant recognized that this was a fact. But he had not expected such an argunent fromthe G ant.
It nade himwant to get out of the cave into the sunlight. "Foanfollower," he muttered, clinbing
out of his bed, "you've been thinking again." But he felt the intensity of Foanfollower's gaze.
"Al right. So you're right. Tell me, just where the hell do you get hope?"

Slowmy, the Gant rose to his feet. He towered over Covenant until his head nearly touched the
ceiling. "Fromfaith."

"You' ve been dealing with humans too | ong-you're getting hasty. "Faith' is too short a word. Wat
do you nean?"

Foanf ol | ower began pi cking his way anong the flowers. "I mean the Lords. Consider, Covenant. Faith
is a way of living. They have dedi cated thensel ves wholly to the services of the Land. And they
have sworn the OCath of Peace committed thensel ves to serve the great goal of their lives in only
certain ways, to choose death rather than subnmit to the destruction of passion which blinded H gh
Lord Kevin and brought the Desecration. Conme, can you believe that Lord Mhoramw || ever despair?
That is the essence of the Cath of Peace. He will never despair, nor ever do what despair conmands-
nmurder, desecrate, destroy. And he will never falter, because his Lordship, his service to the
Land, will sustain him Service enables service."

"That's not the sane thing as hope." Wth the G ant, Covenant noved out of Manhome to stand in,
the sunny fiat. The bright |ight made hi m duck his head, and as he did so he noticed again the
noss stains which

charted his robe. Abruptly, he | ooked back into the cave. There the greenery was arranged anong
the col unbines to resenble noss lines on white sanite.

He stifled a groan. As if he were articulating a principle, he said, "All you need to avoid
despair is irrenediable stupidity or unlimted stubbornness."

"No," insisted Foanfollower. "The Lords are not stupid. Look at the Land." He gestured broadly
with his armas if he expected Covenant to view the whole country from border to border.
Covenant's gaze did not go so far. But he | ooked blinking beyond the green flat toward the Pl ains.
He heard the distant whistles of the Bloodguard call to the Ranyhyn, and the nickering answer. He
noti ced the fond wonder of the Wnhomes who cane out of the cave because they were too eager to
wait in Manhonme until the Ranyhyn appeared. After a nmonment, he said, "lIn other words, hope cones
fromthe power of what you serve, not fromyourself. Hellfire, G ant-you forget who I am"

"Do | ?"

"Anyway, what nmakes you such an expert on hope? | don't see that you've got anything to despair
about . "

"No?" The Gant's lips smled, but his eyes were hard under his buttressed brows, and his
forehead' s scar shone vividly. "Do you forget that | have |learned to hate? Do- But |et that pass.

How if | tell you that | serve you? |, Saltheart Foanfoll ower, G ant of Seareach and | egate of mny
peopl e?"
Covenant heard echoes in the question, like the distant wack of tinbers barely perceived through

a high, silent wind, and he recoiled. "Don't talk like a dammed nystic. Say sonmething | can

under stand. "

Foanf ol | ower reached down to touch Covenant's chest with one heavy finger, as if he marked a spot
on Covenant's mapped robe. "Unbeliever, you hold the fate of the Land in your hands. Soul crusher
nmoves agai nst the Lords at the very tinme when our dreans of Home have been renewed. Miust | explain
that you have the power to save us, or orphan us until we share whatever doom awaits the Land?"
"Hel I fire!" Covenant snapped. "How many times have | told you that I'ma leper? It's all a

ni stake. Foul's playing tricks on us."

The G ant responded sinply and quietly. "Then are you so surprised to learn that | have been

t hi nki ng about hope?"

Covenant net Foanfoll ower's eyes under the scarred overhang of his forehead. The G ant watched him
as if the hope of the Unhoned were a sinking ship, and Covenant ached with the sense of his own
hel pl essness to save that hope. But then Foanfollower said as if he were conming to Covenant's
rescue, "Be not concerned, ny friend. This tale is yet too brief for any of us to guess its

endi ng. As you say, | have spent too nuch tinme with hastening humans. My peopl e woul d | augh



greatly to see ne-a G ant who has not patience enough for a long story. And the Lords contain nuch
whi ch may yet surprise Soul crusher. Be of good heart. It may be that you and | have already shared
our portion of the terrible purpose of these tines."

G uffly, Covenant said, "G ant, you talk too nmuch." Foanfollower's capacity for gentleness
surpassed him Mittering, Hellfire, to hinself, he turned away, went in search of his staff and
knife. He could hear the noises of preparation frombeyond the flat; and in the village the

W nhormes were busy packing food i n saddl ebags. The conpany was readying itself, and he did not
want to be behind-hand. He found his staff and knife with the bundle of his clothes laid out on a
slab of stone amid the flowers, as if on display. Then he got a flustered, eager Wnhone to
provide himwith water, soap, and a mirror. He felt that he owed hinself a shave.

But when he had set the nmirror so that he could use it, and had doused his face in water, he found
Pietten standing solemly in front of him and in the mrror he saw that Llaura was behind him
Pietten stared at himas if the Unbeliever were as intangible as a wisp of snoke. And Llaura's
face seened tight, as if she were forcing herself to do sonething she disliked. She pushed her
hand unhappily through her hair, then said,

"You asked the Ramen to nake a hone for us here."

He shrugged. "So did Foanfollower."

"\ 2"

H s hearing picked out whol e speeches of neani ng behind her question. She held his gaze in the
mrror, and he saw the nenory of a burning tree in her eyes. He asked carefully, "Do you really
think you mght get a chance to hit back at Foul? Or be able to use it if you got it?" He | ooked
away at Pietten. "Leave it to Moramand Prothall. You can trust them"

"OfF course." Her tone said as clearly as words that she was incapable of distrusting the Lords.
"Then take the job you already have. Here's Pietten. Think about what's going to happen to him
nmore of what you've already been through. He needs help."

Pietten yawned as if he were awake past his bedtinme, and said, "They hate you.'
sober as an executioner

"How?" Llaura returned defiantly. "Have you observed hinf? Have you seen how he sits awake at

ni ght ? Have you seen how his eyes devour the noon? Have you seen his relish for the taste of

bl ood? He is no child-no nore." She spoke as if Pietten were not there listening to her, and
Pietten listened as if she were reciting some formula of no inportance. "He is treachery conceal ed
inachilds form How can | help

Covenant wet his face again and began | athering soap. He could feel Llaura's presence bearing on
the back of his neck as he rubbed lather into his beard. Finally, he nmuttered, "Try the Ranyhyn.

He |ikes them"

When she reached over himto take Pietten's hand and draw the child away, Covenant sighed and set
the knife to his beard. H s hand was unsteady; he had visions of cutting hinself. But the bl ade
moved over his skin as snmoothly as if it could renenber that Atiaran had refused to injure him

By the time he was done, the conpany had gat hered outsi de Manhone. He hurried out to join the
riders as if he feared that the Quest would | eave wi thout him

The | ast adjustnments of saddl es and saddl ebags were in progress, and shortly Covenant stood beside
Dur a.

The condition of the horses surprised him They all gleaned with good groom ng, and | ooked as well -
fed and rested as if they had been under the care of the Ranmen since the mddle of spring. Sone of
the Eoman nounts whi ch had been nobst exhausted were now pawi ng the ground and shaking their nmanes

He sounded as

eagerly.
The whol e conpany seened to have forgotten where they were going. The warriors were |aughing
together. Ad Birinair clucked and scol ded over the way the Ranen handled his lillianrill brands.

He treated the Ranen like spoiled children, and appeared to enjoy hinmself alnost too nuch to hide
it behind his dignity. Moramsat smling broadly on Hynaril. And High Lord Prothall stood rel axed
by his nmount as if he had shed years of care. Only the Bl oodguard, already nounted and waiting on
their Ranyhyn, renained stern

The conpany's good spirits disturbed Covenant |ike a concealed threat. He understood that it arose
in part fromrest and reassurance. But he felt sure that it also arose fromhis nmeeting with the
Ranyhyn. Like the Ranmen, the warriors had been inpressed; their desire to see in hima new Berek
had been vindicated. The white gold w el der had shown hinself to be a man of consequence.

The Ranyhyn were terrified! he snapped to hinself. They saw Foul's hold on nme, and they were
terrified. But he did not renonstrate aloud. He had made a prom se of forbearance in return for
his survival. Despite the tacit dishonesty of allow ng his conpanions to believe what they w shed
of him he held hinself still.

As the riders |aughed and joked, Manethrall Lithe came to stand before them followed by severa



other Manethralls and a | arge group of Cords. Wen she had the conpany's attention, she said, "The
Lords have asked for the help of the Ranmen in their fight against Fangthane the Render. The Ramen
serve the Ranyhyn. We do not leave the Plains of Ra. That is life, and it is good-we ask for

not hing el se until the end, when all the Earth is Andelain, and nman and Ranyhyn |ive together in
peace w t hout wolves or hunger. But we nust aid the foes of Fangthane as we can. This we wll do.

I will go with you. My Cords will go with you if they choose. W will care for your horses on the
way. And when you | eave themto seek Fangthane's hiding in the ground, we will keep them safe.
Lords, accept this service as honor anong friends and loyalty anong allies.”

At once, the Cords Hurn, Thew, Grace, and Rustah stepped forward and avowed their wllingness to
go wherever Manethrall Lithe would |ead them

Prothall bowed to Lithe in the Ranen fashion. "The service you offer is great. W know that your
hearts are with the Ranyhyn. As friends we would refuse this honor if our need as allies were not
so great. The doom of these times conpels us to refuse no aid or succor. Be wel cone anong us. Your

hunter skill will greatly ease the hazards of our way. W hope to do you honor in return-if we
survive our Quest."
"Kill Fangthane," said Lithe. "That will do us honor enough to the end of our days." She returned

Prothall's bow, and all the assenbl ed Ramen joi ned her.

Then the Hi gh Lord spoke to his conpanions. In a nonment, the Quest for the Staff of Law was
mount ed and ready to ride. Led by Manethrall Lithe and her Cords, the company cantered away from
Manhorme as if in the village of the Ranen they had found abundant courage.

TVENTY- ONE
Treacher's Gorge

THEY crossed the Plains northward in confidence and good spirits. No danger or report of danger
appeared anywhere along their way. And the Ranyhyn rode the grasslands like live blazonry,

chal  enges uttered in flesh. Foanfollower told gay tales as if he wished to show that he had
reached the end of a passing travail.. Quaan and his warriors responded with ripostes and jests.
And the Ranmen entertained themw th displays of hunting skill. The conpany rode late into the
first night, in defiance of the dismal noon. And the second night, they canped on the south bank
of Roansedge Ford.

But early the next nmorning they crossed the Ford and turned northeast up a broad way between the
Roansedge and Morinnbss. By mid-afternoon, they reached the eastnost edge of the Forest. From
there, the Roansedge, the northern border of the Plains, swng nore directly eastward, and the
conmpany went on northeast, away from both Mrinnoss and the Plains of Ra. That night, they slept
on the edge of a stark, unfriendly flatland where no people lived and feww |lingly travel ed. The
whol e region north of themwas cut and scarred and darkened |ike an ancient battl eground, a huge
field that had been ruined by the shedding of too nuch bl ood. Scrub grass, stunted trees, and a
few scattered aliantha took only slight hold on the unconprom sing waste. The conpany was due
sout h of Mount Thunder

As the Quest angled northeastward across this |and, Moramtold Covenant sone of its history. It
spread east to Landsdrop, and formed the natural front of attack for Lord Foul's armies in the
ancient wars. Fromthe Fall of the River Landrider to Mount Thunder was open terrain along the
great cliff of Landsdrop. The hordes issuing fromFoul's Creche could ascend in scores of places
to bring battle to the Upper Land. So it was that the first great battles in all the Land's wars
agai nst the Despi ser occurred across this ravaged plain. Age after age, the defenders strove to
halt Lord Foul at Landsdrop, and fail ed because they could not block all the ways up fromthe
Spoi l ed Pl ains and Sarangrave Flat. Then Lord Foul's arnies passed westward along the Mthil, and
struck deep into the Center Plains. In the [ast war, before Kevin Landwaster had been finally
driven to invoke the Ritual of Desecration, Lord Foul had crushed through the heart of the Center
Pl ains, and had turned north to force the Lords to their final battle at Kurash Pl enethor, now
naned Trot hgard.

In the presence of so nuch old death, the riders did not travel |oudly. But they sang songs during
the first few days, and several tinmes they returned to the |legend telling of Berek Halfhand and
the Fire-Lions of Mount Thunder. On this wilderland Berek had fought, suffering the deaths of his
friends and the loss of his fingers in battle. Here he had met despair, and had fled to the sl opes
of Gravin Threndor, the Peak of the Fire-Lions. And there he had found both Earthfriendship and
Eart hpower. It was a conforting song, and the riders sang its refrain together as if they sought
to make it true for thensel ves:

Berek! Earthfriend! help and weal,



Battle aid against the foe! Earth gives and answers Power's peal, Ringing, Earthfriend!' Help and
heal !

Cl eanse the Land from bl oody death and woel

They needed its confort. The hard-reft and harrowed warl and seened to say that Berek's victory was
an illusion-that all his Earthfriendship and his Staff of Law and his |ineage of Lords, his mighty
wor ks and the works of his descendants, amobunted to so much scrub grass and charred rock and dust-
that the true history of the Land was witten here, in the bare topsoil and stone which lay like a
litter of graves fromthe Plains of Ra to Mount Thunder, from Andelain to Landsdrop

The atnposphere of the region agitated Foanfol |l ower. He strode at Covenant's side with an air of
conceal ed urgency, as if he were repressing a desire to break into a run. And he tal ked

i ncessantly, striving to buoy up his spirits with a constant stream of stories and | egends and
songs. At first, his efforts pleased the riders, appeased their deepening, hungry gloomlike
treasure-berries of entertainment. But the Questers were on their way toward the bl eak, black
prospect of Drool Rockworm crouched |like a bane in the cataconbs of Munt Thunder. By the fourth
day from Roansedge Ford, Covenant felt that he was drowning in Gantish talk; and the voi ces of
the warriors when they sang sounded nore pleading than confident-1ike whistling against inexorable
ni ght.

Wth the Ramen to help him Prothall found rapid ways over the rough terrain. Long after sunset on
that fourth day when the growi ng moon stood high and bal eful in the night sky-the Quest nade a
weary canp on the edge of Landsdrop

The next dawn, Covenant resisted the tenptation to go and | ook over the great cliff. He wanted to
catch a glinpse of the Lower Land, of the Spoiled Plains and Sarangrave Fl at-regi ons which had
filled Foanfollower's talk in the past days. But he had no intention of exposing hinself to an
attack of vertigo. The fragile stability of his bargain did not cover gratuitous risks. So he
remai ned in the canp when nost of his conpani ons went to gaze out over Landsdrop. But later, as
the conpany rode north within a stone's throw of the edge, he asked Lord Moramto tell him about
the great cliff.

"Ah, Landsdrop," Moramresponded quietly. "There is talk, unfounded even in the ol dest |egends,
that the cleft of Landsdrop was caused by the sacril ege which buried i nmense banes under Munt
Thunder's roots. In a cataclysmthat shook its very heart, the Earth heaved with revul sion at the
evils it was forced to contain. And the force of that dismay broke the Upper Land fromthe Lower,
lifted it toward the sky. So this cliff reaches fromdeep in the Southron Range, past the Fall of
the River Landrider, through the heart of Munt Thunder, at |least half a thousand | eagues into the
mapl ess winter of the Northron Cinbs. It varies in height fromplace to place. But it stands
across all the Land, and does not allow us to forget."

The Lord's rough voice only sharpened Covenant's anxiety. As the conpany rode, he held his gaze
away to the west, trusting the wilderland to anchor himagainst his instinctive fear of heights.
Bef ore noon, the weather changed. Wthout warning, a sharp wind bristling with grim preternatura
associ ati ons sprang out of the north. In nonents, black clouds seethed across the sky. Lightning
ripped the air; thunder pounded |ike a crushing of boul ders. Then, out of the bawing sky, rain
struck Iike a paroxysmof rage -hit with savage force until it stung. The horses |owered their
heads as if they were wincing. Torrents battered the riders, drenched, blinded them Manethral
Lithe sent her Cords scouting ahead to keep the conpany from plungi ng over Landsdrop. Prothal
raised his staff with bright fire flaring at its tip to help keep his compani ons from |l osing each
ot her. They huddl ed together, and the Bl oodguard positioned the Ranyhyn around themto bear the
brunt of the attack.

In the white revelations of the Ilightning, Prothall's flare appeared dimand frail, and thunder
detonated hugely over it as if exploding at the touch of folly. Covenant crouched | ow on Dura's
back, flinched away fromthe lightning as if the sky were stone which the thunder shattered. He
could not see the Cords, did not know what was happeni ng around him he was constantly afraid that
Dura's next step would take himover the cliff. He clenched his eyes to Prothall's flanme as if it
could keep himfrom being |ost.

The skill and sinple toughness of the Ramen pre-" served the conpany, kept it noving toward Munt
Thunder. But the journey seened |ike wandering in the collapse of the heavens. The riders could
only be sure of their direction because they were always forcing their way into the maw of the
storm The wind flailed the rain at their faces until their eyes felt |acerated and their cheeks
shredded. And the cold drenching stiffened their |inbs, paralyzed themslowy like the rigor of
death. But they went on as if they were trying to beat down a wall of stone with their foreheads.
For two full days, they pushed onward-felt thenselves crunbling under the onslaught of the rain
But they knew neither day nor night, knew nothing but one continuous, punmeling, dark, savage,

i mpl acabl e storm They rode until they were exhausted-rested on their feet knee-deep in water and



mud, gripping the reins of their horses-ate sopping norsels of food half warned by lillianril
fires which Birinair struggled to

keep hal f alive-counted thenselves to be sure no one had been | ost-and rode again until they were
forced by exhaustion to stop again. At tinmes, they felt that Prothall's wan blue flame al one
sustai ned them Then Lord Mioram noved anong the conpany. In the lurid Iightning, his face
appeared awash with water |ike a foundering weck; but he went to each Quester, shouted through
the how of wind and rain, the devastating thunder, "Drool-stormfor us! But he m staken! Min
force-passes-west! Take heard Augurs-for us!”

Covenant was too worn and cold to respond. But he heard the generous courage behind Morams
words. When the conpany started forward agai n, he squinted ahead toward Prothall's flane as if he
were peering into a nystery.

The struggle went on, prolonged itself far beyond the point where it felt unendurable. In tine,
endurance itsel f becane abstract-a nmere concept, too inpal pable to carry conviction. The |ash and
riot of the stormreduced the riders to raw, quivering flesh hardly able to cling to their nounts.
But Prothall's fire burned on. At each new flash and bl ast, Covenant reeled in his seat. He wanted
nothing in life but a chance to lie down in the nmud. But Prothall's fire burned on. It was like a
manacl e, enprisoning the riders, dragging themforward. In the inmnent nadness of the torrents,
Covenant gritted his gaze as if that manacle were precious to him

Then they passed the boundary. It was as abrupt as if the wall agai nst which they had thrown
thensel ves like usurped titans had suddenly fallen into nud. Wthin ten stunbling heartbeats, the
end of the stormblew over them and they stood gasping in a sun-bright noon. They could hear the
tumult rushing blindly away. Around them were the remai ns of the del uge-broken pools and streans
and fens, thick mud |li ke weckage on the battle plain. And before them stood the great ravaged
head of Mount Thunder: G avin Threndor, Peak of the Fire-Lions.

For a long nonment, it held themlike an aegis of silence-grim grave and august, |ike an
outcropping of the Earth's heart. The Peak was north and slightly west of them Taller than
Kevin's Watch above the Upper Land, it seened to kneel on the edge of the Sarangrave, with its

el bows braced on the plateau and its head high over the cliff, fronting the sky in a strange
attitude of pride and prayer; and it rose twel ve thousand feet over the Defiles Course, which
flowed eastward fromits feet. Its sides fromits crunpled foothills to the raw rock of its crown
were bare, not cloaked or defended from storms, snows, besieging tine by any trees or grasses, but
i nstead wearing sheer, fragnented cliffs |ike facets, some as bl ack as obsidian and others as gray
as the ash of a granite fire-as if the stone of the Mount were too thick, too charged with power,
to bear any gentle kind of life.

There, deep in the hulky chest of the nmountain, was the destination of the Quest: Kiril Threndor
Heart of Thunder.

They were still ten | eagues fromthe Peak, but the distance was deceptive. Already that scarred

vi sage domi nated the northern horizon; it confronted themover the rift of Landsdrop like an

i rrefusabl e demand. Mount Thunder! There Berek Hal fhand had found his great revel ation. There the
Quest for the Staff of Law hoped to regain the future of the Land. And there Thonmas Covenant
sought release fromthe inpossibility of his dreanms. The conpany stared at the upraised rock as if
it searched their hearts, asked them questions which they could not answer.

Then Quaan grinned fiercely, and said, "At |east now we have been washed cl ean enough for such
wor k. "

That incongruity cracked the trance which held the riders. Several of the warriors burst into

| aughter as if recoiling fromthe strain of the past two days, and nost of the others chuckl ed,
daring Drool or any eneny to believe that the storm had weakened t hem Though nearly prostrated by
the exertion of finding a path through the torrents on foot, the Ranen | aughed as well, sharing a
hunor they did not fully understand.

Only Foanfollower did not respond. Hi s eyes were fixed on Mount Thunder, and his brows overhung
his gaze as if shielding it fromsonething too bright or hot to be beheld directly.

The Questers found a relatively dry hillock on which to rest and eat, and feed their nounts; and
Foanfol | oner went with them absently. While the conpany nmade itself as confortable as possible for
a tine, he stood apart and gazed at the nountain as if he were reading secrets in its scored
crevices and cliffs. Softly he sang to hinself:

Now we are Unhoned,
bereft of root and kith and kin
From ot her nysteries of delight,
we set our sails to resail our track;
but the winds of |life blew not the way we chose,



and the | and beyond the Sea was | ost.

Hi gh Lord Prothall |et the conpany rest for as long as he dared in the open plain. Then he noved
on again for the remai nder of the afternoon, clinging to the edge of Landsdrop as if it were his
only hope. Before the storm Covenant had | earned that the sole known entrance to the cataconbs of
Mount Thunder was through the western chasm of the Soul sease-Treacher's Gorge, the rocky maw which
swal | owed the river, only to spit it out again eastward on the Lower Land, transnogrified by

hi dden turbul ent depths into the Defiles Course, a streamgray with the sludge and waste of the
Wghtwarrens. So Prothall's hope lay in his southeastern approach. He believed that by reaching
Mount Thunder on the south and nmoving toward Treacher's Gorge fromthe east, the conpany coul d
arrive unseen and unexpected at the CGorge's western exposure. But he took no unnecessary ri sks.
Gravin Threndor stood perilously |arge agai nst the sky, and seened already to | ean | oonming toward
the conpany as if the Peak itself were bent to the shape of Drool's malice. He urged the tired
Ranmen to their best cunning in choosing a way al ong Landsdrop; and he kept the riders noving unti
after the sun had set.

But all the tine he rode slunped agedly in his saddle, with his head bowed as if he were readying
his neck for the stroke of an ax. He seened to have spent all his strength in pulling his

conpani ons through the storm Wenever he spoke, his long years rattled in his throat.

The next norning, the sun cane up |ike a wound into ashen skies. Gay clouds overhung the earth
and a shuddering wind fell like a groan fromthe slopes of Munt Thunder. Across the wastel and,
the pools of rainwater began to stagnate, as if the ground refused to drink the noisture, |eaving
it torot instead. And as they prepared to ride, the Questers heard a |low runble |ike the nmarch of
drums- deep in the rock. They could feel the throb in their feet, in their knee joints.

It was the beat of nustering war.

The Hi gh Lord answered as if it were a challenge. "Ml enkurion!" he called clearly. "Arise,

chanpi ons of the Land! | hear the druns of the Earth! This is the great work of our tinme!" He
swung onto his horse with his blue robe fluttering.

War haft Quaan responded with a cheer, "Hail, H gh Lord Prothall! W are proud to follow"
Prothall's shoul ders squared. H s horse lifted its ears, raised its head, took a few prancing
steps as grandly as a Ranyhyn. The Ranyhyn ni ckered hunmorously at the sight, and the conpany rode
after Prothall boldly, as if the spirits of the ancient Lords were in them

They made their way to the slopes of Munt Thunder through the constant buried runble of the
drunms. As they found a path across the thickening rubble which surrounded the nountain, the

boom ng subterreanean call acconpanied themlike an exhal ation of Despite. But when they started
up the first battered sides of the Peak, they forgot the druns; they had to concentrate on the
clinb. The foothills were like a gnarled stone nantle which Munt Thunder had shrugged fromits
shoul ders in ages |long past, and the way, westward over the slopes was hard. Tine and again, the
riders were forced to disnmount to lead their nmounts down tricky hills or over gray piles of

tunbl ed, ashen rock. The difficulty of the terrain nmade their progress slow, despite all the Ranmen
could do to search out the easiest trails. The Peak seened to | ean gravely

over themas if watching their small struggles. And down onto themfromthe towering cliffs canme a
chilling wind, as cold as wi nter

At noon, Prothall halted in a deep gully which ran down the nountainside like a cut. There the
conpany rested and ate. Wen they were not noving, they could hear the druns clearly, and the cold
wi nd seenmed to pounce on themfromthe cliffs above. They sat in the straight Iight of the sun and
shivered-sone at the cold, others at the druns.

During the halt, Moram cane over to Covenant and suggested that they clinb a way up the gully
toget her. Covenant nodded; he was glad to keep hinself busy. He followed the Lord up the cut's
contorted spine until they reached a break in its west wall. Moramentered the break; and when
Covenant stepped in behind the Lord, he got a broad, sudden view of Andel ain.

Fromthe altitude of the break between the stone walls he felt that he was | ooking down over

Andel ain froma wi ndow in the side of Mount Thunder. The Hills lay richly over all the western
hori zon, and their beauty took his breath away. He stared hungrily with a feeling of stasis, of
perfect pause in his chest, like a quick grip of eternity. The lush, clear health of Andelain
shone like a country of stars despite the gray skies and the dull battle-roll. He felt obscurely
unwilling to breathe, to break the trance, but after a nonent his lungs began to hurt for air.
"Here is the Land," WMhoram whispered. "G im powerful Munt Thunder above us. The darkest banes
and secrets of the Earth in the cataconbs beneath our feet. The battl eground behind. Sarangrave
Fl at bel ow. And there-priceless Andelain, the beauty of life. Yes. This is the heart of the Land."
He stood reverently, as if he felt hinself to be in an august presence.

Covenant | ooked at him "So you brought nme up here to convince ne that this is worth fighting



for.'
of allegiance. Before you have to face Drool
his nenory.

"Of course,"” the Lord replied. "But it is the Land itself which asks for your allegiance." Then he
said with sudden intensity, "Behold, Thomas Covenant. Use your eyes. Look upon it all. Look and
listen hear the druns. And hear ne. This is the heart of the Land. It is not the home of the

Despi ser. He has no place here. Oh, he desires the power of the banes, but his home is in Foul's
Creche-not here. He has not depth or sternness or beauty enough for this place, and when he works
here it is through ur-viles or Cavewi ghts. Do you see?"

H's mouth twisted on the bitter taste of shane. "You want sonething from nme-some decl aration
" The Cavew ghts he had slain lay hard and cold in

"I see." Covenant nmet the Lord's gaze flatly. "I've already made ny bargain-ny "“peace,' if you
want to call it that. I'mnot going to do any nore killing."
"Your " peace'?" NMhoram echoed in a conplex tone. Slowy, the danger dinmmed in his eyes. "Wll, you

must pardon nme. In tines of trouble, some Lords behave strangely.'’
back down the gully.

Covenant remmined in the window for a nonent, watching Mioram go. He had not mssed the Lord's
oblique reference to Kevin; but he wondered what Kkinship Moram saw between hinself and the
Landwaster. Did the Lord believe hinself capable of that kind of despair?

Muttering silently, Covenant returned to the conpany. He saw a neasuring |look in the eyes of the
warriors; they were trying to assess what had occurred between himand Lord Mhoram But he did not
care what portents they read into him Wen the conpany noved on, he led Dura up the side of the
gully, blank to the shifting shale which nore than once dropped himto his hands and knees,

scrat ching and brui sing hi mdangerously. He was thinking about the Cel ebration of Spring, about
the battle of Soaring Wodhel ven, about children and Llaura and Pietten and Atiaran and the

namel ess Unfettered One and Lena and Triock and the warrior who had di ed defendi ng hi mthinking,
and striving to tell hinself that his bargain was secure, that he was not angry enough to risk
fighting again.

That afternoon, the conpany struggled on over the arduous ground, drawi ng slowy higher as they

He passed Covenant and started

wor ked westward. They caught no glinpses of their destination. Even when the sun fell lowin the
sky, and the roar of waters becane a distinct acconpaninment to the buried beat of the druns, they
were still not able to see the CGorge. But then they entered a sheer, sheltered ravine in the

mount ai nside. Fromthis ravine a rift too narrow for the horses angled away into the rock, and
through it they could hear a snarling current. In the ravine the riders left their nmounts under
the care of the Cords. They went ahead on foot down the rift as it curved into the nountain and
then broke out of the cliff no nore than a hundred feet directly above Treacher's Corge.

They no longer heard the druns; the tunmult of the river snothered every sound but their own half-
shouts. The walls of the chasm were high and sheer, blocking the horizon on either side. But
through the spray that covered themlike a mist, they could see the CGorge itself-the tight rock
channel constricting the river until it appeared to scream and the wild, white, sunset flame-

pl unmed water thrashing as if it fought against its own frantic rush. Fromnearly a | eague away to
the west,, the river cane withing down the Gorge, and sped bel ow the conpany into the guts of the
mountain as if sucked into an abyss. Above the Gorge, the setting sun hung near the horizon like a
ball of blood in the | eaden sky; and the Iight gave a shade of fire to the few hardy trees that
clung to the rins of the chasmas if rooted by duty. But within Treacher's Gorge was not hi ng but
spray and sheer stone walls and tortured waters.

The roar inundated Covenant's ears, and the m st wet rock seemed to slip under his feet. For an
instant, the cliffs reeled; he could feel the nmaw of Mount Thunder gaping for him Then he

snat ched hinself back into the rift, stood with his back pressed agai nst the rock, hugged his
chest and fought not to gasp

There was activity around him He heard shouts of surprise and fear fromthe warriors at the end
of the rift, heard Foanfollower's strangled how. But he did not nove. He clenched hinself against
the rock in the mst and roar of the river until his knees steadied, and the scream of slippage
eased in his feet. Only then did he go to find out what caused the distress of his conpanions. He
kept one hand braced on the wall and noved the other from shoul der to shoul der anong the conpany
as he went forward.

Bet ween Covenant and the cliff, Foanfollower struggled. Two Bl oodguard clung to his arnms, and he
battered them agai nst the sides of the rift, hissing rapaciously, "Release ne! Release-! | want
them "™ As if he wished to | eap down into the Corge.

"No!" Abruptly, Prothall stood before the G ant. The backlight of the sunset dinmred his face as he
stood sil houetted against the glow with his arns wide and his staff held high. He was old, and
only half the Gant's size. But the orangered fire seened to expand him nake himtaller, nore
full of authority. "Rockbrother! Master yourself! By the Seven! Do you rave?"



At that, Foanfollower threw off the Bl oodguard. He caught the front of Prothall's robe, heaved the
High Lord into the air, pinned himagainst the wall. Into his face, the G ant wheezed as if he
were choking with rage, "Rave? Do you accuse ne?"

The Bl oodguard sprang toward Foanfol | ower. But a shout from Mioram stopped them Prothall hung

cl anped agai nst the stone |like a handful of old rags, but his eyes did not flinch. He repeated,
"Do you rave?"

For one horrible nmonent, Foanfollower held the High Lord as if he neant to murder himw th one
huge squeeze of his fist. Covenant tried to think of sonething to say, sone way to intervene, but
could not. He had no conception of what had happened to Foanfol |l ower.

Then from behi nd Covenant First Mark Tuvor said clearly, "A Raver? In one of the Seareach G ants?
| mpossi ble. ™"

As if inpaled by Tuvor's assertion, Foanfollower broke into a convul sion of coughing. The viol ence
of his reaction knotted his gnarled frame. He |l owered Prothall, then coll apsed backward, falling
with a thud against the opposite wall. Slowly, his paroxysm changed into a | ow chuckle like the
gl ee of hysteria.

Heard t hrough the groaning of the river, that sound nade Covenant's skin craw like a sliny
caress. He could not abide it. Driven by a need to | earn what had befall en Foanfol |l ower, he noved
forward to l ook into the Corge.

There, braced now against his vertigo and the inundation of the river roar, he saw what had
ignited Foanfoll ower. Ah, G ant! he groaned. To kill-! Below himand barely twenty feet above the
| evel of the river was a narrow roadway |like a |l edge in the south wall of the Gorge. And al ong the
roadway to the beat of unheard druns marched an arnmy of Cavew ghts out of Munt Thunder. Captai ned
by a wedge of urviles, file after file of the gangrel creatures jerked out of the nountain and
tranped along the ledge with a glare of lust in their |aval eyes. Thousands had already left their
W ghtwarrens; and behind themthe files continued as if Munt Thunder were spewing all the hordes
of its inhabiting vermin onto the undefended Earth.

Foanf ol | ower!!

For a nonent, Covenant's heart beat to the rhythmof the Gant's pain. He could not bear to think
that Foanfol |l ower and his people mght |ose their hope of Honme because of creatures |ike those.

Is killing the only answer?

Numbly, half blindly, he began | ooking for the way in whi ch Foanfoll ower had neant to reach the

| edge and the Cavew ghts.

He found it easily enough; it |ooked sinple for anyone not tinorous of heights. There was a rude,
slick stair cut into the rock of the south wall fromthe rift down to the roadway. Opposite it
were steps which went fromthe rift up to the top of the Gorge. They were as gray, spray-worn and
old as native stone.

Lord Mhoram had come up behind Covenant. Hi s voice reached dimy through the river roar. "This is
the anci ent Look of Treacher's Gorge. That part of the First Ward which tells of this place is
easily understood. It was forned for the watch and conceal nent of the betrayers. For here at
Treacher's CGorge, Lord

Foul the Despiser revealed his true self to H gh Lord Kevin. Here was struck the first blow of the
open war which ended in the Ritual of Desecration

"Before that tine, Kevin Landwaster doubted Lord Foul w thout knowi ng why-for the Despiser had
enacted no ill which Kevin could discover-and he showed trust for Lord Foul out of shame for his
unwort hy doubt. Then, through the Despiser's plotting, a nessage cane to the Council of Lords from
the Denondi min Munt Thunder. The nessage asked the Lords to cone to the Denondi m|oreworks, the
spawni ng crypts where the ur-viles were nade, to neet with the |lorenmasters, who cl ai ned know edge
of a secret power.

"Clearly, Lord Foul intended for Kevin to go to Mount Thunder. But the Hi gh Lord doubted, and did
not go. Then he was ashaned of his doubt, and sent in his stead some of his truest friends and
strongest allies. So a high conpany of the AOd Lords rafted as was their wont down t he Soul sease

t hrough Andelain to Mount Thunder. And here, in the roar and spray and ill of Treacher's Gorge,
they were anbushed by ur-viles. They were slaughtered, and their bodies sent to the abyss of the
mount ai n. Then marched armies |ike these out of the cataconbs, and the Land was pl unged al

unready into war

"That long conflict went on battle after death littered battle w thout hope. H gh Lord Kevin
fought bravely. But he had sent his friends into anbush. Soon he began his m dni ght neetings with
despair-and there was no hope."

The seductive, dizzy rush of the river drained Covenant's resistance. Spray beaded on his face

i ke sweat.

Foanf ol | ower had wanted to do the same thing leap into the withing allure of the CGorge-fall on



the Cavew ghts from anmbush.

Wth an effort that nmade hi m noban through his clenched teeth, Covenant backed away fromthe Look
G i pping hinself against the wall, he asked wi thout apparent transition, "Is he still |aughing?"
Mhoram appeared to understand. "No. Now he sits

and quietly sings the song of the Unhoned, and gives no sign."

Foanf ol | ower! Covenant breathed. "Wy did you stop the Bl oodguard? He might've hurt Prothall."

The Lord turned his back on Treacher's Gorge to face Covenant. "Saltheart Foanfollower is ny
friend. How could I interfere?" A nonent |ater, he added, "The Hi gh Lord is not defenseless.”
Covenant persisted. "Maybe a Raver-"

"No." Morams flat assertion acknow edged no doubt. "Tuvor spoke truly. No Raver has the might to
master a Gant."

"But sonething"-Covenant groped-"sonmething is hurting him He-he doesn't believe those onens. He

t hi nks-Drool -or something-is going to prevent the G ants from goi ng Hone."

Mhorami's reply was so soft that Covenant was forced to read it on his crooked lips. "So do I|."
Foanf ol | ower!!

Covenant | ooked down the rift at the Gant. In the darkness Foanfollower sat like a lunp of shale
agai nst one wall, singing quietly and staring at invisible visions on the stone before him The
sight brought up a surge of synpathetic anger in Covenant, but he clanmped it down, clutched his
bargain. The walls of the rift leaned in toward him |ike suffocating fear, dark w ngs. He thrust
hi msel f past the G ant and out toward the ravine

Before |l ong, the conpany gathered there for supper. They ate by the light of one dimlillianril
torch; and when the neal was done, they tried to get sone sleep. Covenant felt that rest was

i mpossi bl e; he sensed the arnmy of Cavewi ghts unrolling Iike a skein of destruction for the weaving
of the Land's death. But the ceaseless roar of the river lulled himuntil he rel axed agai nst the
ground. He dozed slightly, with the drums of war throbbing in the rock under him

Later, he found hinself sharply awake. The red noon had passed the crest of Munt Thunder, and now
gl ared strai ght down on the ravine. He guessed that m dnight was past. At first, he thought that
the nmoon had roused himwith its nearly full stare. But then he realized that the vibration of the
drums was gone fromthe rock. He glanced around the canp, and saw Tuvor whispering with High Lord
Prothall. The next noment, Tuvor began waking the sleepers.

Soon the warriors were alert and ready. Covenant had his knife in the belt of his robe, his staff
in his hand. Birinair held aloft a rod with a snmall flane flickering fromits tip, and in that
uncertain |ight Mhoram and Prothall stood together with Manethrall Lithe, Warhaft Quaan, and the
First Mark. Dimshadows shifted |like fear and resolution across Prothall's face. Hi s voice sounded
weak with age as he said, "Now is our |ast hour of open sky. The outpouring of Drool's arny has
ended. Those of us who will must go into the cataconbs of Munt Thunder. W nust take this chance
to enter, while Drool's attention is still with his army-before he can perceive that we are not
where he thinks us to be.

"Now is the tinme for those who would to |ay down the Quest. There can be no retreat, or escape
after failure, in the Wghtwarrens. The Quest has al ready been bravely served. None who now lay it
down need feel shane."

Carefully, Quaan said, "Do you turn back, H gh Lord?"

"Ah, no," sighed Prothall. "The hand of these tines is upon nme. | dare not falter."

Then Quaan replied, "Can a Eoman of the Warward of Lord's Keep turn back when the Hi gh Lord | eads?
Never!"

And the Eoman echoed, "Never!"

Covenant wondered where Foanfol | ower was, what the G ant would do. For hinself, he felt
intuitively sure that he had no choice, that his dream would only rel ease hi mby nmeans of the
Staff of Law. O by death.

The next nonment, Manethrall Lithe spoke to Prothall. Her head was back, and her slimform was
prinmed as if she were prepared to explode. "I gave ny word. Your horses will be tended. The Cords
will preserve themin hope of your return. But I-" She shook her bound hair as if she were defying
herself. "I will go with you. Under the ground." Prothall's protest she stopped with a sharp
gesture. "You set an exanple | nust follow. How could |I stand before a Ranyhyn again, if | come so
far only to turn away when the peril becones great? And | feel sonmething nore. The Ramen know the
sky, the open earth. W know air and grass. We do not |ose our way in darkness-the Ranyhyn have

taught our feet to be sure. |I feel that I will always know ny way-outward. You rmay have need of
me, though | amfar fromthe Plains of Ra, and fromnysel f."

The shadows fornmed Prothall's face into a grinace, but he responded quietly, "I thank you
Manethrall. The Ranmen are brave friends of the Land." Casting his eyes over the whol e conpany, he

said, "Cone, then. The outcone of our Quest awaits. Whatever nmay befall us-as long as there are



people to sing, they will sing that in this dark hour the Land was wel| chanpi oned. Now be true to
the last.” Wthout waiting for an answer, he went out of the bloody noonlight into the rift.

The warriors |let Covenant foll ow behind the two Lords as if according hima position of respect.
Prot hal | and Mhoram wal ked si de by side; and when they neared the Look, Covenant could see from
bet ween t hem Foanf ol | ower standing at the edge of the cliff. The G ant had his pal ns braced above
his head on either wall. H's back was to the Lords; he stared into the bl eak, bl ood-hued withing
of the river. Hi s huge formwas dark against the vermlion sky.

When the Lords canme near him he said as if he were speaking back to themfromthe CGorge, "I
remain here. My watch. | will guard you. Drool's arny will not trap you in Munt Thunder while |
live." A noment later, he added as if he had recogni zed the bottomof hinself, "Fromhere | wll
not snell the Wghtwarrens." But his next words carried an echo of old G antish hunor. "The

cat aconbs were not nade to accompdate creatures the size of Gants."

"You choose well," murrmured Prothall. "W need your protection. But do not remain here after the
full rmoon. If we do not return by that tinme, we are |lost, and you nust go to warn your people.”
Foanfol | oner answered as if in reply to sone other voice. "Renenber the GCath of Peace. In the naze
where you go, it is your lifeline. It preserves you agai nst Soul crusher's purposes, hidden and
savage. Renenber the Gath. It may be that hope nisleads. But hate-hate corrupts. | have been too
quick to hate. | becone |ike what | abhor."

"Have some respect for the truth,” NMioram snapped. The sudden harshness of his tone startled
Covenant. "You are Saltheart Foanfoll ower of the Seareach G ants, Rockbrother to the nmen of the
Land. That nane cannot be taken fromyou."

But Covenant had heard no self-pity in the Gant's words-only recognition and sorrow. Foanfol | ower
did not speak again. He stood as still as the walls agai nst which he braced hinself-stood Iike a
statue carved to occupy the Look

The Lords spent no nore tinme with him Already the night was waning, and they wanted to enter the
mount ai n bef ore dayl i ght.

The Questers took positions. Prothall, Birinair, and two Bl oodguard followed First Mark Tuvor

Then cane Mhoram Lithe, Bannor, Covenant, and Kori k. Then cane Warhaft Quaan, his fourteen
warriors, and the |ast four Bl oodguard.

They were only twenty-nine against all of Drool Rockworm s unknown night.

They strung a line of clingor from Tuvor to the | ast Bloodguard. In single file, they started down
the slick stair into Treacher's GCorge.

TVWENTY- TWO. The Cat aconbs of Munt Thunder

DROCL' S nmoon enbittered the night |like a consummation of gall. Under it, the river thrashed and
roared in Treacher's Gorge as if it were being crushed. Spray and slick-wet noss nmade the stair
down fromthe Look as treacherous as a quagnire

Covenant bristled with trepidations. At first, when his turn to begin the descent had cone, his
dread had paral yzed him But when Bannor had offered to carry him he had found the pride to nake
hi msel f nove. In addition to the clingor line, Bannor and Korik held his staff like a railing for
him He went tortuously down into the Gorge as if he were striving to lock his feet on the stone
of each step.

The stair dropped irregularly fromthe cliff into the wall of the Gorge. Soon the conpany was
creeping into the loud chasm led only by the light of Birinair's torch. The crinmson froth of the
river seenmed to leap up at themlike a hungry plague as they neared the roadway. Each step was
slicker than the one before. Behind him Covenant heard a gasp as one of the warriors slipped. The
low cry carried terror like the quarrel of a crossbow But the Bl oodguard anchoring the line were
secure; the warrior quickly regained his footing.

The descent dragged on. Covenant's ankles began to ache with the increasing uncertainty of his
feet. He tried to think his soles into the rock, nake them part of the stone through sheer
concentration. And he gripped his staff until his palnms were so slick with sweat that the wood
seermed to be pulling amay fromhim H s knees started to quiver

But Bannor and Kori k upheld him The distance to the roadway shrank. After several |ong, bad
monents, the threat of panic receded.

Then he reached the conparative safety of the | edge. He stood in the mdst of the conpany between
the Gorge wall and the channel of the river. Above them the slash of sky had begun to turn gray,
but that I|ightening only enphasized the darkness of the Gorge. Birinair's lone torch flickered as
if it were lost in a wlderland.

The Questers had to yell to make thensel ves understood over the tunult of the current. Briskly,



Quaan gave marching orders to his Eoman. The warriors checked over their weapons. Wth a few
gestures and a slight nod or two, Tuvor made his | ast arrangenents with the Bl oodguard. Covenant
gripped his staff, and assured hinself of his Stonedownor knife-Atiaran's knife. He had a vague

i mpression that he had forgotten something. But before he could try to think what it was, he was
di stracted by shouts.

ad Birinair was yelling at High Lord Prothall. For once, the Hearthrall seened careless of his
gruff dignity. Against the roar of the river, he thrust his seamed and qui vering face at Prothall
and barked, "You cannot! The risk!"

Prot hal | shook his head negatively.

"You cannot |ead! Alow ne!"

Again, Prothall silently refused.

"Of course!" shouted Birinair, struggling to nake his determ nation carry over the howl of water.

"You must not! | can! | know the ways! O course. Are you alone old enough to study? | know the
old maps. No fool, you knowif | look old, and"-he faltered nonentarily-"and usel ess. You rnust

all ow ne!"

Prothall strove to shout without sounding angry. "Tine is short! W nust not delay. Birinair, old
friend, | cannot put the first risk of this Quest onto another. It is ny place."

"Fool!" spat Birinair, daring any insolence to gain his point. "How will you see?"

" See?"

"Of course!"™ The Hearthrall quivered with sarcasm

"You will go before! Risk all! Light the way with Lords-fire! Fool! Drool will see you before you

reach Warrenbridge!"

Prothall at |ast understood. "Ah, that is true." He sagged as if the realization hurt him "Your
light is quieter than mine. Drool will surely sense our coning if | nmake use of ny staff."
Abruptly, he turned to one side, angry now. "Tuvor!" he commanded. "Hearthrall Birinair |eads! He
will light our way in ny place. Ward himwell, Tuvor! Do not let this old friend suffer ny
perils."

Birinair drew hinself up; rediscovering dignity in his responsibility. He extingui shed the rod he
carried, and gave it to a warrior to pack away with the rest of his brands. Then he stroked the
end of his staff, and a flame sprang up there. Wth a brusque beckon, he raised his fire and
started stiffly down the roadway toward the maw of Munt Thunder.

At once, Terrel and Korik passed the Hi rebrand and took scouting positions twenty feet ahead of
him Two other Bl oodguard placed thensel ves just behind him and after themwent Prothall and
Vhoram t oget her, then two nore Bl oodguard foll owed singly by Manethrall Lithe, Covenant, and
Bannor. Next marched Quaan with his Eoman in files of three, leaving the last two Bl oodguard to
bring up the rear. In that formation, the conmpany noved toward the entrance to the cataconbs.
Covenant | ooked upward briefly to try to catch a last glinpse of Foanfoll ower in the Look. But he
did not see the Gant; the Gorge was too full of darkness. And the roadway denanded his attention
He went into the rock under Foanfollower w thout any wave or sign of farewell.

Thus the conpany strode away from daylight-fromsun and sky and open air and grass and possibility
of retreat-and took their Quest into the gullet of Munt Thunder

Covenant went into that demesne of night as if into a nightmare. He was .not braced for the
entrance to the cataconbs. He had approached it without fear; the relief of having survived the
descent fromthe Look

had rendered himtenporarily i mmune to panic. He had not said farewell to Foanfollower; he had
forgotten sonething; but these pangs were diffused by a sense of anticipation, a sense that his
bargain woul d bring himout of the dreamwith his ability to endure intact.

But the sky above-an openness of which he had hardly been aware-was cut off as if by an ax, and
repl aced by the huge stone weight of the nountain, so heavy that its aura alone was crushing. In
his ears, its mass seened to runble like silent thunder. The river's roaring nounted in the gullet
of the cave, adunbrated itself as if the constricted pain of the current were again constricted
into keener and | ouder pain. The spray was as thick as rain; ahead of the conpany, Birinair's
flanme burned di mand penunbral, nearly quenched by the wet air. And the surface of the roadway was
hazardous, littered with holes and rocks and | oose shale. Covenant strained his attention as if he
were listening for a note of sense in the gibberish of his experience, and under this alertness he
wore his hope of escape |ike a buckler

In nore ways than one, he felt that it was his only protection. The conpany seenmed pathetically
weak, defensel ess agai nst the dark-dwelling Cavew ghts and ur-viles. Stunbling through night
broken only at the solitary point of Birinair's fire, he predicted that the conpany woul d be
observed soon. Then a report would go to Drool, and the inner forces of the Wghtwarrens woul d
pour forth, and the army would be recall ed-what chance had Foanfol | ower agai nst so many thousands



of Cavew ghts?-and the conpany woul d be crushed |ike a handful of presunmptuous ants. And in that
monment of resolution or death would conme his own rescue or defeat. He could not envision any other
out core.

Wth these thoughts, he wal ked as if he were listening for the downward rush of an aval anche.
After some distance, he realized that the sound of the river was changi ng. The roadway went inward
al rost horizontally, but the river was falling into the depths of the rock. The current was
becom ng a cataract, an abysmal plunmret |ike a plunge into death. The sound of it receded slowy
as the river crashed farther and farther away fromthe lip of the chasm

Now there was less spray in the air to dimBirinair's flame. Wth | ess danpness to blur it, the
stone wall showed nore of its essential granite. Between the wall and the chasm Covenant clung to
the reassurance of the roadway. When he put a foot down hard, he could feel the solidity of the

I edge jolt fromhis heel to the base of his spine.

Around him the cave had beconme |ike a tunnel except for the chasmon the left. He fought his
apprehensi on by concentrating on his feet and the Hirebrand' s flanme. The river fell helplessly,
and its roar faded like fingers scraping for a |ost purchase. Soon he began to hear the noving
noi ses of the conpany. He turned to try to see the opening of the Gorge, but either the road had
been curving gradually, or the opening had been lost in the distance; he saw nothi ng behind him
but night as unnmitigated as the bl ackness ahead.

But after a tine he felt that the | ooming dark was losing its edge. Some change in the air
attenuated the mdnight of the cataconbs. He stared ahead, trying to clarify the perception. No
one spoke; the conmpany hugged its silence as if in fear that the walls were capabl e of hearing.
Shortly, however, Birinair halted. Covenant, Lithe, and the Lords quickly joined the old

Hi rebrand. Wth himstood Terrel

"Warrenbridge lies ahead," said the Bloodguard. "Korik watches. There are sentries." He spoke
softly, but after the long silence his voice sounded carel ess of hazards.

"Ah, | feared that," whispered Prothall. "Can we approach?”

"Rockl i ght nakes dark shadows. The sentries stand atop the span. W can approach within bowshot."
Mhoram cal l ed quietly for Quaan while Prothall asked, "How many sentries?"

Terrel replied, "Two."

"Only two?"

The Bl oodguard shrugged fractionally. "They suffice. Between themlies the only entrance to the
W ghtwarrens. "

But Prothall breathed again, "Only two?" He seened to be groping to recognize a danger he could
not see.

Wil e the Hi gh Lord considered, Moram spoke rapidly to Quaan. At once, the Warhaft turned to his
Eoman, and shortly two warriors stood by Terrel, unslinging their bows. They were tall, slim
Wyodhel vennin, and in the pale light their |inbs hardly | ooked brawny enough to bend their stiff
bows.

For a nonent |onger, Prothall hesitated, pulling at his beard as if he were trying to tug a vague
i mpression into consciousness. But then he thrust his anxiety down, gave Terrel a sharp nod.
Briskly, the Bloodguard led the two warriors away toward the attenuated night ahead.

Prot hal | whispered intently to the conpany, "Have a care. Take no risk without nmy order. My heart
tells ne there is peril here-sone strange danger which Kevin's Lore nanes-but now | cannot recall
it. Ah, menory! That know edge is so dimand separate from what we have known since the
Desecration. Think, all of you. Take great care."

Wal king slowy, he went forward beside Birinair, and the conpany foll owed.

Now the |ight becane steadily clearer-an orange-red, rocky glow Iike that which Covenant had seen
long ago in his brief meeting with Drool in Kiril Threndor. Soon the Questers could see that in a
few hundred yards the cave took a sharp turn to the right, and at the sane tine the ceiling of the
tunnel rose as if there were a great vault beyond the bend.

Bef ore they had covered half the distance, Korik joined themto guide themto a safe vantage. On
the way, he pointed out the position of Terrel and the two warriors. They had clinbed partway up
the right wall, and were kneeling on a ledge in the angle of the bend.

Korik | ed the conpany close to the river cleft until they reached a sheer stone wall. The chasm
appeared to | eave themvani sh straight into the rock which turned the road toward the right-but
Iight shone over this rock as well as through the chasm The rock was not a wall, but rather a
huge boul der sitting like a door ajar before the entrance to an i mrense chanber. Terrel had taken
the two warriors to a position fromwhich they could fire their shafts over this boul der

Kori k guided Prothall, Moram and Covenant across the shadow cast by the boulder until they could
peer to the left around its edge. Covenant found hinself |ooking into a high, flat-floored cavern
The chasm of the river swung around behind the boul der, and cut at right angles to its previous



direction straight through the center of the vault, then disappeared into the far wall. So the
roadway went no farther along the river's course. But there were no other openings in the outer
hal f of the cavern

At that point, the chasmwas at least fifty feet wide. The only way, across it was a massive
bridge of native stone which filled the nmiddle of the vault.

Carefully, Mioram whi spered, "Only two. They are enough. Pray for a true aim There will be no
second chance."

At first, Covenant saw no guards. H s eyes were held by two pillars of pulsing, fiery rocklight
whi ch stood like sentries on either side of the bridge crest. But he forced hinself to study the
bridge, and shortly he discerned two black figures on the span, one beside each pillar. They were
nearly invisible so close to the rocklight.

"Ur-viles," the Hgh Lord nuttered. "By the Seven! | nust renmenber! Wy are they not Cavew ghts?
Why does Drool waste ur-viles on such duty?"

Covenant hardly listened to Prothall's uneasi ness. The rocklight demanded his attention; it seened
to hold affinities for himthat he could not guess. By sone perverse logic of its pulsations, he
felt hinmself nade aware of his weddi ng band. The Droolish, powerful glow made his hand itch around
his ring like a rem nder that its promise of cherishing had failed. Gimy, he clenched his fist.
Prothall gripped hinmself, said heavily to Korik, "Make the attenpt. We can only fail."

Wthout a word, Korik nodded up at Terrel

Toget her, two bowstrings thrumed flatly.

The next instant, the ur-viles were gone. Covenant caught a glinpse of them dropping |ike black
pebbl es into the chasm

The High Lord sighed his relief. Mioramturned away fromthe vault, threw a salute of

congratul ation toward the two archers, then hurried back to give explanations and orders to the
rest of the company. Fromthe Eonman cane | ow murmured cheers, and the noises of a relaxation of
battl e tension.

"Do not |ower your guard!" Prothall hissed. "The danger is not past. | feel it."

Covenant stood where he was; staring into the rocklight, clenching his fist. Sonething that he did
not understand was happeni ng.

"Ur-Lord," Prothall asked softly, "what do you see?"

"Power." The interruption irritated him H s voice scraped roughly in his throat. "Drool's got
enough to make you look silly." He raised his left fist. "It's daylight outside." His ring burned
bl ood-red, throbbed to the pul se of the rocklight.

Prothall frowned at the ring, concentrating fiercely. Hs |lips were taut over his teeth as he
muttered, "This is not right. | nust remenber. Rocklight cannot do this."

Vhor am approached; and said before he saw what was between Covenant and Prothall, "Terrel has
rejoined us. W are ready to cross."” Prothall nodded inattentively. Then Mhoram noticed the ring
Covenant heard a sound as if Moramwere grinding his teeth. The Lord reached out, clasped his
hand over Covenant's fist.

A nonment |ater, he turned and signaled to the conpany. Quaan led his Eoman forward with the

Bl oodguard. Prothall |ooked distracted, but he went with Birinair into the vault. Automatically,
Covenant followed them toward Warrenbridge.

Tuvor and anot her Bl oodguard went ahead of the Hi gh Lord. They neared the bridge, inspecting it to
be

sure that the span was truly safe before the Lords crossed.

Covenant wandered forward as if in a trance. The spell of the rocklight grewon him H's ring
began to feel hot. He had to nmake an effort of consciousness to wonder why his ring was bl oody
rather than orangered like the glowing pillars. But he had no answer. He felt a change coning over
himthat he could not resist or neasure or even analyze. It was as if his ring were confusing his
senses, turning themon their pivots to peer into unknown di mensions.

Tuvor and his conrade started up the bridge. Prothall held the conpany back, despite the inherent
danger of remaining in the open light. He stared after Tuvor and yanked at his beard with a hand
whi ch trenbl ed agedly.

Covenant felt the spell nastering him The cavern began to change. In places, the rock walls
seened thinner, as if they were about to beconme transparent. Quaan and Lithe and the warriors grew
transparent as well, approached the evanescence of waiths. Prothall and Moram appeared solider
but Prothall flickered where Mhoramwas steady. Only the Bl oodguard showed no sign of dissipating,
of losing their essence in mst-the Bloodguard and the ring. Covenant's own fl esh now | ooked so
vague that he feared his ring would fall through it to the stone. At his shoul der, Bannor stood-
hard, inplacable and dangerous, as if the Bloodguard's nere touch night scatter his becl ouded
being to the w nds.



He was drifting into transience. He tried to clench hinself; his fingers came back enpty.

Tuvor neared the crest of the span. The bridge seened about to crunble under himhe appeared so
much solider than the stone.

Then Covenant saw it-a | oop of shimrering air banded around the center of the bridge, standing
fiat across the roadway and around under the span and back. He did not know what it was,
under st ood not hi ng about it, except that it was powerful.

Tuvor was about to step into it.

Wth an effort like a convul sion, Covenant started to fight, resist the spell. Some intuition told
himthat Tuvor would be killed. Even a |l eper! he adjured hinself. This was not his bargain; he had
not prom sed to stand silent and watch men die. Hellfire! Then, with recovered rage, he cried
again, Hellfire

"Stop!" he gasped. "Can't you see?"

At once, Prothall shouted, "Tuvor! Do not nove!" Weeling on Covenant, he demanded, "What is it?
VWhat do you see?”

The viol ence of his rage brought back some of the solidity to his vision. But Prothall stil
appear ed dangerously evanescent. Covenant jerked up his ring, spat, "Get themdown. Are you blind?
It's not the rocklight. Sonething else up there."

Mhoram recal |l ed Tuvor and his conpanion. But for a nmoment Prothall only stared in blank fear at
Covenant. Then, abruptly, he struck his staff on the stone and ejacul ated, "Ur-viles! And

rocklight just there as anchors! Ah, | amblind, blind! They tend the power!"
I ncredul ously, Moram whi spered, "A Wrd of Warni ng?"
"Yes!"

"I's it possible? Has Drool entirely nmastered the Staff? Can he speak such ni ght?"

Prothall was already on his way toward the bridge. Over his shoulder, he replied, "He has Lord
Foul to teach him W have no such help." A nonment later, he strode up the span with Tuvor cl ose
behi nd him

The spell reached for Covenant again. But he knew it better now, and held it at bay with curses.
He could still see the shimmering | oop of the Word as Prothall neared it.

The Hi gh Lord approached slowy, and at |last halted a step before the Word. Gripping his staff in
his I eft hand, he held his right armup with the palmforward |ike a gesture of recognition. Wth
a rattling cough, he began to sing. Constantly repeating the same notif, he sang cryptically in a
| anguage Covenant did not understand-a | anguage so old that it sounded grizzled and hoary.
Prothall sang it softly, intimately, as if he were entering into private conmunion with the Wrd

of \Warning.
Gradual Iy, vaguely, like imrinent mst, the Wrd becane visible to the conpany. In the air
opposite Prothall's palm an indistinct shred of red appeared, coal esced, like a fragnment of an

unseen tapestry. The pal e, hanging red expanded until a large, rough circle was centered opposite
his palm Wth extreme caution -singing all the while-he raised his hand to neasure the hei ght of
the Word, noved sideways to judge its configuration. Thus in tatters the conpany saw the barrier
whi ch opposed them And as Covenant brought nore of hinself to the pitch of his stiff rage, his
own perception of the Wird paled until he saw only as nuch of it as the others did.

At last, Prothall |owered his hand and ceased his song. The shreds vani shed. He cane tightly down
the bridge as if he were only holding hinmself erect by the sinple strength of his resolution. But
his gaze was full of conprehension and the neasure of risks.

"A Wrd of Warning," he reported sternly, "set here by the power of the Staff of Law to inform
Drool if his defenses were breached-and to break Warrenbridge at the first touch.” H's tone
carried a glinpse of a plunge into the chasm "It is a work of great power. No Lord since the
Desecration has been capable of such a feat. And even if we had the might to undo it, we would
gain nothing, for Drool would be warned. Still, there is one sign in our favor. Such a Wrd cannot
be mai ntai ned without constant attention. It nmust be tended, else it decays-though not speedily
enough for our purpose. That Drool set urviles here as sentries perhaps shows that his mnd is

el sewhere."

Wonder ful ! Covenant growl ed corrosively. Terrific! H's hands itched with an intense urge to
throttl e someone.

Prothall continued: ."If Drool's eyes are turned away, it may be that we can bend the Wrd without
breaking." He took a deep breath, then asserted, "I believe it can be done. This Wrd is not as
pure and dangerous as mght be.” He turned to Covenant. "But | fear for you, ur-Lord.”

"For nme?" Covenant reacted as if the Hi gh Lord had accused hi mof sonething. "Wy?"

"I fear that the nmere closeness of your ring to the Word may undo it. So you nust cone |last. And
even then we may be caught within the cataconbs, with no bridge to bear us out again."

Last? He had a sudden vision of being forsaken or trapped here, blocked by that deep cleft from



the escape he needed. He wanted to protest, Let me go first. If | can make it, anybody can. But he
saw the folly of that argunment. Forbear, he urged hinself. Keep the bargain. H's fear made him
sound bitter as he grated, "Get on with it. They're bound to send sone new guards one of these
days. "

Prothall nodded. Wth a |ast neasuring | ook at Covenant, he turned away. He and Moram went up
onto the bridge to engage the Wrd.

Tuvor and Terrel followed carrying coils of clingor which they attached to the Lords' waists and
anchored at the foot of the bridge. Thus secured against the collapse of the span, Prothall and
Vhor am ascended cautiously until they were only an armis length fromthe invisible Wrd. There
they knelt together and started their song.

When the bottom of the Word becane visible in crinmson, they placed their staffs parallel to it on
the stone before them Then, with tortuous care, they rolled their staffs directly under the

i ri descent power For one bated noment, they remained still in an attitude of prayer as if
beseeching their wood not to interrupt the current flow ng past their faces. A heartstopping
flicker replied in the red shimer. But the Lords went on singing-and shortly the Wrd steadied.
Braci ng thensel ves, they started the nost difficult part of their task. They began lifting the

i nner ends of their staffs.

Wth a quick intake of wonder and admiration, the conpany saw the | ower edge of the Wrd bend,
leaving a low, tented gap belowit.

When the peak of the gap was nore than a foot high, the Lords froze. Instantly, Bannor and two

ot her Bl oodguard dashed up the bridge, unrolling a rope as they ran. One by one, they craw ed

t hrough the gap and took their end of the lifeline to safe ground beyond the span

As soon as Bannor had attached his end of the rope, Moramtook hold of Prothall's staff. The Hi gh
Lord wornmed through the gap, then held the staffs for Mioram By the time Moram had regai ned his
position beside Prothall, old Birinair was there and ready to pass. Behind himin rapid single
file went the Eonman, followed by Quaan and Lithe.

In turn, Tuvor and Terrel slipped under the Wird and anchored their ropes to the two Lords beyond
the chasm Then, noving at a run, the |last Bloodguard sl apped the central lifeline around Covenant
and made their way through the gap

He was left al one.

In a cold sweat of anger and fear, he started up the bridge. He felt the two pillars of rocklight
as if they were scrutinizing him He went up the span fiercely, cursing Foul, and cursing hinmself
for his fear. He did not give a glance to the chasm Staring at the gap, he ground his rage into
focus, and approached the shinmmering tapestry of power. As he drew nearer, his ring ached on his
hand. The bridge seened to grow thinner as if it were dissolving under him The Wrd becane
starker, dominating his vision nore and nore.

But he kept his hold on his rage. Even a |leper! He reached the gap, knelt before it, |ooked
monentarily through the shimrer at the Lords. Their faces ran with sweat, and their voices
trenbled in their song. He clenched his hands around the staff of Baradakas, and crawl ed into the
gap.

As he passed under the Wrd, he heard an instant high keening |ike a whine of resistance. For that
instant, a cold red flanme burst fromhis ring.

Then he was through, and the bridge and the Wrd were still intact.

He stunbl ed down the span, flinging off the clingor lifeline. Wien he was safe, he turned | ong
enough to see Prothall and Mioramrenove their staffs fromunder the Word. Then he stal ked out of
the vault of Warrenbridge into the dark tunnel of the roadway. He felt Bannor's presence at his
shoul der al nost at once, but he did not stop until the darkness agai nst which he thrust hinself
was thick enough to seem i npenetrable.

In frustration and congested fear, he groaned, "I want to be alone. Wy don't you | eave ne al one?"
Wth the repressed lilt of his Haruchai inflection, Bannor responded, "You are ur-Lord Covenant.
W are the Bloodguard. Your life is in our care.”

Covenant glared into the ineluctable dark around him and thought about the unnatural solidity of
t he Bl oodguard. What binding principle nade their flesh seeml|ess nortal than the gutrock of Mount
Thunder? A glance at his ring showed himthat its incarnadine gl eam had al nost entirely faded. He
found that he was jeal ous of Bannor's dispassion; his own pervasive irrectitude offended him On
the impul se of a ferocious intuition, he returned, "That isn't enough."

He coul d envision Bannor's slight, eloquent shrug without seeing it. In darkness he waited
defiantly until the conpany caught up with him

But when he was again marching in his place in the Quest-when Birinair's wan flame had passed by
him treading as if transfixed by |eadership the invisible directions of the roadway-the night of
t he cataconbs crowded toward himlike nmyriad | eering spectators, inpatient for bloodshed, and he



suffered a reaction against the strain. H's shoul ders began to trenble, as if he had been hangi ng
by his arns too long, and cold petrifaction settled over his thoughts.

The Word of Warning reveal ed that Lord Foul was expecting them knew they would not fall victimto
Drool's army. Drool could not have forned the Word, nuch less nade it so apposite to white gold.
Therefore it served the Despiser's purposes rather than Drool's. Perhaps it was a test of sone

ki nd-a neasure of the Lords' strength and resourceful ness, an indication of Covenant's

vul nerability. But whatever it was, it was Lord Foul's doing. Covenant felt sure that the Despiser
knew everyt hi ng- pl anned, arranged, nade inevitable all that happened to the Quest, every act and
deci sion. Drool was ignorant, nad, manipul ated; the Cavew ght probably failed to understand hal f
of what he achi eved under Lord Foul's hand.

But in his bones Covenant had known such things fromthe beginning. They did not surprise him
rather, he saw them as synptons of another, a nore essential threat. This central peril-a peri

whi ch so froze his mnd that only his flesh seened able to react by trenbling-had to do with his
white gold ring. He perceived the danger clearly because he was too nunb to hide fromit. The
whol e function of the conpronm se, the bargain, he had nade with the Ranyhyn, was to hold the

i mpossibility and the actuality of the Land apart, in equipoise-Back off! Let ne be!-to keep them
frominpacting 