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THE PONER THAT PRESERVES

By: Stephen R Donal dson

The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant and Unbel i ever BOOK THREE
C 1977

[ ONE] The Danger in Dreans

Thomas Covenant was talking in his sleep. At tines he knew what he was doi ng; the broken pieces

of his voice penetrated his stupor dimy, like flickers of innocence. But he could not rouse
hi nsel f-the wei ght of his exhaustion was too great. He babbled Iike mllions of people before him
whole or ill, true or false. But in his case there was no one to hear. He woul d not have been nore
alone if he had been the |last dreaner left alive.

Wien the shrill demand of the phone cut through him he woke up wailing.

For a nonent after he threw hinself upright in bed, he could not distinguish between the phone
and his own flat terror; both echoed Iike tornment through the fog in his head. Then the phone rang
again. It pulled himsweating out of bed, conpelled himto shanble |like a derelict into the living
room forced himto pick up the receiver. H's nunb, disease-cold fingers funbled over the bl ack
pl astic, and when he finally gained a grip onit, he held it to the side of his head |ike a
pi st ol

He had nothing to say to it, so he waited in blankness for the person at the other end of the
line to speak.

A wonman's voi ce asked uncertainly, "M . Covenant? Thomas Covenant?"

"Yes," he nurnured, then stopped, vaguely surprised by all the things he had with that one word
adnmitted to be true.

"Ah, M. Covenant," the voice said. "Megan Roman calling." Wen he said nothing, she added with
a touch of acerbity, "Your |awyer. Renenmber?"

But he did not renenber; he knew nothing about | awers. Nunb nist confused all the links of his
menory. Despite the metallic distortion of the connection, her voice sounded distantly faniliar
but he could not identify it.

She went on, "M . Covenant, |'ve been your |awer for two years now. What's the matter with
you? Are you all right?"

The fam liarity of her voice disturbed him He did not want to remenber who she was. Dully, he

murmured, "It doesn't have anything to do with nme."

"Are you kidding? | wouldn't have called if it didn't have to do with you. | wouldn't have
anything to do with it if it weren't your business." Irritation and disconfort scraped together in
her tone.

"No.'' He did not want to renenber. For his own benefit, he strained to articulate, "The Law
doesn't have anything to do with ne. She broke it. Anyway, |- It can't touch nme."

"You better believe it can touch you. And you better listen to me. | don't know what's w ong
with you, but-"

He interrupted her. He was too close to renenbering her voice. "No," he said again. "It doesn't
bind me. I'moutside. Separate. It can't touch ne. Law is"-he paused for a nonent, groped through

the fog for what he wanted to say-"not the opposite of Despite."
Then in spite of hinself he recognized her voice. Through the disenbodi ed i naccuracy of the
phone line, he identified her.

El ena.
A sickness of defeat took the resistance out of him
She was saying, "-what you're talking about. |I'myour |awer, Megan Roman. And if you think the

|l aw can't touch you, you'd better listen to me. That's what |I'mcalling about."

"Yes," he said hopel essly.

"Listen, M. Covenant." She gave her irritation a free hand. "I don't exactly |ike being your
| awyer. Just thinking about you makes nme squirm But |I've never backed down on a client before,
and | don't nean to start with you. Now pull yourself together and listen to ne."

"Yes.'' Elena? he npaned dunmbly. Elena? Wat have | done to you?

"Al'l right. Here's the situation. That-unfortunate escapade of yours-Saturday night-has brought
matters to a head. It- Did you have to go to a nightclub, M. Covenant? A nightclub, of al
pl aces?"

"I didn't nmean it." He could think of no other words for his contrition

"Well, it's done now. Sheriff Lytton is up in arns. You've given himsonething he can use
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agai nst you. He spent Sunday evening and this nmorning talking to a | ot of people around here. And
the people he talked to talked to other people. The township council net at noon

"M . Covenant, this probably wouldn't have happened if everyone didn't renenber the last time
you cane to town. There was a lot of talk then, but it'd calmed down for the nost part. Nowit's
stirred up again. People want action

"The council intends to give themaction. Qur scrupul ous |ocal governnent is going to have your
property rezoned. Haven Farmwil|l probably be zoned industrial. Residential use will be
prohi bited. Once that's done, you can be forced to nove. You'll probably get a fair price for the
Farm but you won't find any other place to live in this county."

"It's nmy fault,"” he said. "I had the power, and I didn't know how to use it." H s bones were
full to the marrow with old hate and death

"What? Are you listening to me? M. Covenant, you're ny client- for whatever that's worth. |
don't intend to stand by and let this happen to you. Sick or not, you've got the sane civil rights
as anyone else. And there are laws to protect private citizens frompersecution. W can fight. Now

I want''-against the nmetallic background noi se of the phone, he could hear her gathering her

courage-"I want you to conme to ny office. Today. We'll dig into the situation-arrange to appea
the decision, or file suit against it-something. W'Ill discuss all the ramfications, and plan a
strategy. Al right?"

The sense of deliberate risk in her tone penetrated himfor a nonent. He said, "I'ma |eper
They can't touch ne."

"They' || throw you out on your ear! Damm it, Covenant-you don't seemto understand what's going

on here. You are going to | ose your hone. It can be fought-but you're the client, and | can't
fight it without you."

But her vehenence nade his attention retreat. Vague recollections of Elena swirled in himas he
said, "That's not a good answer." Absently, he renpoved the receiver fromhis ear and returned it
to its cradle.

For a long tine, he stood gazing at the black instrunent. Something in its irrenediable pitch
and shape rem nded himthat his head hurt.

Sonet hi ng i nportant had happened to him

As if for the first tine, he heard the | awer saying, Sunday evening and this norning. He
turned woodenly and | ooked at the wall clock. At first he could not bring his eyes into focus on
it; it stared back at himas if it were going blind. But at |ast he nade out the tinme. The
afternoon sun outside his wi ndows confirmed it.

He had slept for nore than thirty hours.

El ena? he thought. That could not have been El ena on the phone. El ena was dead. Hi s daughter
was dead. It was his fault.

H s forehead began to throb. The pain rasped his mind like a bright, brutal |ight. He ducked
his head to try to evade it.

El ena had not even existed. She had never existed. He had dreamed the whol e thing.

El ena! he npaned. Turning, he wandered weakly back toward his bed.

As he noved, the fog turned crinson in his brain.

When he entered the bedroom his eyes wi dened at the sight of his pillow and he stopped. The
pill owcase was stained with black splotches. They | ooked |ike rot, some species of fungus gnaw ng
away at the white cleanliness of the |inen.

Instinctively, he raised a hand to his forehead. But his nunb fingers could tell himnothing.
The illness that seened to fill the whole inside of his skull began |laughing. H's enpty guts
squirmed with nausea. Hol ding his forehead in both hands, he lurched into the bathroom

In the mrror over the sink, he saw the wound on his forehead.

For an instant, he saw nothing of hinself but the wound. It |ooked |ike leprosy, like an
i nvisi ble hand of |eprosy clenching the skin of his forehead. Black crusted blood clung to the
ragged edges of the cut, nmottling his pale flesh |ike deep gangrene; and blood and fluid seeped
t hrough cracks in the heavy scabs. He seened to feel the infection festering its way straight

through his skull into his brain. It hurt his gaze as if it already reeked of disease and ugly
deat h.
Trenbling fiercely, he spun the faucets to fill the sink. While water frothed into the basin

he hurried to |l ather his hands.

But when he noticed his white gold ring hanging | cosely on his wedding finger, he stopped. He
renenbered the hot power which had pul sed through that netal in his dream He could hear Bannor
t he Bl ood-guard who had kept himalive, saying, Save her! You must!-hear hinself reply, | cannot!
He could hear Hile Troy's shout, Leper! You're too selfish to | ove anyone but yourself. He w nced
as he renenbered the bl ow which had |aid open his forehead.
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El ena had di ed because of him

She had never exi sted.

She had fallen into that crevice, fighting desperately against the specter of mad Kevin
Landwast er, whom she had Commanded from his grave. She had fallen and died. The Staff of Law had
been lost. He had not so nmuch as lifted his hand to save her

She had never even existed. He had dreaned her while he lay unconscious after having hit his
head on the edge of the coffee table.

Torn between conflicting horrors, he stared at his wound as if it were an outcry against him a
t wo- edged denunci ation. Fromthe mirror it shouted to himthat the prophecy of his illness had
come to pass.

Mbani ng, he pushed away, and rushed back toward the phone. Wth soapy, dripping hands, he
funbled at it, struggled to dial the nunber of Joan's parents. She m ght be staying with them She
had been his wife; he needed to talk to her

But hal fway through the nunber, he threw down the receiver. In his menory, he could see her
standi ng chaste and therefore nercil ess before him She still believed that he had refused to tal k
to her when she had called him Saturday night. She would not forgive himfor the rebuff he had
hel pl essly dealt her

How coul d he tell her that he needed to be forgiven for allow ng another worman to die in his
dr eans?

Yet he needed soneone- needed soneone to whom he could cry out, Help ne!

He had gone so far down the road to a leper's end that he could not pull hinself back al one.

But he could not call the doctors at the |leprosarium They would return himto Louisiana. They

would treat himand train himand counsel him They would put himback into life as if his illness
were all that mattered, as if wi sdomwere only skin-deep-as if grief and renorse and horror were
nothing but illusions, tricks done with mirrors, irrelevant to chrone and porcelain and cl ean

white, stiff hospital sheets and fluorescent |ights.

They woul d abandon himto the unreality of his passion

He found that he was gasping hoarsely, panting as if the air in the roomwere too rancid for
hi s | ungs.

He needed- needed.

Di al i ng convul sively, he called Informati on and got the nunber of the nightclub where he had
gone dri nki ng Saturday night.

When he reached that nunber, the woman who answered the phone told himin a bored voice that
Susi e Thurston had left the nightclub. Before he could think to ask, the worman told hi mwhere the
singer's next engagenent was.

He called Information again, then put a |ong-distance call through to the place where Susie
Thur ston was now scheduled to perform The switchboard of this club connected hi mw thout question
to her dressing room

As soon as he heard her |ow, waifish voice, he panted thickly, "Wy did you do it? Did he put
you up to it? Howdid he do it? | want to know'

She interrupted himroughly. "Wo are you? | don't know what the hell you're tal king about. Who
do you think you are? | didn't do nothing to you."

"Saturday night. You did it to nme Saturday night."

"Buster, | don't know you from Adam | didn't do nothing to you. Just drop dead, will you? GCet
of f my phone."”
"You did it Saturday night. He put you up to it. You called nme 'Berek.' '' Berek Hal fhand-the

| ong-dead hero in his dream The people in his dream the people of the Land, had believed himto
be Berek Hal fhand reborn-believed that because | eprosy had clained the last two fingers of his
right hand. "That crazy old beggar told you to call nme Berek, and you did it."

She was silent for a |ong noment before she said, "Ch, it's you. You're that guy-the people at
the club said you were a | eper."

"You called ne Berek," Covenant croaked as if he were strangling on the sepulchral air of the
house.

"A leper," she breathed. "Ch, hell! | mnight've kissed you. Buster, you sure had me fool ed. You
|l ook a hell of alot like a friend of mine."

"Berek," Covenant groaned.

"What - ' Berek' ? You heard ne wong. | said, 'Berrett.' Berrett Wllians is a friend of nmine. He
and | go 'way back. | learned a ot fromhim But he was three-quarters crocked all the tine.
Anyway, he was sort of a clown. Conming to hear ne without saying a thing about it is the sort of
thing he'd do. And you | ooked-"

"He put you up to it. That old beggar made you do it. He's trying to do sonmething to ne."
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"Buster, you got leprosy of the brain. I don't know no beggars. | got enough usel ess old nen of
nmy own. Say, maybe you are Berrett WIlliams. This sounds |ike one of his jokes. Berrett, damm you
if you're setting me up for sonething-"

Nausea cl enched in Covenant again. He hung up the phone and hunched over his stomach. But he
was too enpty to vomit; he had not eaten for forty-eight hours. He gouged the sweat out of his
eyes with his nunmb fingertips, and dialed Informati on again

The hal f-dried soap on his fingers nade his eyes sting and blur as he got the number he wanted
and put through another |ong-distance call.

Wien the crisp nmilitary voice said, "Departnent of Defense," he blinked at the noisture which
filled his eyes |ike shame, and responded, "Let nme talk to Hile Troy." Troy had been in his dream
too. But the man had insisted that he was real, an inhabitant of the real world, not a fignment of
Covenant's ni ghtmare

"Hile Troy? One nonent, sir." Covenant heard the riffling of pages briefly. Then the voice
said, "Sir, | have no listing for anyone by that name."

"Hile Troy," Covenant repeated. "He works in one of your-in one of your think tanks. He had an
accident. If he isn't dead, he should be back to work by now. "

The nmilitary voice |lost sone of its crispness. "Sir, if he's enployed here as you say-then he's

security personnel. | couldn't contact himfor you, even if he were listed here."

"Just get himto the phone," Covenant noaned. "He'll talk to ne."

"What is your nanme, sir?"

"He'll talk to ne."

"Perhaps he will. | still need to know your nane."

"Ch, hell!" Covenant wi ped his eyes on the back of his hand, then said abjectly, "I'm Thomas
Covenant . "

"Yes, sir. I'll connect you to Major Rolle. He may be able to help you."

The Iine clicked into silence. In the background, Covenant could hear a running series of
metallic snicks like the ticking of a deathwatch. Pressure nmounted in him The wound on his
forehead throbbed |ike a scream He clasped the receiver to his head, and hugged hinmself with his
free arm straining for self-control. Wien the line came to life again, he could hardly keep from
howing at it.

"M. Covenant?" a bland, insinuating voice said. "I'mMjor Rolle. W're having trouble
| ocating the person you wish to speak to. This is a large departnent--you understand. Could you
tell ne nore about hin?"

"His nane is Hile Troy. He works in one of your think tanks. He's blind." The words trenbl ed
bet ween Covenant's lips as if he were freezing.

"Blind, you say? M. Covenant, you nentioned an accident. Can you tell me what happened to this
Hile Troy?"

"Just let me talk to him |s he there or not?"

The maj or hesitated, then said, "M. Covenant, we have no blind men in this departnment. Coul d
you give nme the source of your information? I'mafraid you' re the victimof-"

Abruptly, Covenant was shouting, raging. "He fell out of a wi ndow when his apartnment caught
fire, and he was killed! He never even existed!’

Wth a savage heave, he tore the phone cord fromits socket, then turned and hurled it at the
clock on the living-roomwall. The phone struck the clock and bounced to the floor as if it were
i mpervious to injury, but the clock shattered and fell in pieces.

"He's been dead for days! He never existed!"

In a paroxysm of fury, he |lashed out and kicked the coffee table with one nunb booted foot. The
table flipped over, broke the frame of Joan's picture as it jolted across the rug. He kicked it
agai n, breaking one of its legs. Then he knocked over the sofa, and | eaped past it to the
bookcases. One after another, he heaved themto the fl oor

In nonents, the neat |leper's order of the room had degenerated i nto dangerous chaos. At once,
he rushed back to the bedroom Wth stunbling fingers, he tore the penknife out of his pocket,
opened it, and used it to shred the bl oodstained pillow Then, while the feathers settled Iike
guilty snow over the bed and bureaus, he thrust the knife back into his pocket and sl ammed out of
t he house.

He went down into the woods behind Haven Farmat a run, hurrying toward the secluded hut which
held his office. If he could not speak of his distress, perhaps he could wite it down. As he
flashed along the path, his fingers were already twitching to type out: Help nme help hel p hel p!
But when he reached the hut, he found that it |ooked as if he had al ready been there. Its door had
been torn fromits hinges, and inside the hulks of his typewiters lay battered anmd the litter of
his files and papers. The ruin was sneared with excrenent, and the small roons stank of urine.
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At first, he stared at the weckage as if he had caught hinself in an act of ammesia. He could
not renmenber having done this. But he knew he had not done it; it was vandalism an attack on him
Iike the burning of his stables days or weeks ago. The unexpected danage stunned him For an odd
instant, he forgot what he had just done to his house. | amnot a violent man, he thought dunbly.
I m not.

Then the constricted space of the hut seenmed to spring at himfromall the walls. A suffocating
sensation clanped his chest. For the third tine, he ached to vomt, and could not.

Gaspi ng between clenched teeth, he fled into the woods.

He noved aimessly at first, drove the inanition of his bones as fast as he could deep into the
woodl and with no ai mexcept flight. But as sunset filled the hills, cluttered the trails with
dusk, he bent his steps toward the town. The thought of people drew himlike a lure. Wile he
stunbl ed through the twilit spring evening, odd, irrational surges of hope jabbed his heart. At
erratic intervals, he thought that the nmere sight of a forthright, unrecrimnating face woul d
steady him bring the extremties of his plight back within his grasp.

He feared to see such a face. The inplicit judgnent of its health would be beyond his
endur ance.

Yet he jerked unevenly on through the woods like a noth fluttering in half-voluntary pursuit of
i mol ation. He could not resist the cold siren of people, the allure and pain of his conmon norta
bl ood. Hel p! He wi nced as each cruel hope struck him Help ne!

But when he neared the town-when he broke out of the woods in back of the scattered ol d hones
whi ch surrounded |i ke a defensive perineter the business core of the small town-he could not
must er the courage to approach any closer. The bright-lit w ndows and porches and driveways seened
i npassabl e: he would have to brave too much illumination, too much exposure, to reach any door
whet her or not it would welcome him Night was the only cover he had left for his terrible
vul nerability.

Whi npering in frustration and need, he tried to force hinself forward. He noved from house to
house, searching for one, any one, which nmight offer himsone faint possibility of consol ation
But the lights refused him The sheer indecency of thrusting hinself upon unwitting people in
their homes joined his fear to keep himback. He could not inmpose on the nen and wormen who |ived
in sanctuary behind the brightness. He could not carry the weight of any nore victins.

In this way-dodgi ng and ducki ng around the outskirts of the conmunity |ike a futile ghost, a
ghoul inpotent to horrify-he passed the houses, and then returned as he had cone, nmade his
scattered way back to Haven Farmlike a dry leaf, brittle to the breaking point, and apt for fire.

At acute times during the next three days, he wanted to burn his house down, put it to the
torch-nake it the pyre or charnel of his uncleanness. And in many | ess savage noods, he ached to
simply slit his wists-open his veins and let the slow misery of his collapse drain away. But he
could not nuster the resolution for either act. Torn between horrors, he seened to have |l ost the
power of decision. The little strength of will that remained to himhe spent in denying hinself
food and rest.

He went without food because he had fasted once before, and that hunger had helped to carry him
through a forest of self-deceptions to a realization of the appalling thing he had done to Lena,
El ena's nother. Now he wanted to do the same; he wanted to cut through all excuses,
justifications, digressions, defenses, and neet his condition on its darkest ternms. If he failed
to do this, then any concl usion he reached woul d be betrayed frombirth, Iike Elena, by the
i nadequacy of his rectitude or conprehension

But he fought his bone-deep need for rest because he was afraid of what night happen to himif
he slept. He had Il earned that the innocent do not sleep. Guilt begins in dreans.

Nei t her of these abnegations surpassed him The nausea |lurking constantly in the pit of his
stonmach hel ped himto keep fromfood. And the fever of his plight did not let himgo. It held and
rubbed himlike a harness; he seemed to have the galls of it on his soul. Wenever the penury of
his resources threatened him he gusted out of his house |like a |lost wind, and scudded through the
hills for mles up and down the wooded | ength of Righters Creek. And when he coul d not rouse
hinmself with exertion, he lay down across the broken furniture in his living room so that if he
dozed he woul d be too unconfortable to rest deeply enough for dreans.

In the process, he did nothing to care for his illness. H's VSE-the Visual Surveill ance of
Extrem ties on which his struggl e agai nst | eprosy depended-and other self-protective habits he
negl ected as if they had lost all nmeaning for him He did not take the nedication which had at one
time arrested the spreading of his disease. His forehead festered; cold nunbness gnawed its sl ow
way up the nerves of his hands and feet. He accepted such things, ignored his danger. It was
condi gn; he deserved it.

Neverthel ess, he fell into the sanme fey nood every evening. In the gloomof twilight, his need
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for people becane unendurable; it drew himspitting and gnashing his teeth to the outer darkness
beyond the hone lights of the town. Night after night he tried to drive hinself to the door of a
home, any home. But he could not raise his courage high enough to accost the lights. People within
a stone's throw of himrenai ned as unattainable as if they occupi ed another world. Each night he
was thrown back for conpani onship on the unrelieved aspect of his own weakness-and on the
t hr obbi ng ache which filled his skull as the infection in his forehead grew

El ena had di ed because of him She was his daughter, and he had | oved her. Yet he had trapped
her into death.

She had never even exi sted.

He could find no answer to it.

Then, Thursday night, the pattern of his decline was broken for him In the process of his

futile ghosting, he became aware of sounds on the dark breeze. A tone rose and fell |ike a voice
in oratory, and between its stanzas he heard singing. Disenbodied in the darkness, the voices had
a tattered, nournful air, like an invitation to a gathering of dammed soul s-verses and chorus

responding in dolor to each other. Elena had been a singer, daughter of a famly of singers.
Funbling his way through the benighted outskirts of the town, he followed the reft sorrow of the
nmusi c.

It led himpast the houses, around the town, down the road to the barren field which served as
a parade ground whenever the town celebrated a patriotic occasion. A few people were stil
hurrying toward the field as if they were late, and Covenant avoi ded them by staying off the road.
When he reached the parade ground, he found that a huge tent had been erected in its center. Al
the sides of the tent were rolled up, so that the light of pressure |anterns shone vividly from
under the canvas.

People filled the tent. They were just sitting down on benches after singing, and during the
nmoverent, several ushers guided the | ateconmers to the |last enpty seats. The benches faced in tight
rows toward a wide platformat the front of the tent, where three nmen sat. They were behind a
heavy pul pit, and behind them stood a nakeshift altar, hastily hamrered together out of pine
boards, and bl eakly adorned by a few crooked candles and a dull, battered gold cross.

As the people settled thensel ves on the benches, one of the nen on the platforma short fleshy
man dressed in a black suit and a dull white shirt-got to his feet and stepped to the pulpit. In a
sonorous, conpelling voice, he said, "Let us pray."

Al'l the people bowed their heads. Covenant was on the verge of turning away in disgust, but the
qui et confidence of the man's tone stayed him He listened unwillingly as the man fol ded his hands
on the pulpit and prayed gently:

"Dear Jesus, our Lord and Saviour-please | ook down on the souls that have cone together here.
Look into their hearts, Lord-see the pain, and the hurt, and the loneliness, and the sorrowyes,
and the sin-and the hunger for You in their hearts. Confort them Lord. Help them heal them
Teach themthe peace and the miracle of prayer in Thy true name. Amen.''

Toget her, the peopl e responded, "Anen."

The man's voi ce tugged at Covenant. He heard sonmething in it that sounded |ike sincerity, |ike
si mpl e conpassion. He could not be sure; he seened to have | earned what little he knew about
sincerity in dreanms. But he did not nove away. |Instead, while the people raised their heads from
prayer, he nmoved cautiously forward into the light, went close enough to the tent to read a | arge
sign posted at the side of the road. It said:

The EASTER HEALTH Crusade-

Dr. B. Sam Johnson

revivalist and heal er

toni ght through Sunday

only.

On the platform another man approached the pulpit. He wore a clerical collar, and a silver
cross hung fromhis neck. He pushed his heavy glasses up on his nose, and beanmed out over the
people. "I'm pleased as punch,” he said, "to have Dr. Johnson and Matthew Logan here. They're
known everywhere in the state for their rich mnistry to the spiritual needs of people |ike us.
don't need to tell you how nmuch we need reviving here-how many of us need to recover that healing
faith, especially in this Easter season. Dr. Johnson and M. Logan are going to help us return to
the mat chl ess G ace of God."

The short man dressed in black stood up again and said, "Thank you, sir." The m nister
hesitated, then left the pulpit as if he had been dism ssed-cut off in the opening stages of a
ful some introduction-and Dr. Johnson went on snoothly: "My friends, here's ny dear brother in
Christ, Matthew Logan. You've heard his wonderful, wonderful singing. Now he'll read the Divine
Word of God for us. Brother Logan."
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As he stepped to the pul pit, Matthew Logan's powerful frame towered over Dr. Johnson. Though he
seenmed to have no neck at all, the head resting on his broad shoul ders was half a yard above his
partner's. He flipped authoritatively through a massive black Bible on the pulpit, found his
pl ace, and bowed his head to read as if in deference to the Wrd of God.

He began wi thout introduction

" 'But if you will not hearken to me, and will not do all these commandments, but break ny
covenant, | will do this to you: | wll appoint over you sudden terror, consunption, and fever
that waste the eyes and cause life to pine away. And you shall sow your seed in vain, for your
enenies shall eat it; those who hate you shall rule over you, and you shall flee when none pursues
you. | will nake your heavens like iron and your earth |like brass; and your strength shall be
spent in vain, for your land shall not yield its increase, and the trees of the |land shall not
yield their fruit.

"' Then if you walk contrary to ne, and will not hearken to ne, | will bring nore plagues upon
you, sevenfold as many as your sins. And | will let loose the wild beasts anbng you, which shal
rob you of your children, and destroy your cattle, and nake you few in nunber, so that your ways
shal | becone desolate. | also will walk contrary to you, and | will bring a sword upon you, and

shal | execute vengeance for the covenant; and if you gather within your cities | will send
pestil ence anong you, and you shall be delivered into the hand of the eneny.' "

As Matthew Logan rolled out the words, Covenant felt their spell falling on him The pronise of
puni shment caught at his heart; it snared himas if it had been lying in anbush for his gray,
gaunt soul. Stiffly, involuntarily, he noved toward the tent as the curse drew himto itself.

"And if in spite of this you will not hearken to ne, but walk contrary to nme, then I will walk
contrary to you in fury, and chastise you nyself sevenfold for your sins. You shall eat the flesh
of your sons, and you shall eat the flesh of your daughters. My soul will abhor you. | wll lay
your cities waste. | will scatter you anpbng the nations, and | will unsheathe the sword after you
and your land shall be a desolation, and your cities shall be a waste.

"Then the land shall pay for its sabbaths as long as it lies desol ate Covenant ducked under an
edge of the canvas and found hinsel f standi ng beside an usher at the rear of the tent. The usher
eyed himdistrustfully, but made no nove to offer hima seat. H gh on the platformat the other
end, Matthew Logan stood |like a savage patriarch leveling retribution at the bent, vul nerable
heads below him The curse gathered a stormin Covenant, and he feared that he would cry out
before it ended. But Matthew Logan stopped where he was and flipped through the Bible again. \Wen
he found his new place, he read nore quietly:

" "Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy nmanner wl |
be guilty of profaning the body and bl ood of the Lord. Anyone who eats and drinks wi thout
di scerning the body eats and drinks judgnent upon hinself. That is why many of you are weak and
ill, and some have died. But if we judged ourselves truly, we should not be judged. But when we
are judged by the Lord, we are chastened so that we may not be condemmed along with the world."'

Sl apping the Bible closed, he returned stolidly to his seat.

At once, Dr. B. Sam Johnson was on his feet. Now he seenmed to bristle with energy; he could not
wait to begin speaking. His jows quivered with excitenment as he addressed his audi ence.

"My friends, how marvel ous are the Wrds of God! How quick to touch the heart. How conforting
to the sick, the downtrodden, the weak. And how easily they nmake even the purest of us squirm
Listen, ny friends! Listen to the Wrd of the Apocal ypse:

" '"To the thirsty | will give water without price fromthe fountain of the water of life. He
who conquers shall have this heritage, and I will be his God and he shall be nmy son. But as for
the cowardly, the unbelievers, the polluted, as for nurderers, fornicators, sorcerers, idolaters,
and all liars, their ot shall be in the |ake that burns with fire and brinstone, which is the
second deat h.

"Marvel ous, marvel ous Wrds of God. Here in one short passage we hear the two great nmessages of
the Bible, the Law and the CGospel, the A d Covenant and the New. Brother Logan read to you first
fromthe Ad Testanent, fromthe twenty-sixth chapter of Leviticus. Did you hear him ny friends?
Did you listen with all the ears of your heart? That is the voice of God, A mighty God. He doesn't
m nce words, ny friends. He doesn't beat around the bush. He doesn't hide things in fine nanes and
fancy | anguage. No! He says, if you sin, if you break My Law, | will terrify you and nmake you
sick. I will nmake the land barren and attack you with plagues and pestilence. And if you stil
sin, I will nmake cannibals and cripples out of you. 'Then the | and shall pay for its sabbaths as
long as it lies desol ate.

"And do you know what the Lawis, ny friends? | can sunmarize it for you in the Wrds of the
Apocal ypse. 'Thou shalt not be cowardly, or unbelieving, or polluted.' Never mnd murder
fornication, sorcery, idolatry, lies. W're all good people here. W don't do things like that.
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But have you ever been afraid? Have you ever faltered just a bit in your faith? Have you ever
failed to keep yourself clean in heart and mind? ' Then the I and shall pay for its sabbaths as |ong
as it lies desolate.' The Apostle Paul calls a spade a spade. He says, 'That is why many of you
are weak and ill, and sonme have died.' But Jesus goes further. He says, 'Depart fromnme, you
cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels."'

"Do | hear you protesting? Do | hear some of you saying to yourselves, 'No one can be that
good. |'mhuman. | can't be perfect.' You're right! O course, you're right. But the Law of Cod
doesn't care for your excuses. If you're lane, if you' ve got arthritis, if you' re going blind or
your heart is failing, if you're crippled, if you ve got multiple sclerosis or diabetes or any
other of those fancy nanes for sin, you can be sure that the curse of God is on you. But if you're
heal thy, don't think you're safe!l You're just lucky that God hasn't decided to 'walk contrary to
you in fury.' You can't be perfect, ny friends. And the Law doesn't care how hard you tried.
Instead of telling yourself what a valiant try you made, listen to the Bible. The A d Covenant
says to you as plain as day, 'The | eper who has the di sease shall wear torn clothes and let the
hair of his head hang | oose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry, "Unclean, unclean.”™ ' "

He hel d his audience in the palmof his hand now The orotund resonance of his voice swept them
all together in one ranked assenbly of nortality and weakness. Even Covenant forgot hinself,
forgot that he was an intruder in this canvas tabernacle; he heard so nany personal echoes and
gleanms in the peroration that he could not resist it. He was willing to believe that he was
accur sed.

"Ah, ny friends," Dr. Johnson went on snoothly, "it's a dark day for us when illness strikes,
when pai n or di snenbernent or bereavenent afflict us, and we can no | onger pretend we're clean
But | haven't told you about the Gospel yet. Do you renenber Christ saying, 'He who |loses his life
for my sake shall find it' ? Did you hear Paul say, 'Wen we are judged by the Lord, we are
chastened so that we nay not be condemmed along with the world ? Did you hear the witer of the
Apocal ypse say, 'He who conquers shall have this heritage, and | will be his God and he shall be
my son'? There's another side, ny friends. The lawis only half of God's holy nmessage. The ot her
hal f is chastening, heritage, forgiveness, healing-the Mercy that matches God' s R ght eousness. Do
I have to remi nd you that the Son of God heal ed everyone who asked H n? Even | epers? Do | have to
rem nd you that He hung on a cross erected in the nidst of misery and shane to pay the price of
our sin for us? Do | have to remind you that the nails tore H s hands and feet? That the spear
pierced H s side? That He was dead for three days? Dead and in hell?

"*My friends, He did it for only one reason. He did it to pay for all our cowardly,
unbel i evi ng, uncl ean sabbaths, so that we could be healed. And all you have to do to get healed is
to believe it, and accept it, and love Hmfor it. Al you have to do is say with the man whose
child was dying, 'l believe; help ny unbelief!' Five little words, ny friends. Wen they cone from
the heart, they're enough to pay for the whol e Kingdom of Ri ghteousness.”

As if on cue, Matthew Logan stood up and began singing in soft descant, "Bl essed assurance,
Jesus is mine." Against this background, Dr. Johnson fol ded his hands and said, "My friends, pray
with me.”

At once, every head in the audi ence dropped. Covenant, too, bowed. But the wound on his
forehead burned extravagantly in that position. He | ooked up again as Dr. Johnson said, "C ose
your eyes, ny friends. Shut out your neighbors, your children, your parents, your mate. Shut out
every distraction. Look inward, ny friends. Look deep inside yourselves, and see the sickness
there. Hear the voice of God saying, Thou art weighed in the balance, and found wanting.' Pray
with me in your hearts.

"Dear holy Jesus, Thou art our only hope. Only Thy Divine Mercy can heal the di sease which
riddl es our courage, rots the fiber of our faith, dirties us in Thy sight. Only Thou canst touch
t he sickness which destroys peace, and cure it. W lay bare our hearts to Thee, Lord. Help us to

find the courage for those five difficult, difficult words, 'I believe; help nmy unbelief!' Dear
Lord, please give us the courage to be healed.”
Wthout a break, he raised his arns over the audi ence and continued, ' 'Do you feel His spirit,

my friends? Do you feel it in your hearts? Do you feel the finger of H's Ri ghteousness probing the
sick spot in your soul and body ? If you do, cone forward now, and let ne pray for health with
you. "'

He bowed his head in silent supplication while he waited for the repentant to heed his call
But Covenant was already on his way down the aisle. The usher nmade a furtive novenment to stop him
then backed off as several nenbers of the audi ence | ooked up. Covenant stal ked feverishly the
Il ength of the tent, clinbed the rough wooden steps to the platform and stopped facing Dr.
Johnson. His eyes glistered as he said in a raw whisper, "Help ne."

The man was shorter than he had appeared to be fromthe audience. H s black suit was shiny, and
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his shirt soiled fromlong use. He had not shaved recently; stiff, grizzled whiskers roughened his
jow s and cheeks. Hi s face wore an uncertain aspect-al nost an expressi on of al armas Covenant
confronted him but he quickly nasked it with bl andness, and said in a tone of easy sonority,
"Hel p you, son? Only God can help you. But | will joyfully add ny prayers to the cry of any
contrite heart." He placed a hand firmy on Covenant's shoul der. "Kneel, son, and pray with ne.
Let's ask the Lord for help together."

Covenant wanted to kneel, wanted to subnmit to the commandi ng spell of Dr. Johnson's hand and
voi ce. But his knees were | ocked with urgency and inanition. The pain in his forehead flaned |ike
acid gnawing at his brain. He felt that if he bent at all he would collapse conpletely. "Help ne,"
he whi spered again. "I can't stand it."

Dr. Johnson's face becanme stern at Covenant's resistance. "Are you repentant, son?" he asked
gravely. "Have you found the sick spot of sin in your soul? Do you truly ache for Alm ghty God's
Di vi ne Mercy?"

"I am si ck, Covenant responded as if he were answering a litany. "I have committed crines.”

"And do you repent? Can you say those five difficult words with all the honest pain of your
heart ?"

Covenant's jaw | ocked involuntarily. Through clenched teeth, he said as if he were whinpering,
"Hel p ny unbelief."

"Son, that's not enough. You know that's not enough." Dr. Johnson's sternness changed to
ri ghteous judgnment. "Do not dare to nmock God. He will cast you out forever. Do you believe? Do you
believe in God's own healt h?"

"l do"-Covenant struggled to nove his jaw, but his teeth clung together as if they had been
fused by despair-"lI do not believe."

Behi nd him Matthew Logan stopped singing his descant. The abrupt silence echoed in Covenant's
ears like ridicule. Abjectly, he breathed, "lI'ma |leper."

He could tell by the curious, expectant faces in the first rows of the audi ence that the people
had not heard him did not recognize him He was not surprised; he felt that he had been altered
past all recognition by his delusions. And even in his |ong-past days of health he had never been
associated with the nore religi ous townspeople. But Dr. Johnson heard. Hi s eyes bul ged dangerously
in their sockets, and he spoke so softly that his words barely reached Covenant. "I don't know who
put you up to this but you won't get away with it."

Wth hardly a pause, he began speaking for the people in the tent again. "Poor man, you're
delirious. That cut is infected, and it's given you a bad fever." H's public voice was redol ent
with sympathy. "I grieve for you, son. But it will take a great power of prayer to clear your mnd
so that the voice of God can reach you. Brother Logan, would you take this poor sick man asi de and
pray with hin? If God bl esses your efforts to |lift his fever, he may yet cone to repentance."

Mat t hew Logan' s nmassive hands closed |ike clanps on Covenant's biceps, The fingers ground into
himas if they meant to crush his bones. He found hinself propelled forward, alnost carried down
the steps and along the aisle. Behind him Dr. Johnson was saying, "My friends, will you pray with
me for this poor suffering soul ? WIIl you sing and pray for his healing with nme?"

In a covered whi sper, Matthew Logan said near Covenant's ear, "W haven't taken the offering
yet. |If you do anything else to interrupt, |I'Il break both your arns."

"Don't touch ne!" Covenant snarled. The big man's treatnent tapped a resource of rage which had
been dammed in himfor a long tinme. He tried to struggl e against Logan's grasp. "Cet your hands
of f ne."

Then they reached the end of the aisle and ducked under the canvas out into the night. Wth an
effortl ess heave, Brother Logan threw Covenant fromhim Covenant stunbled and fell on the bare
dirt of the parade ground. When he | ooked up, the big nan was standing with fists on hips like a
dark col ossus between himand the Iight of the tent.

Covenant clinbed painfully to his feet, pulled what little dignity he could find about his
shoul ders, and noved away.

As he shambl ed into the darkness, he heard the people singing, "Blessed Assurance.'' And a
nmonent |ater, a pathetic childish voice cried, "Lord, I'mlane! Please heal ne!"

Covenant dropped to his knees and retched dryly. Sone tinme passed before he could get up again
and flee the cruel song.

He went honmeward al ong the main road, defying the townspeople to hurt himfurther. But all the
busi nesses were cl osed, and the street was deserted. He wal ked like a flicker of darkness under
the pale yellow streetl anps, past the high, belittling giant-heads on the colums of the
court house-nmade his way unnol ested out the end of town toward Haven Farm

The two miles to the Farm passed like all his hikes-neasured out in fragnents by the rhythm of
his strides, a scudding, nmechanical rhythmlike the ticking of overstressed cl ockwork. The
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mai nspring of his nmovement had been wound too tight; it was turning too fast, rushing to coll apse.
But a change had taken place in the force which drove him

He had renmenbered hate.

He was spinning wild schenes for vengeance in his head when he finally reached the | ong
driveway |eading into Haven Farm There in the cold starlight he saw a heavy sack sitting by his
mai | box. A nmonent passed before he renenbered that the sack contained food; the |ocal grocery
store delivered to himtwice a week rather than face the risk that he m ght choose to do his
shoppi ng i n person; and yesterday- Wdnesday-had been one of the delivery days. But he had been so
occupied with his restless fasting that he had forgotten

He picked up the sack wi thout stopping to wonder why he bothered, and carried it down the
driveway toward his house.

But when he | ooked into the sack in the bright light of his kitchen, he found he had decided to
eat. Vengeance required strength; there was nothing he could do to strike back against his
tornentors if he were too weak to hold hinmself erect. He took a package of buns fromthe sack

The wrappi ng of the buns had been neatly cut on one side, but he ignored the thin slit. He tore
off the plastic and threw it aside. The buns were dry and stiff fromtheir exposure to the air. He
took one and held it in the palmof his hand, gazed down at it as if it were a skull he had robbed
fromsome old grave. The sight of the bread sickened him Part of himlonged for the clean death
of starvation, and he felt that he could not lift his hand, could not conplete his decision of
retribution.

Savagely, he jerked the bun to his nmouth and bit into it.

Sorret hi ng sharp caught between his lower |ip and upper gum Before he could stop biting, it cut
hi m deeply. A keen shard of pain stabbed into his face. Gasping, he snatched back the bun

It was covered with blood. Blood ran like saliva down his chin.

When he tore open the bun with his hands, he found a tarnished razor blade in it.

At first, he was too astonished to react. The rusty bl ade seenmed beyond conprehensi on; he coul d
hardly believe the blood that snmeared his hands and dropped to the floor fromhis jaw. Nunbly, he
let the bun fall fromhis fingers. Then he turned and made his way into the littered weckage of
his living room

H s eyes were irresistibly drawn to Joan's picture. It lay faceup under the remains of the
coffee table, and the glass of its frame was webbed with cracks. He pushed the table aside, picked
up the picture. Joan smled at himfrombehind the cracks as if she had been caught in a net of
mortality and did not know it.

He began to | augh

He started softly, but soon scaled upward into manic howing. Water ran fromhis eyes I|ike
tears, but still he | aughed, |aughed as if he were about to shatter. His bursts spattered bl ood
over his hands and Joan's picture and the rui ned room

Abruptly, he threw down the picture and ran fromit. He did not want Joan to witness his
hysteria. Laughing madly, he rushed fromthe house into the woods, determ ned even while he | ost
control of hinself to take his final breakdown as far away from Haven Farm as possi bl e.

When he reached Righters Creek, he turned and followed it upstreaminto the hills, away from
t he dangerous |lure of people as fast as his nunb, awkward feet could carry hi ml aughing
desperately all the while.

Sonetime during the night, he tripped; and when he found hinmself on the ground, he |eaned
against a tree to rest for a nonment. At once, he fell asleep, and did not awaken until the norning
sun was shining full in his face.

For a tine, he did not renenber who or where he was. The hot white Iight of the sun burned
everything out of his nmind; his eyes were so dazzled that he could not nmake out his surroundings.
But when he heard the thin, wordless cry of fear, he began to chuckle. He was too weak to | augh
| oudly, but he chuckled as if that were the only thing left in him

The thin cry repeated itself. Inspired by it, he managed a fuller laugh, and started to
struggle to his feet. But the effort weakened him He had to stop laughing to catch his breath.
Then he heard the cry again, a child' s shriek of terror. Supporting hinself on the tree, he | ooked
around, peering through his sun blindness at the di mshapes of the woods.

Gradual |y, he becane able to see. He was perched high on a hill in the woods. Mst of the
branches and bushes were bursting with green spring | eaves. A few yards fromhim Righters Creek
tunbl ed gaily down the rocky hillside and wandered like a playful silver trail away anong the
trees. Most of the hill below himwas free of brush because of the rockiness of the soil; nothing
obscured his downward vi ew

An odd splotch of color at the bottomof the hill caught his attention. Wth an effort, he
focused his eyes on it. It was cloth, a light blue dress worn by a child-a little girl perhaps

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson...ant%203%20The%20Power%20That%20Preserves.txt (10 of 191) [1/19/03 11:29:28 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%203%20T he%20Power%20T hat%20Preserves.txt

four or five years old. She stood half turned toward him wi th her back pressed agai nst the bl ack
straight trunk of a tall tree. She seenmed to be trying to push herself into the wood, but the
indifferent trunk refused to admt her

She was scream ng continuously now, and her cries begged at the anguish in his mnd. As she
yell ed, she stared in unnmasked terror at the ground two or three feet in front of her. For a
monent, Covenant could not see what she was | ooking at. But then his ears discerned the | ow
buzzi ng noi se, and he picked out the onmi nous brown shaking of the rattle.

The tinber rattler was coiled less than a yard fromthe girl's bare legs. Its head bobbed as if
it were searching for the perfect place to strike.

He recogni zed her terror now. Before the shout had a chance to burst past his bl ood-caked lips,
he pushed hinself away fromthe tree and started running down the hill

The sl ope seened interminably long, and his |l egs were hardly strong enough to sustain him At
each downward plunge, his nuscles gave, and he alnost fell to his knees. But the child's
irrefusable fear held himup. He did not |ook at the snake. He fixed his eyes on her bare shins,
concentrated hinself on the inportance of reaching her before the rattler's fangs jabbed into her
flesh. The rest of her was blurred in his sight, as if she did not exist apart fromher peril.

Wth each shrill cry, she begged himto hurry.

But he was not watching his footing. Before he had covered half the distance, he tripped-
pi tched headl ong down the hill, tunbled and bounced over the rough rocks. For an instant, he
protected hinmself with his arns. But then his head smacked against a broad facet of stone in the
hillside.

He seened to fall into the stone, as if he were burying his face in darkness. The hard surface
of it broke over himlike a wave; he could feel hinmself plunging deep into the rock's granite
essence.

No! he cried. No! Not now

He fought it with every jot of his strength. But it surpassed him He sank into it as if he
were drowning in stone.

[ Two] Vari ol -son

H gh Lord Moram sat in his private chanbers deep in Revel stone. The unadorned gut-rock walls
around himwere warmy lit by small urns of graveling in each corner of the room and the faint
aroma of newly broken earth fromthe |ore-gl owing stones wapped confortably around him But stil
he could feel the preternatural w nter which was upon the land. Despite the brave hearth fires set
everywhere by the Hirebrands and G avelingases of Lord' s Keep, a bitter chill seeped noticeably
through the nountain granite of the city. H gh Lord Mhoramfelt it. He could sense its effect on
t he physical nood of the great G ant-w ought Keep. On an al nbost sublimnal |evel, Revel stone was
huddl i ng agai nst the col d.

Al ready, the first natural turnings of winter toward spring were a full cycle of the noon | ate.
The middl e night of spring was only fourteen days away, and still ice clung to the Land.

Qut si de the wedge-shaped nountain plateau of the Keep, there was not much snow, the air was too
cold for snow. It blew at Revel stone on a jagged, uncharacteristic wind out of the east, kicking a
thin skiff of snow across the foothills of the plateau, blinding all the wi ndows of the Keep under
deep inches of frost and inmmobilizing with ice the |ake at the foot of Furl Falls. Moramdid not
need to snmell the Despite which hurled that wind across the Land to know its source.

It came from Ridj eck Thome, Foul's Creche.

As the High Lord sat in his chanbers, with his el bows braced on the stone table and his chin
propped on one palm he was aware of that w nd hissing through the background of his thoughts. Ten
years ago, he would have said that it was inpossible; the natural weather patterns of the Land
could not be so wenched apart. Even five years ago, after he had had tine to assess and reassess
the loss of the Staff of Law, he would have doubted that the Illearth Stone could rmake Lord Fou
so powerful. But now he knew better, understood nore.

H gh Lord Elena's battle with dead Kevin Landwaster had taken place seven years ago. The Staff
of Law nust have been destroyed in that struggle. Wthout the Staff's innate support for the
natural order of the Earth, one great obstacle was gone fromthe path of the Despiser's corrupting
power. And the Law of Death had been broken; El ena had summned O d Lord Kevin from beyond the
grave. NMioram could not begin to neasure all the terrible inplications of that rupture.

He blinked, and his gold-flecked eyes shifted into focus on the carving which stood on the
table two feet fromthe flat blade of his nose. The bone of the carving gleamed whitely in the
light of the fire-stones. It was a marrownel d scul pture, the | ast of Elena's anundivi anyaj na worKk.
Bannor of the Bl oodguard had preserved it, and had given it to Mioram when they had cone together
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on Gallows Howe in Garroting Deep. It was a finely detailed bust, a scul pting, of a |ean, gaunt,

i npenetrable face, and its lines were tense with prophetic purpose. After Moram and the survivors
of the Warward had returned to Revel stone from Garroti ng Deep, Bannor had expl ai ned the history of
t he bone scul pture.

In fact, he had explained it in unaccustoned detail. Hi s habitual Bl oodguard reticence had
given way alnost to prolixity; and the fullness of his description had provided Mioramwth a
first hint of the fundanental alteration which had taken place in the Bloodguard. And in turn that
description had led circuitously to the great change in Morams own life. By a curious |ogic of
its own, it had put an end to the Hi gh Lord's power of prevision

He was no |longer seer and oracle to the Council of Lords. Because of what he had | earned, he
caught no nore glinpses of the future in dreans, read no nore hints of distant happenings in the
dance of the fire. The secret know edge which he had gained so intuitively fromthe marrowrel d
scul pture had blinded the eyes of his prescience.

It had done other things to himas well. It had afflicted himw th nore hope and fear than he
had ever felt before. And it had partly estranged himfromhis fellow Lords; in a sense, it had
estranged himfromall the people of Revel stone. Wien he wal ked the halls of the Keep, he could
see in the synpathy and pain and doubt and wonder of their glances that they perceived his
separateness, his voluntary isolation. But he suffered nore fromthe breach whi ch now obt ai ned
between himand the other Lords- Callindrill Faer-mate, Amatin daughter of Matin, Trevor son of
G oyle, and Loerya Trevor-mate. In all their work together, in all the intercourse of their daily
lives, even in all the mnd nmelding which was the great strength of the new Lords, he was forced
to hold that sickening hope and fear apart, away fromthem For he had not told themhis secret.

He had not told them though he had no justification for his silence except dread.

Intuitively, by steps which he could hardly articulate, Elena' s marrownel d scul pture had taught
himthe secret of the Ritual of Desecration

He felt that there was enough hope and fear in the know edge to last hima lifetine.

In the back of his mnd, he believed that Bannor had wanted himto have this know edge and had
not been able to utter it directly. The Bl oodguard Vow had restricted Bannor in so many ways. But
during the single year of his tenure as First Mark, he had expressed nore than any Bl oodguard
before himhis solicitude for the survival of the Lords.

H gh Lord Mioram wi nced unconsciously at the menory. The secret he now held had been expensive
in nmore ways than one.

There was hope in the know edge because it answered the quintessential failure which had
pl agued the new Lords fromthe begi nning-fromthe days in which they had accepted the First Ward
of Kevin's Lore fromthe G ants, and had sworn the Gath of Peace. If it were used, the know edge
prom sed to unlock the power which had remained sealed in the Wards despite the best efforts of so
many generations of Lords and students at the Loresraat. It pronised mastery of Kevin's Lore. It
m ght even show ur-Lord Thonas Covenant how to use the wild nagic in his white gold

ring.
But Mhoram had | earned that the very thing which made Kevin's Lore powerful for good al so nade
it powerful for ill. If Kevin son of Loric had not had that particular capacity for power, he

woul d not have been able to Desecrate the Land.

I f Mioram shared his know edge, any Lord who wi shed to reinvoke the Ritual would not be forced
to rely upon an instinctive distrust of life.

That know edge viol ated the OCath of Peace. To his horror, Moram had conme to perceive that the
Cath itself was the essential blindness, the incapacity which had prevented the new Lords from
penetrating to the heart of Kevin's Lore. Wien the first new Lords, and all the Land with them
had taken the Qath, articulated their highest ideal and deepest commitment by forswearing al
viol ent, destructive passions, all human instincts for murder and ravage and cont enpt-when t hey
had bound thenselves with the Gath, they had unwi ttingly nunbed thenselves to the basic vitality
of the A d Lords' power. Therefore High Lord Mhoramfeared to share his secret. It was a strength
which could only be used if the wi elders denied the nost basic promse of their lives. It was a
weapon which could only be used by a person who had cast down all defenses agai nst despair.

And the tenptation to use that weapon would be strong, perhaps irrefusable. Moramdid not need
oracul ar dreanms to foresee the peril which Lord Foul the Despiser was preparing for the defenders
of the Land. He could feel it in the frigid winter wind. And he knew that Trothgard was al ready
under attack. The siege of Revel wod was under way even while he sat in his private quarters,
staring norosely at a marrowrel d scul pture.

He could taste in his own nouth the desperation which had | ed H gh Lord Kevin to Kiril Threndor
and the Ritual of Desecration. Power was dreadful and treacherous. Wen it was not great enough to
acconplish its wielder's desires, it turned agai nst the hands which held it. H gh Lord Elena's
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fate only repeated the | esson of Kevin Landwaster; he had possessed far nore power than the new
Lords coul d ever hope for, now that the Staff of Law was gone; and all his mght had achieved
not hi ng but his own i neluctable despair and the ruin of the Land. Moramfeared to share that
danger by revealing his secret. He was appalled to think he was in such peril hinself.

Yet this withhol ding of know edge ran agai nst every grain of his character. He believed
intensely that the refusal to share know edge deneaned both the denier and the denied. By keeping
the secret to hinself, he prevented Callindrill and Amatin and Trevor and Loerya and every
Lorewar den or student of the Staff fromfinding within thenselves the strength to refuse
Desecration; he placed hinself falsely in the position of a judge who had wei ghed them and found
themwanting. For this reason ten years ago he had argued passionately against the Council's
decision to withhold fromH le Troy the knowl edge of Elena's parentage. That decision had | essened
Troy's control over his own fate. Yet how could he, Moram bear the responsibility of sharing his
secret if that sharing led to the Land' s destruction? Better that the evil should be done by the
Despi ser than by a Lord.

When he heard the abrupt knock at his door, he said, "Enter," at once. He was expecting a
message, and he knew fromthe sound of the knock who his visitor was. He did not |ook up fromhis
contenpl ati on of the scul pture as Warnmark Quaan strode into the chanber and presented hinsel f at
the table.

But Quaan remmined silent, and Mioram sensed that the old Warnmark was waiting to nmeet his gaze.
Wth an inward sigh, the Hi gh Lord raised his head. In Quaan's age- and sun-weat hered face, he
read that the news was not what they had hoped it would be.

horam di d not offer Quaan a seat; he could see that the Warnark preferred to stand. They had
sat together often enough in the past. After all the experiences they had shared, they were old
conr ades-t hough Quaan, who was twenty years younger than Mioram | ooked twenty years ol der. And
the High Lord frequently found Quaan's blunt, soldierly candor soothing. Quaan was a follower of
the Sword who had no desire to know any secrets of the Staff.

Despite his seventy years, Quaan carried proudly the insignia of his office: the yell ow
breastplate with its twin black diagonal slashes, the yell ow headband, and the ebony sword. H's
gnarl ed hands hung at his sides as if they were ready to snatch up weapons at any nonent. But his
pal e eyes were disquieted.

Mhoram net the Warmark's gaze steadily and said, "Well, ny friend?"

"Hi gh Lord," Quaan said brusquely, "the Loresraat has cone."

Mhoram coul d see that the Warmark had nore to say than this. H s eyes asked Quaan to continue

"All the Lorewardens and students have nade the journey from Trothgard safely,” Quaan
responded. "The libraries of the Loresraat and the Wards have been brought here intact. Al the
visitors and those made honel ess by the march of Satansfist's arny through the Center Plains have
come seeki ng sanctuary. Revelwood is besieged."

He stopped again, and Mioram asked quietly, "Wat word do the Lorewardens bring of that army?"

"It is-vast, High Lord. It assaults the Valley of Two Rivers like a sea. The G ant-Raver
Sat ansfi st bears with himthe-the same power which we saw in Fl eshharrower at the battle of
Dori endor Corishev. He easily overcane the river fords of the Rill and Llurallin. Revelwood wil|
soon fall to him"

The Hi gh Lord put a measure of sternness in his voice to counter Quaan's dismay. "W were
forewarned, Warmark. Wen the G ant-Raver and his horde clinbed Landsdrop to the north of the
Pl ai ns of Ra, the Ramen sent word to us. Therefore the Loresraat has been preserved."

Quaan braced one hand on his sword and said, "Lord Callindrill has renmained in Revel wood. "

Mhoram wi nced in painful surprise.

"He has remained to defend the tree city. Wth himare five Howard comranded by Hiltnmark
Anori ne-al so Sword- El der Drinishok and Staff-El der Asuraka."

After the first jolt of the news, the High Lord s gold-flecked irises concentrated dangerously.
"Warmar k, the Council commanded that Revel wood shoul d be defended only by those of the lillianril
who coul d not bear to abandon it. The Council conmanded that the battle for the Land should take
pl ace here"-he slapped the table with his pal m"where we can exact the greatest possible price for
our lives."

"You and | are not at Revel wood," Quaan replied bluntly. "Wo there could conmand Lord
Callindrill to turn aside fromhis purpose? Anorine could not-you know this. They are bound
toget her by the costs they bore at Doriendor Corishev. Nor could she | eave himal one. Nor could
she refuse the aid of the Elders."

H's voice was sharp in Hltmark Anorine's defense, but he stopped when Mhoramw th a distracted
gesture waved all questions of anger aside. They renai ned together in silence for a nonent. The
Hi gh Lord felt an aching anticipation of grief, but he forced it down. H s eyes wandered back to
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the bust on the table. Softly, he said, "Has this word been given to Faer Callindrill-mate?"

"Corimni the Eldest of the Loresraat went to her at once. Callindrill studied with him and he
has known them both for many years. He apol ogi zed for not first paying his respects to the High
Lord. "

Mhor am shrugged away the need for any apology. Hi s hel pl essness to reach Callindrill hurt him
He was six days from Revel wod by horse. And he could not call upon the Ranyhyn. The Despiser's
army had effectively cut Revel stone off fromthe Plains of Ra; any Ranyhyn that tried to answer a
sumons woul d al nost certainly be slaughtered and eaten. Al the High Lord could do was wait-and
pray that Callindrill and his companions fled Revel wod before Satansfist encircled them Two
t housand warriors and the Hiltmark of the Warward, two of the | eaders of the Lorewardens, one Lord-
it was a terrible price to pay for Callindrill's bravado.

But even as he thought this, Mioramknew that Callindrill was not acting out of bravado. The
Lord sinply could not endure the thought that Revel wood mi ght perish. Moram privately hoped
Sat ansfist would let the tree stand-use it rather than destroy it. But Callindrill had no such
hope. Ever since he had faltered during the battle of Doriendor Corishev, he had seen hinself as a
man who had disgraced his Lord's duty, failed to neet the challenge of the Land's need. He had
seen hinself as a coward. And now Revel wood, the fairest work of the new Lords, was under attack.
Whor am si ghed agai n, and gently touched the bone of the marrowreld with his fingers.

In the back of his mnd, he was readyi ng his decision

"Quaan, mny friend," he nused grinmly, "what have we acconplished in seven years?"

As if this signaled an end to the formal side of their conversation, Quaan |owered hinself into
a chair opposite Mioram and all owed his square shoulders to sag fractionally. "W have prepared
for the siege of Revelstone with all our strength. W have restored the Warward sonmewhat-the ten
Howar ds whi ch survived have been increased to twenty-five. W have brought the people of the
Center Plains here, out of Satansfist's way. W have stored food, weapons, supplies. The G ay
Slayer will require nore than a sea of ur-viles and Cavew ghts to break our hold here."

"He has nmore, Quaan." Moram continued to stroke the strangely revealing face of the anundivian
yaj na bust. "And we have |ost the Bl oodguard."”

"Through no fault of ours.'' Quaan's pain at the | oss nade hi msound indignant. He had fought
si de-by-side with the Bl oodguard nore than any other warrior in the Land. "W could not have known
at that tinme, when the m ssion to Seareach was given to Korik and the Bl oodguard, that the G ay

Sl ayer would attack the Gants with the Illearth Stone. W could not have known that Korik woul d
defeat a Raver and would attenpt to bring a piece of the Stone here.™
"We coul d not have known," Mioram echoed hollowy. After all, the end of his oracul ar dreans

was not a great |loss. Despite the nyriad terrors he had beheld, he had not glinpsed or guessed at
Lord Foul's attack on the Gants in tine. "My friend, do you renenber what Bannor told us
concerning this scul pture?”

"Hi gh Lord?"

"He reported that El ena daughter of Lena carved it of Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white
gold wi elder-and that ur-Lord Covenant nistook it for the face of a Bl oodguard." Banner had al so
reported that Covenant had forced himto tell Elena the name of the Power hidden in the Seventh
Ward, so that she could neet the conditions for approaching that Power. But Moram was interested
for the nonent in the resenbl ance which Hi gh Lord El ena had worked into her carving. That had been
the starting point, the beginning fromwhich he had traveled to reach his secret know edge. "She
was a true Craftmaster of the bone-scul pting skill. She would not unwittingly have nade such
confusion possible."

Quaan shrugged.

Mhoram smiled fondly at the Warmark's unwi | | i ngness to hazard opi nions beyond his conpetence.
"My friend," he said, "I saw the resenblance, but could not decipher it. Ahanna daughter of Hanna
ai ded ne. Though she does not know the marrownel d skill, she has an artist's eye. She perceived
t he nmeani ng whi ch El ena nmade here.

"Quaan, the resenblance is that both ur-Lord Covenant the Unbeliever and Banner of the
Bl oodguard require absolute answers to their own lives. Wth the Bloodguard it was their Vow. They

demanded of thenselves either pure, flaw ess service forever or no service at all. And the
Unbel i ever demands-"
"He demands,'' Quaan said sourly, "that his world is real and ours is not."

Anot her snil e eased Mioram s sonberness, then faded. "This demand for absolute answers is
dangerous. Kevin, too, required either victory or destruction.”

The Warmark net Mioramls gaze grimy for a nonent before he said, "Then do not resummon the
Unbel i ever. H gh Lord, he will lay waste the Land to preserve his 'real' world."

Mhor am cocked an eyebrow at Quaan, and his crooked lips tightened. He knew t hat the Warnmark had
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never trusted Covenant, yet in this tine of crisis any doubt was nore inportant, |ess answerable.
But before he could reply, urgent knuckles pounded at his door. The tight voice of a sentry
hi ssed, "Hi gh Lord, come swiftly! H gh Lord!"

| nmredi at el y, Mhoram stood and noved toward the door. As he strode, he banished all his
reveries, and brought his senses into focus on the anbi ence of Revel stone, searching it for the
cause of the sentry's distress.

Quaan, reaching the door a step ahead of him thrust it open. NMoram hastened out into the
bright, round courtyard.

The whol e high cavern of the court was clearly illumnated by the pal e-yellow |ight which shone
up through the stone floor, but Moramdid not need to |l ook up to any of the projecting coigns in
the cavern walls to see why the sentry had called him Lord Amatin stood in the center of the
floor's inextinguishable light. She faced himw th her back to her own chanbers, as if she had
been on her way toward hi mwhen the distress had cone upon her

In her hands she gripped the lonillialor comunication rod which the Loresraat had given to
Revel st one seven years ago

She | ooked i ke a dark shadow agai nst the bright floor, and in her hands the H gh Wod burned
flanelessly, like a slit opening into a furnace. Snall cold balls of sparks dropped in spurts from
t he wood. Mhoram understood instantly that she was receiving a nessage from whonever it was who
hel d the other conmunication rod, the one at Revel wood.

He snatched up his long, iron-heeled staff fromits tripod outside his door and strode across
the courtyard to Amatin. He knew from experience that the sending or receiving of lomllialor
messages was an exhausting ordeal. Amatin would want his hel p. She was not physically strong, and
knew it; when word of the Despiser's arny had reached the Lords, she had transferred to
Callindrill her responsibility for Revel wood-hers because of her passionate |ove for |ore-because
she believed she | acked the sheer bodily toughness to endure prolonged strain. Yet hidden within
her slight waifish frame and grave eyes was a capacity for know edge, a devotion to study, which
no other Lord could match. The Hi gh Lord had often thought that she was better equipped and |ess
likely to uncover his secret than anyone else in the Land.

Now, silhouetted by the bright floor of the courtyard, she |ooked thin and frail-a nere inage
cast by the power in her hands. Her whol e body trenbl ed, and she held the lonillialor rod at arms
length as if to keep it as far fromherself as possible without releasing it. She started to speak
bef ore Mhoram reached her.

"Asuraka," she gasped. "Asuraka speaks." Her voice juddered like a branch in a high w nd.
"Satansfist. Fire. Fire! The tree! Ahh!" As she panted the words, she stared at Moramin wi de
dismay as if through himshe could see flanmes chewing at the trunks of Revel wood.

Mhor am st opped within reach of the High Wod and planted his staff |ike a command on the floor
Pitching his voice to penetrate her transfixion, he said, "Hold fast, Amatin. | hear."

She ducked her head, trying to avoid what she saw, and words spattered past her lips as if
sonmeone had hurled a heavy boulder into the waters of her soul. "Fire! The bark burns. The wood
burns. The Stone! Leaves, roots, fibers are consuned. Callindrill fights. Fights! Screans- the
warriors scream The south hall burns! Ah, ny honme!"

Gimy, Moramclenched his fist around the center of the lomllialor rod. The power of the
message stung him jolted himfromhead to foot, but he gripped the snoboth wood and forced the
strength of his will into it. Through it, he reached Amatin, steadied her; and with her support he
reversed the fl ow of power through the Hi gh Wod for an instant. Against the flood of Asuraka's
enotion, he hissed toward her, "Flee!"

The Staff-Elder heard. Through Amatin's |lips, she cried back, "Flee? W cannot flee! Revel wood
di es under us. W are surrounded. All the outer branches burn. Two trunks are aflame to their
tops. Screams! Screams. Lord Callindrill stands in the viancome and fights. The central trunks
burn. The net of the viancone burns. Callindrill!"

"Water!" NMhoram dashed his words at Asuraka through the comunication rod. "Call the rivers!

Fl ood the valley!"

For a nonent, the pressure from Asuraka sagged, as if she had turned away from her rod. Moram
breat hed urgently, "Asuraka! Staff-Elder!" He feared that she had fallen in the fire. Wen she
resumed her nessage, she felt distant, desol ate.

"Lord Callindrill called the rivers-earlier. Satansfist turned the flood aside. He-the Illearth
Stone-" A new note of horror canme into the weak voi ce which shuddered between Amatin's lips. "He
resurrected the old death of Kurash Plenethor. Blasted rock and bl ood and bones and burned earth
rose up through the ground. Wth old waste he wal | ed Revel wood, and turned the water. Howis it
possi bl e? Is Tinme broken? Wth one stroke of the Stone centuries of healing are rent asunder."

Suddenly, Amatin stiffened in one shrill cry: "Callindrill!"
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The next instant, the lonmillialor fell silent; the power dropped fromit like a stricken bird
Lord Amatin staggered, alnost fell to her knees. Moram caught her forearmto hel p her keep her
feet.

In the abrupt silence, the courtyard felt as dead and cold as a tonb. The at nosphere fl ocked
with echoes of anguish Iike the noisel ess beating of black wings. Moram s knuckl es where he
gripped his staff were strained and white.

Then Amatin shuddered, took hold of herself. The Hi gh Lord stepped back and made hinsel f aware
of the other people in the court. He could feel their presences. Quaan stood a few paces behind
him and several sentries were scattered around the rimof the shining floor. A handful of
spectators watched fearfully fromthe railed coigns in the walls of the cavity. But the Hi gh Lord
turned fromthemall to his left, where Corimini the Eldest of the Loresraat stood with Faer
Callindrill-mate. The El dest held each of Faer's shoulders with an old winkled hand. Tears
glistened under his heavy eyelids, and his |long white beard quivered in grief. But Faer's Dbluff
face was as bl ank and pal e as bone scul pture.

"I's he dead, then, Hi gh Lord?" she asked softly.

"Death reaps the beauty of the world," replied Moram

"He burned."

"Satansfist is a Raver. He hates all green growing things. | was a fool to hope that Revel wood
m ght be spared.”

"Burned," she repeated

"Yes, Faer." He could find no words adequate for the ache in his heart. "He fought to preserve
Revel wood. "

"Hi gh Lord, there was doubt in himhere." She pointed to her bosom "He forgot hinself."

Mhoram heard the truth in her voice. But he could not |et her bare statement pass. "Perhaps. He
did not forget the Land."

Wth a | ow noan, Lord Amatin turned and hastened painfully back to her chanbers. But Faer paid
no attention to her. Wthout neeting Moram s intent gaze, she asked, "Is it possible?"

He had no answer for that question. Instead, he replied as if she had repeated Asuraka's cry.
"The Law of Death had been broken. Who can say what is possible now?"

"Revel wood, " groaned Corinmini. His voice trenbled with age and sorrow. "He died bravely."

"He forgot hinself." Faer noved out of the El dest's hands as if she had no use for his
consol ati on. Turning away fromthe High Lord, she wal ked stiffly back to her roonms. After a
monent, Corimini followed, blinking uselessly against his tears.

Wth an effort, Mioram |l oosened his grip on his staff, flexed his clawed fingers.

Firmy, deliberately, he nade his decision

His lips were tight and hard as he faced Quaan. "Summon the Council," he said as if he expected
the Warmark to protest. "lnvite the Lorewardens, and any of the rhadhamaer!l and lillianrill who
desire to conme. W can no | onger delay."

Quaan did not mistake Mioramis tone. He saluted the H gh Lord crisply, and at once began
shouting orders to the sentries.

Mhoram did not wait for the Warmark to finish. Taking his staff in his right hand, he strode
off the bright floor and down the hallway which separated the apartnents of the Lords fromthe
rest of Revel stone. He nodded to the guards at the far end of the hall, but did not stop to answer
their inquiring faces. Everybody he encountered had felt the disturbance of Revel stone's amnbience,
and their eyes thronged with anxiety. But he ignored them They would have their answers soon
enough. Sternly, he began to clinmb up through the levels of Lord' s Keep toward the C ose.

Hast e nounted around himas word of Asuraka's nmessage spread through the walls of the city. The
usual busyness of life which pulsed in the rock, concerting the rhythns of the Keep's inhabitants,
gave way to an inpression of focus, as if Revelstone itself were telling the people what had
happened and how to respond. In this same way, the mountain rock had hel ped to order the lives of
its denizens for generations, centuries.

Deep in his aching heart, Moram knew that even this rock could cone to an end. In all the ages
of its existence, it had never been besieged. But Lord Foul was powerful enough now. He could tear
these nassive walls down, reduce the Land's |ast bastion to rubble. And he woul d begin the attenpt
soon.

This, at least, Callindrill had understood clearly. The tine had cone for desperate hazards.
And the High Lord was full to bursting with the damage Satansfist had al ready done in his |ong
march from Ri dj eck Thome. He had chosen his own risk

He hoped to turn the breaking of the Law of Death to the Land's advantage.

He found hinself hurrying, though he knew he woul d have to wait when he reached the O ose. The
pressure of decision inpelled him Yet when Trell hailed himfroma side passage, he stopped at

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson...ant%203%20The%20Power%20That%20Preserves.txt (16 of 191) [1/19/03 11:29:28 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%203%20T he%20Power%20T hat%20Preserves.txt

once, and turned to neet the approach of the big Gavelingas. Trell Atiaran-mate had clains which
Mhoram coul d neither deny nor evade.

Trell was traditionally dressed as a Stonedownor-over his |light brown pants he wore a short
tunic with his famly synbol, a white leaf pattern, woven into its shoul ders-and he had the broad,
muscul ar frame whi ch characterized the people of the rock villages; but the Stonedownors were
usual Iy short, and Trell was tall. He created an inpression of inmmense physical strength, which
was only augnented by his great skill in the rhadhamaerl |ore.

He approached the High Lord with his head lowered in an attitude of shyness, but Moram knew
that it was not enbarrassnment which caused Trell to avoid neeting the eyes of other people.

Anot her expl anation gl owered behind the thick intensity of Trell's red and gray beard and the
gravel i ng ruddi ness of his features. Involuntarily, Muoram shivered as if the wind of wi nter had
found its way through Revel stone to his heart.

Li ke the other rhadhamaer!l, Trell had given his whole life to the service of stone. But he had
Il ost his wife and daughter and granddaughter because of Thomas Covenant. The sinple sight of
Covenant seven years ago had driven himto danage the rock of the Keep; he had gouged his fingers
into the granite as if it were nothing nore than stiff clay.

He avoi ded other people's eyes in an effort to conceal the conflicting hate and hurt which
knotted thenmsel ves within him

He usually kept to hinself, imersing hinmself in the stone | abors of the Keep. But now he
accosted the High Lord with an air of grim purpose.

He said, "You go to the Close, High Lord." Despite the severity of his men, his voice held an
odd note of supplication

"Yes," Mhoram answer ed.

"\ 2"

' 'Trell Atiaran-mate, you know why. You are not deaf to the Land's need."

Flatly, Trell said, "Do not."

Mhor am shook his head gently. "You know that | nust nake this attenpt."”

Trell pushed this statenment aside with a jerk of his shoul ders, and repeated, "Do not."

" Trell, | amH gh Lord of the Council of Revelstone. | nust do what | can."

"You wi || denounce-you will denounce the fall of Elena ny daughter's daughter."

"Denounce?" Trell's assertion surprised the H gh Lord. He cocked an eyebrow and waited for the
Gravel i ngas to expl ain.

"Yes!" Trell averred. Hi s voice sounded awkward, as if in the long, |ow, subterranean songs of
hi s rhadhamaer| service he had lost his famliarity with human speech; and he | ooked as if he were
resisting an inpulse to shout. ''Atiaran ny wife said-she said that it is the responsibility of
the living to justify the sacrifices of the dead. OGtherwi se their deaths have no neaning. You will
undo the meani ng El ena earned. You must not- approve her death.”

Mhoram heard the truth in Trell's words. Hi s decision mght well inply an affirmation, or at
| east an acceptance, of Elena's fall under Melenkurion Skyweir; and that would be bitter bread for
Trell's distress to swallow. Perhaps this explained the inchoate fear which he sensed behi nd
Trell's speech. But Moramis duty to the Land bound himstraitly. So that Trell could not m stake
him he said, "I nust nmake this attenpt.'' Then he added gently, "Hi gh Lord El ena broke the Law of
Death. In what way can | approve?"

Trell's gaze noved around the walls, avoiding the face of the H gh Lord, and his heavy hands
clutched his hips as if to prevent thenmselves fromstriking out-as if he did not trust what his
hands mght do if he failed to hold them down. "Do you |ove the Land?" he said in a thick voice.
"You will destroy it."

Then he nmet Mhoram s gaze, and his sore eyes gleaned with nmoist fire. "It would have been
better if | had"-abruptly, his hands tore |oose fromhis sides, slapped together in front of him
and his shoul ders hunched like a strangler's-"crushed Lena ny own daughter at birth."

"No!" Mhoram affirnmed softly. "No." He yearned to put his arnms around Trell, to console the
Gravelingas in sone way. But he did not know how to untie Trell's distress; he was unable to
| oosen his own secret dilenma. "Hold Peace, Trell," he murnured. "Renmenber the Gath." He could

think of nothing else to say.

"Peace?" Trell echoed in ridicule or grief. He no longer seened to see the Hi gh Lord. "Atiaran
believed in Peace. There is no Peace." Turning vaguely from Mhoram he wal ked away down the side
passage from whi ch he had cone.

Whoram stared after himdown the passage for a long nonent. Duty and caution told himthat he
shoul d have warriors assigned to watch the Gravelingas. But he could not bear to tornent Trel
with such an expression of distrust; that judgnent night weaken the |ast clutch of Trell's self-
control. And he, Mhoram had seen nen and wonen rise to victory from anguish as bad as Trell's.
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Yet the G avelingas had not | ooked |ike a nman who could wrest new whol eness out of the ruins of
his old Iife. Mioramwas taking a grave risk by not acting in some way. As he started again toward
the Cose, the weight of his responsibilities bore heavily on him He did not feel equal to the
mul titude of doons he carried.

The Lords possessed nothing of their owmn with which to fight the I ong cruel wi nter that
fettered the Land.

He strode down a long, torchlit corridor, clinbed a spiral stairway, and approached one of the
Lords' private entrances to the C ose. Qutside the door, he paused to gauge the number of people
who had already gathered for the Council, and after a nonent he heard Lord Anatin conming up the
stair behind him He waited for her. Wen she reached the | anding where he stood, he saw that her
eyes were red-rinmed, her forlorn nouth aggravated by tension. He was tenpted to speak to her now,
but he decided instead to deal with her feelings before the Council. If he were ever to reveal his
secret know edge, he would first have to prepare the ground for it. Wth a quiet, synpathetic
smle, he opened the door for her and followed her into the C ose.

From the door, he and Amatin went down the steps to the Lords' table, which stood bel ow the
| evel of the tiered galleries in the high, round council hall. The hall was lit by four huge, |ore-
burning lillianrill torches set into the walls above the galleries, and by an open pit of
graveling in the base of the C ose, below and within the wide C of the table. Stone chairs for the
Lords and their special guests waited around the outer edge of the table, facing in toward the
open floor and the graveling pit; and at the head of the table was the high-backed seat of the
H gh Lord.

On the floor of the Close beside the graveling pit was a round stone table with a short silver
sword stabbed halfway to the hilt inits center. This was the krill of Loric, |eft where Covenant
had driven it seven years ago. In that time, the Lords had found no way to renove it fromthe
stone. They left it in the Cose so that anyone who wi shed to study the krill could do so freely.
But not hing had changed except the clear white gem around which the guards and haft of the two-
edged bl ade were forged.

When Mhoram and Callindrill had returned fromtheir plunge into Garroting Deep, they had found
the gemlightless, dead. The hot fire which Covenant had set within it had gone out.

It stood near the graveling like an icon of the Lords' futility, but Moram kept his thoughts
away fromit. He did not need to | ook around to | earn who was already present in the C ose; the
perfect acoustics of the hall carried every | ow noise and utterance to his ears. In the first row
of the gallery, above and behind the seats of the Lords, sat warriors, Hafts of the Warward,
occupying the forner places of the Bl oodguard. The two Hearthralls, Tohrmthe G avelingas and
Borillar the Hirebrand, sat with Warnmark Quaan in their fornmal positions high in the gallery
behind the High Lord's chair. Several Lorewardens had taken seats in tiers above the table; the
weary dust of their flight from Revel wod was still on them but they were too taut with the news
of the tree's fall to nmiss this Council. And with themwere virtually all the lillianrill of
Lord's Keep. The burning of a tree struck at the very hearts of the Hirebrands, and they watched
the H gh Lord's approach with pain in their eyes.

Mhoram reached his seat but did not sit down imediately. As Lord Amatin noved to her place on
the right side of the table, he felt a sharp pang at sight of the stone seat which Callindril
shoul d have filled. And he could sense the renenbered presence of the others who had occupi ed the
Hi gh Lord's chair: Variol, Prothall, Osondrea, and El ena anong the new Lords, Kevin, Loric, and
Danel on of the A d. Their individual greatness and courage hunbled him made himrealize how snal
a figure he was to bear such | osses and duties. He stood on the brink of the Land's doom wi t hout
Variol's foresight or Prothall's ascetic strength or Gsondrea's dour intransigence or Elena's
fire; and he had not power enough to nmatch the frailest Lord in the weakest Council |ed by Kevin
or Loric or Danelon or Berek Heartthew the Lord-Fatherer. Yet none of the renunining Lords could
take his place. Amatin | acked physical toughness. Trevor did not believe in his own stature; he
felt that he was not the equal of his fellow Lords. And Loerya was torn between her |ove for the
Land and her desire to protect her own famly. Moram knew that nore than once she had al nost
asked himto rel ease her fromher Lordship, so that she could flee with her daughters into the
relative sanctuary of the Westron Mountains.

Wth Callindrill gone, Hi gh Lord Mioramwas nore alone than he had ever been before.

He had to force hinself to pull out his chair and sit down.

He waited for Trevor and Loerya in a private reverie, gathering his fortitude. Finally, the
mai n doors of the C ose opened opposite him and the two Lords started down the broad steps,
acconpanyi ng Eldest Corimni. He noved with slow difficulty, as if the end of Revel wood had
exhausted the last elasticity of his thews, leaving himat the nercy of his age; and Trevor and
Loerya supported himgently on either side. They helped himto a chair down the table from Amatin,
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t hen wal ked around and took their places on the High Lord' s left.

When they were seated, the Cose grew quiet. Al talking stopped, and after a brief shuffle of
feet and positions, silence filled the warmyellow |light of the torches and graveling. Moram
could hear nothing but the | ow susurration of hushed breathing. Slowy, he | ooked around the table
and the galleries. Every eye in the chanber was on him Stiffening hinself, he placed his staff
flat on the table before him and stood up

"Friends and servants of the Land," he said steadily, "be welcone to the Council of Lords. | am
Mhoram son of Variol, H gh Lord by the choice of the Council. There are dire matters upon us, and
we must take action against them But first we must wel come the Lorewardens of the Loresraat.
Corimni, Eldest of the Loresraat, be at hone in Lord's Keep with all your people. You have
brought the great school of lore safely to Revel stone. How may we honor you?"

Corimni rose infirmy to his feet as if to nmeet the H gh Lord's salutation, but the diffusion
of his gaze showed that his mind was el sewhere. "Faer," he began in a trenmul ous old voice, "Faer
begs ne to apol ogi ze for the absence of Callindrill her husband. He will be unable to attend the
Council."™ Dislocation gathered in his tone while he spoke, and his voice trailed off as if he had
forgotten what he neant to say. Slowy, his thoughts slipped out of contact with his situation. As
he stood before the Council, the power of the |ore which had preserved himfor so long fromthe
effects of age seened to fail within him After a nmonent, he sat down, murmuring aimessly to
hi nsel f, wandering in his mnd like a man striving to conprehend a | anguage he no | onger knew. At
| ast he found the word, "Revelwood." He repeated it several times, searching to understand it.
Softly he began to weep.

Tears burned the backs of Mioramis eyes. Wth a quick gesture he sent two of the Lorewardens to
Corimni's aid. They lifted himfromhis seat and bore himbetween themup the stairs toward the
hi gh wooden doors. "Take himto the Healers," Moramsaid thickly. "Find Peace for him He has
served the Land with courage and devotion and wi sdomfor nore years than any other now living."

The Lords cane to their feet, and at once all the people in the C ose stood. Together, they
touched their right hands to their hearts, then extended the palns toward Corimni in a
traditional salute. "Hail, Corimni," they said, "Eldest of the Loresraat. Be at Peace."

The two Lorewardens took Corimni fromthe Close, and the doors shut behind them Sadly, the
people in the galleries reseated thensel ves. The Lords | ooked toward Mioramwi th mourning in their
eyes, and Loerya said stiffly, "This is an ill onen."

Mhoram gri pped hinself with a stern hand. "All omens are ill in these tines. Despite is abroad
in the Land. For that reason we are Lords. The Land would not require us if there were no harm at
work against it."

W thout neeting Moramis gaze, Amatin replied, "If that is our purpose, then we do not serve
it.'" Her anger and pain conbined to give her a tone of defiance. She held her palns flat on the
tabl e and watched themas if she were trying to push themthrough the stone. "Only Callindrill of

all the Lords lifted his hand in Revel wod's defense. He burned in ny place."'

" "No!'' the High Lord snapped at once. He had hoped to deal with the issues before the Counci
on other ternms, but now that Amatin had spoken, he could not back away. "No, Lord Amatin. You
cannot take upon your shoul ders responsibility for the death of Callindrill Faer-mate. He died in
his own place, by his own choice. Wen you believed that you were no | onger the Lord best suited
to watch over Revel wood, you expressed your belief to the Council. The Council accepted your
belief and asked Lord Callindrill to take that burden upon hinself.

"At the sane tine, the Council decided that the defenders of the Land shoul d not spend
thensel ves in a costly and bootl ess battle for Revel-wood." As he spoke, the tightness around his
eyes expressed how hard, how poignantly hard, that decision had been to nmake. "The home of the
Loresraat was not nade for war, and could not be well defended. The Council decided for the sake
of the Land that we nust save our strength, put it to its best use here. Callindrill chose"-the
authority of Miorams tone faltered for an instant-"Lord Callindrill Faer-mate chose otherw se.
There is no blame for you in this."

He saw the protest in her eyes and hastened to answer her. He did not want to hear her thought

uttered aloud. "Further, | tell you that there is no blame for us in the wisdomor folly, victory
or defeat, of the way we have elected to defend the Land. W are not the Creators of the Earth.
Its final end is not on our heads. W are creations, like the Land itself. W are accountable for

not hi ng but the purity of our service. When we have given our best w sdom and our utterest
strength to the defense of the Land, then no voice can raise accusation against us. Life or death,
good or ill-victory or destruction-we are not required to solve these riddles. Let the Creator
answer for the doomof his creation.”

Amatin stared at himhotly, and he could feel her probing the estranged, secret place in his
heart. Speaking barely above a whisper, she said, "Do you blame Callindrill then? There is no
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"best wisdom in his death."”

The misdirection of her effort to understand hi m pained the Hi gh Lord, but he answered her
openly. "You are not deaf to ne, Lord Amatin, | loved Callindrill Faer-nate like a brother. | have
no wi sdomor strength or willingness to blane him"

"You are the High Lord. Wat does your wi sdomteach you?"

"I amthe High Lord," Moramaffirmed sinmply. "I have no tine for blane.'

Abruptly, Loerya joined the probing. "And if there is no Creator? O if the creation is
unt ended?"

"Then who is there to reproach us? W provide the neaning of our own lives. If we serve the
Land purely to the furthest Iimt of our abilities, what nmore can we ask of oursel ves?"

Trevor answered, "Victory, H gh Lord. If we fail, the Land itself reproaches us. It will be
made waste. We are its |ast preservers.”
The force of this thrust snote Mhoram He found that he still |acked the courage to retort

nakedly, Better failure than desecration. Instead, he turned the thrust with a wy snmile and said,
"The last, Lord Trevor? No. The Haruchai yet live within their nountain fastness. In their way,
they know the nane of the Earthpower nore surely than any Lord. Ramen and Ranyhyn yet l|ive. Many
peopl e of the South and North Plains yet live. Many of the Unfettered yet live. Caerroil WI dwood,
Forestal of Garroting Deep, has not passed away. And sonewhere beyond the Sunbirth Sea is the
hormel and of the G ants-yes, and of the El ohimand Bhrathair, of whomthe G ants sang. They wil |
resist Lord Foul's hold upon the Earth."

"But the Land, Hi gh Lord! The Land will be lost! The despiser will wack it fromend to end."'

At once, Moram breathed intensely, "By the Seven! Not while one flicker of love or faith
remains alive!"

H' s eyes burned into Trevor's until the Lord's protest receded. Then he turned to Loerya. But
in her he could see the disconfortable fear for her daughters at work, and he refrained from
touching her torn feelings. Instead, he | ooked toward Amatin and was relieved to see that nmuch of
her anger had fallen away. She regarded himw th an expression of hope. She had found sonething in
hi mthat she needed. Softly, she said, "Hi gh Lord, you have discovered a way in which we nay act
agai nst this doom"

The Hi gh Lord tightened his hold upon hinself. "There is a way." Raising his head, he addressed
all the people in the Close. "My friends, Satansfist Raver has burned Revel wood. Trothgard is now
in his hands. Soon he will begin to march upon us. Scant days renain before the siege of
Revel st one begins. W can no longer delay.'' The gold in his eyes flared as he said, "W nust
attenpt to sunmon the Unbeliever."

At this, a stark silence filled the Cose. Moramcould feel waves of surprise and excitenent
and dread pouring down on himfromthe galleries. Warmark Quaan's passi onate objection struck
across his shoulders. But he waited in the silence until Lord Loerya found her voice to say, "That
is inpossible. The Staff of Law has been lost. W have no neans for such a sumoning." The soft
tinmbre of her voice barely covered its hard core.

Still Moramwaited, |ooking toward the other Lords for answers to Loerya's claim After a |ong
nmonent, Trevor said hesitantly, "But the Law of Death has been broken."

"And if the Staff has been destroyed," Anmatin added quickly, "then the Earthpower which it held
and focused has been rel eased upon the Land. Perhaps it is accessible to us."

"And we must nake the attenpt," said Mhoram "For good or ill, the Unbeliever is inextricably
linked to the Land's doom If he is not here, he cannot defend the Land."

"Or destroy it!" Quaan rasped.

Bef ore Mhoram coul d respond, Hearthrall Borillar was on his feet. He said in a rush, "The
Unbel i ever will save the Land."

Quaan growl ed, "This is odd confidence, Hearthrall."

"He will save," Borillar said as if he were surprised at his own tenerity. Seven years ago,
when he had net Covenant, he had been the youngest Hirebrand ever to take the office of
Hearthrall. He had been acutely aware of his inexperience, and he was still deferential-a fact
whi ch anused his friend and fellow Hearthrall, Tohrm "Wen | nmet the Unbeliever, | was young and
timd-afraid." Tohrmgrinned inmpishly at the inplication that Borillar was no | onger young and
timd. "U-Lord Covenant spoke kindly to ne.""'

He sat down again, blushing in enbarrassment. But no one except Tohrmsmiled, and Tohrms snile
was always irrepressible. It expressed only anused fondness, not nockery. The pitch of Borillar's
conviction seermed to reproach the doubts in the Cose. Wen Lord Loerya spoke again, her tone had

changed. Wth a searching | ook at the young Hearthrall, she said, "How shall we make this
attenpt ?"
Vhoram gravely nodded his thanks to Borillar, then turned back to the Lords. "I will essay the
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summoning. |If nmy strength fails, aid ne." The Lords nodded nutely. Wth a final |ook around the
Cl ose, he sat down, bowed his head, and opened his mind to the nelding of the Lords.

He did so, know ng that he would have to hold back part of hinmself, prevent Trevor and Loerya
and Amatin fromseeing into his secret. He was taking a great risk. He needed the consol ation, the
sharing of strength and support, which a conplete nmind nelding could give; yet any private
weakness mi ght expose the know edge he withheld. And in the nmelding his fellow Lords could see
that he did w thhold sonething. Therefore it was an expensive rite. Each neld drai ned hi m because
he could only protect his secret by giving fortitude rather than receiving it. But he believed in
the neld. O all the lore of the new Lords, only this belonged solely to them the rest had cone
to themthrough the Wards of Kevin Landwaster. And when it was practiced purely, melding brought
the health and heart of any Lord to the aid of all the others.

As long as the H gh Lord possessed any pulse of life or thew of strength, he could not refuse
to share them

At |ast, the contact was broken. For a noment, Moramfelt that he was hardly strong enough to
stand; the needs of the other Lords, and their concern for him remained on his shoulders Iike an
unnat ural burden. But he understood hinself well enough to know that in sone ways he did not have
the ability to surrender. Instead, he had an instinct for absolute exertions which frightened him
whenever he thought of the Ritual of Desecration. After a nonmentary rest, he rose to his feet and
took up his staff. Bearing it like a standard, he wal ked around the table to the stairs and
started down toward the open floor around the graveling pit.

As Moram reached the floor, Tohrm canme down out of the gallery to join him The G avelingas's
eyes were bright with hunor, and he grinned as he said, "You will need far sight to behold the
Unbel i ever." Then he winked as if this were a jest. "The gulf between worlds is dark, and darkness
withers the heart. | will provide nore light."

The High Lord sniled his thanks, and the Hearthrall stepped briskly to one side of the
graveling pit. He bent toward the fire-stones, and at once seened to forget the other people in
the Cose. Wthout another |ook at his audience, he softly began to sing.

In a |l ow rocky | anguage known only to those who shared the rhadhamaer!l |ore, he hymmed an
i nvocation to the fire-stones, encouraging them stoking them calling to life their |atent power.
And the red-gold glow of the graveling reflected |ike a response fromhis face. After a nonent,
Whoram coul d see the brightness growi ng. The reddi sh hue faded fromthe gold; the gold turned
purer, whiter, hotter; and the newearth aroma of the graveling rose up like incense in the C ose.

In silence, the three Lords stood, and the rest of the people joined themin a nmute expression
of respect for the rhadhanmaer|l and the Earthpower. Before them the radiance of the pit nounted
until Tohrm hinself was pale in the light.

Wth a slow, stately novenent, Hi gh Lord Moramlifted his staff, held it in both hands |eve
with his forehead.

The summoni ng song of the Unbeliever began to run in his mind as he focused his thoughts on the
power of his staff. One by one, he elininated the people in the Cose, and then the Cose itself,
fromhis awareness. He poured hinself into the straight, snoboth wood of his staff until he was
consci ous of nothing but the song and the light-and the illimtable inplications of the Earthpower
beating like ichor in the i mense nountain-stone around him Then he gathered as many strands of
the pul se as he could hold together in the hands of his staff, and rode them outward through the
warp and weft of Revel stone's existence. And as he rode, he sang to hinself:

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 creat ed-

but keystone rather, pivot, crux

for the anarchy out of which Tine was nade

The strands carried himout through the nal evol ent wind, so that his spirit shivered against
gusts of spite; but his consciousness passed beyond them swi ftly, passed beyond all air and wood
and water and stone until he seened to be spinning through the quintessential fabric of which
actuality was nmade. For an interval w thout dinension in tine and space, he lost track of hinself.
He felt that he was floating beyond the linmts of creation. But the song and the light held him
steadi ed him Soon his thoughts pointed Iike a conpass to the | odestone of the white gold.

Then he caught a glinpse of Thonmas Covenant's ring. It was unm stakable; the Unbeliever's
presence covered the chaste circlet like an aura, bound it, sealed up its power. And the aura
itself ached with angui sh.
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H gh Lord Mioram reached toward that presence and began to sing:

Be true, Unbeliever- Answer the call. Life is the Gver: Death ends all. The promise is truth,
And banes di sperse Wth promi se kept: But soul's deep curse On broken faith And faithless thrall
For doom of dar kness Covers all

Be true, Unbeliever- Answer the call. Be true

He caught hold of Covenant with his song and started back toward the C ose.

The efficacy of the song took much of the burden fromhim left himfree to return swiftly to
hi nsel f, As he opened his eyes to the dazzling light, he alnmost fell to his knees. Sudden
exhausti on washed over him he felt severely attenuated, as if his soul had been stretched to
cover too great a distance. For a tine, he stood strengthless, even forgetting to sing. But the
other Lords had taken up the song for him and in the place of his power their staffs vitalized
t he sunmoni ng.

When his eyes regained their sight, he beheld Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold
wi el der, standing half substantial in the [ight before him

But the apparition came no closer, did not incarnate itself. Covenant renained on the verge of
physi cal presence; he refused to cross over. In a voice that barely existed, he cried, "Not now
Let nme go!"

The sight of the Unbeliever's suffering shocked Mhoram Covenant was starving, he desperately
needed rest, he had a deep and seriously untended wound on his forehead. H s whol e body was
brui sed and battered as if he had been stoned, and one side of his nmouth was caked with ugly
bl ood. But as bad as his physical injuries were, they pal ed beside his psychic distress. Appalled
resi stance oozed fromhimlike the sweat of pain, and a fierce fire of will held himunincarnate
As he fought the conpletion of his summoni ng, he rem nded Mhoram forcibly of dukkha, the poor

Waynhi m upon which Lord Foul had practiced so many tornents with the Illearth Stone. He resisted
as if the Lords were coercing himinto a vat of acid and virulent horror.

"Covenant!" Mhoram groaned. "Ch, Covenant." In his fatigue, he feared that he would not be able
to hold back his weeping. "You are in hell. Your world is a hell."

Covenant flinched. The High Lord s voice seened to buffet him physically. But an instant |ater
he denanded again, "Send nme back! She needs ne!"

"W need you also," murnured Mhoram He felt frail, sinewess, as if he |lacked the thews and
liganents to keep hinself erect. He understood now why he had been able to sunmon Covenant wi thout
the Staff of Law, and that understanding was |ike a hole of grief knocked in the side of his
being. He seened to feel hinself spilling away.

"She needs ne!" Covenant repeated. The effort of speech made blood trickle fromhis nouth.
"Moram can't you hear nme?"

That appeal touched sonething in Mhoram He was the High Lord; he could not, nmust not, fal
short of the denmands placed upon him He forced hinself to neet Covenant's feverish gaze.

"I hear you, Unbeliever," he said. Hs voice becane stronger as he spoke. "l am Mioram son of
Variol, H gh Lord by the choice of the Council. W need you al so. | have sunmoned you to hel p us
face the Land's | ast need. The prophecy which Lord Foul the Despiser gave you to pronounce upon
the Land has cone to pass. If we fall, he will have the command of |ife and death in his hand, and
the universe will be a hell forever. Ur-Lord Covenant, help us! It is I, Moramson of Variol, who
beseech you."

The words struck Covenant in flurries. He staggered and quail ed under the sound of Morams
voi ce. But his aghast resistance did not falter. Wen he regai ned his bal ance, he shouted again,
"She needs ne, | tell you! That rattlesnake is going to bite her! If you take me now, | can't help
her, "

In the back of his mnd, Moram marvel ed that Covenant could so grimy deny the sumoning
wi t hout enpl oying the power of his ring. Yet that capacity for refusal accorded with Moram s
secret know edge. Hope and fear struggled in the High Lord, and he had difficulty keeping his
voi ce steady.

"Covenant-ny friend-pl ease hear me. Hear the Land's need in ny voice. W cannot hold you. You
have the white gol d-you have the power to refuse us. The Law of Death does not bind you. Please
hear ne. | will not require nmuch tine. After | have spoken, if you still choose to depart-I wll
recant the summoning. | will-I will tell you how to make use of your white gold to deny us."

Agai n, Covenant recoiled fromthe assault of sound. But when he had recovered, he did not
repeat his demand. Instead, he said harshly, "Talk fast. This is ny only chance-the only chance to

get out of a delusion is at the beginning. |1've got to help her."
H gh Lord Moram cl enched hinself, nustered all his love and fear for the Land, put it into his
voice. ''Ur-Lord, seven years have passed since we stood together on Gallows Howe. In that time we

have recovered from sonme of our |osses. But since-since the Staff of Law was | ost-the Despiser has
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been much nore free. He has built a new arny as vast as the sea, and has narched agai nst us.
Al ready he has destroyed Revel wood. Satansfist Raver has burned Revel wood and slain Lord
Callindrill. In a very few days, the siege of Lord s Keep will begin.

"But that does not conplete the tale of our trouble. Seven years ago, we mi ght have held
Revel st one agai nst any foe for seasons together. Even without the Staff of Law, we m ght have
def ended ourselves well. But- ny friend, hear ne-we have | ost the Bl oodguard."”

Covenant cowered as if he were being pounded by a rockfall, but Moramdid not stop. "When
Kori k of the Bloodguard led his mission to the G ants of Seareach, great evils clained the lives
of the Lords Hyrimand Shetra. Wthout them" Moram hesitated. He renenbered Covenant's
friendship with the G ant, Saltheart Foanfollower. He could not bear to tornent Covenant by
telling himof the Gants' bloody fate. "Wthout themto advise him Korik and two conrades

captured a fragnent of the Illearth Stone. He did not recogni ze his danger. The three Bl oodguard
bore the fragnment with them thinking to carry it to Lord' s Keep
"But the Illearth Stone is a terrible wong in the Land. The three Bl oodguard were not

f orewar ned- and the Stone enslaved them Under its power, they bore their fragment to Foul's
Creche. They believed that they would fight the Despiser. But he nmade them his own." Again, Moram
forbore to tell the whole story. He could not say to Covenant that the Bl oodguard Vow had been
subtly betrayed by the breaking of the Law of Death-or that the fine nmetal of the Bl oodguard
rectitude had been crucially tarni shed when Covenant had forced Banner to reveal the nane of the
Power of Conmmand. "Then he"-NMioram still wi nced whenever he remenbered what had happened-"he sent
the three to attack Revel stone. Korik, Sill, and Doar narched here with green fire in their eyes
and Corruption in their hearts. They killed many farnmers and warriors before we conprehended what
had been done to them

"Then First Mark Banner and Terrel and Runni k of the Bl oodguard went to do battle with the
three. They slew Korik and Sill and Doar their conrades, and brought their bodies to the Keep. In
that way, we found''- NMhoram swall owed thickly-"we found that Lord Foul had cut off the last two
fingers fromthe right hand of each of the three.”

Covenant cried out in pain, but Moramdrove his point hone hoarsely. "He damaged each
Bl oodguard to resenbl e you."

"Stop!" Covenant groaned. "Stop. | can't stand it."

Still the High Lord continued. "Wen First Mark Banner saw how Korik and his conrades had been
corrupted despite their Vow, he and all the Bl oodguard abandoned their service. They returned to
the nmountain home of the Haruchai. He said that they had been conquered by Corruption, and could
no | onger serve any Vow.

"My friend, without themw thout the Staff of Law w thout any inmense arny or dour-handed
allies-we will surely fall. Only the wild magi ¢ can now cone between us and Lord Foul's hunger."
As NMhoram fini shed, Covenant's eyes | ooked as bleak as a wilder-land. The heat of his fever
seened to make any tears inpossible. H s resistance sagged briefly, and for an instant he al nost
all owed his translation into the Close to be conpleted. But then he raised his head to | ook at

other nmenories. His refusal stiffened; he noved back until he al nost vani shed in the bright
graveling light. "Mioram | can't," he said as distantly as if he were choking. "I can't. The
snake- That little girl is all alone. I'mresponsible for her. There's no one to help the child
but nme."

From high in the opposite gallery, Moramfelt a surge of anger as Quaan's ol d indignation at
Covenant flared into speech. "By the Seven!" he barked. "He speaks of responsibility." Quaan had
wat ched hi nsel f becone old and hel pl ess to save the Land, while Covenant neither aged nor acted,
He spoke with a warrior's sense of death, a warrior's sense of the value in sacrificing a few
lives to save many. "Covenant, you are responsible for us!"

The Unbel i ever suffered under Quaan's voice as he did under Moram s, but he did not turn to
face the Warmark. He met Mhoram s gaze painfully and answered, "Yes, | know. | know. | am
responsi bl e.

But she needs ne. There's no one else. She's part of nmy world, ny real world. You re-not so
real now. | can't give you anything now'' Hs face twisted frantically, and his resistance
mounted until it poured fromhimlike agony. "Mioram if | don't get back to her she is going to
die."

The desol ate passion of Covenant's appeal wung Mhoram Unconsciously, he gnawed his 1ips,
trying to control with physical pain the strain of his conflicting conpassions. His whole life,
all his long conmtnents, seened rent within him Hs love for the Land urged himto deny the
Unbel i ever, to struggle now as if he were westling for possession of Covenant's soul. But from
the sane welIspring of his self arose an opposite urge, a refusal to derogate Covenant's
sovereignty, Covenant's right to choose his own fate. For a time, the H gh Lord hesitated, trapped
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in the contradiction. Then slowy he lifted his head and spoke to the people in the Cose as well
as to Thomas Covenant.

"No one may be conpelled to fight the Despiser. He is resisted willingly, or not at all
Unbel i ever, | release you. You turn fromus to save life in your own world. W will not be undone
by such notives. And if darkness should fall upon us, still the beauty of the Land endures. |If we
are a dreamand you the dreaner-then the Land is inperishable, for you will not forget.

"Be not afraid, ur-Lord Thomas Covenant. CGo in Peace."

He felt a pressure of protest fromLord Loerya and sone of the other spectators, but he
overruled themwi th a commandi ng gesture. One by one, the Lords withdrew the power of their staffs
while Tohrm |l owered the graveling fire. Covenant began to fade as if he were dissolving in the
abyss beyond the arch of Tine.

Then High Lord Mioramrecollected his promse to reveal the secret of the wild magic. He did
not know whet her or not Covenant could still hear him but he whispered after the fading form
"You are the white gold."

A nonent |ater, he knew that the Unbeliever was gone. Al sense of resistance and power had
left the air, and the Iight of the graveling had declined to a nore nornal level. For the first
time since the summoni ng began, Moram saw the shapes and faces of the people around him But the
sight did not last. Tears blinded him and he | eaned weakly on his staff as if only its stern wood
coul d uphold him

He was full of grief over the strange ease with which he had sumoned the Unbeliever. Wthout
the Staff of Law, he should not have been able to call Covenant al one; yet he had succeeded. He
knew why. Covenant had been so vulnerable to the sunmons because he was dyi ng.

Through his sorrow, he heard Trevor say, "Hi gh Lord-the krill-the gemof the krill cane to
life. It burned as it did when the Unbeliever first placed it within the table."

Mhoram bl i nked back his tears. Leaning heavily on his staff, he noved to the table. Inits
center, Loric's krill stood like a dead cross-as opaque and fireless as if it had | ost al
possibility of light. A rage of grief cane over Mhoram Wth one hand, he grasped the hilt of the
silver sword.

A fleeting blue gleamflickered across its gem then vanished.

"It has no life now," he said dully.

Then he left the Cose and went to the sacred enclosure to sing for Covenant and Cal lindril
and the Land.

[ THREE] The Rescue

A cold wind blew through Covenant's soul as he struggled up out of the rock. It chilled himas
if the marrow of his bones had been laid bare to an exhal ation of cruel ice-cruel and sardonic,
tinged with that faint yet bottom ess green travail which was the antithesis of green things
growing. But slowy it left him slid away i nto another dinension. He becane nore conscious of the
stone. Its granite inpenetrability thickened around hiny he began to feel that he was suffocating.

He flailed his arns and legs, tried to reach toward the surface. But for a tine he could not
even be sure that his |linmbs were noving. Then a series of jolts began to hurt his joints. He
sensed t hrough his el bows and knees that he was thrashing agai nst sonething hard.

He was pounding his arns and legs at the hillside. Behind the nuffled thuds and sl aps he nade,
he coul d hear running water. The sun shone objectively sonewhere beyond him He jerked up his
head.

At first, he could not orient himself. A stream splashed vividly across his sight; he felt that
he was peering at it from above, that the slope down which it ran was canted inpossibly under him
But at last he realized that he was not |ooking downward. He lay horizontally across the sl ope.
The hill rose above himon the right, dropped away on the |eft.

He turned his head to search for the girl and the snake.

H s eyes refused to focus. Something pale gleaned in front of his face, prevented him from
seeing down the hill.

A thin, childish voice near himsaid, "Mster? Are you okay, mister? You fell down,"”

He was trying to see too far away. Wth an effort, he screwed his gaze closer, and at | ast
found hinmself staring froma distance of a fewinches at a bare shin. In the sunlight, it gl eaned
as pure and pale as if it had been anointed with chrism But already it showed a slight swelling.
And in the center of the swelling were two snall red narks |ike paired pinpricks.

"Mster?" the child said again. "Are you okay? The snake bit me. My leg hurts.”

The frigid winter he had | eft behind seened to leap at himfromthe depths of his mnd. He
began to shiver. But he forced hinself to disregard the cold, bent all his attention toward those
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two red fang marks. Wthout taking his eyes off them he clinbed into a sitting position. Hs
brui ses groaned at him and his forehead t hrobbed sickly, but he ignored all the pain, discounted
it as if it had nothing to do with him H's trenbling hands drew the little girl toward him

Snakebi te, he thought nunbly. How do you treat snakebite?

"Al'l right," he said, then stopped. H s voice shook unreassuringly, and his throat felt too dry
to be controlled. He did not seemto know any conforting words. He swall owed hoarsely and hugged
the child' s thin bones to his chest. "All right. You're going to be all right. I"'mhere. 1'lIl help
you. "

He sounded grotesque to hinsel f-ghoulish and useless. The cut in his lip and guminterfered
with his articulation. But he ignored that, too. He could not afford the energy to worry about
such things. A haze of fever parched his thoughts, and he needed all his strength to fight it,
recollect the treatnment for snakebite.

He stared at the fang marks until he renenbered. Stop the circulation, he said to hinmself as if
he were stupid. Cut. Get out the poison

Jerking hinself into novenent, he funbled for his penknife.

When he got it out, he dropped it on the ground beside him and hunted through the debris which
littered his brain for something which he could use as a tourniquet. His belt would not do, he had
no way to fasten it tightly enough. The child' s dress had no belt. Her shoel aces did not |ook |ong
enough.

"My leg hurts," she said plaintively. "I want ny nmonmy."

"Where is she?" nuttered Covenant.

"That way." She pointed vaguely downstream "A |ong way. Daddy spanked ne and | snuck away."

Covenant clutched the girl with one armto keep her from noving, and thus hastened the spread
of the venom Wth his free hand, he tore at the lace of his left boot. But it was badly frayed
and snapped in his hand. Hellfire! he groaned in chagrin. He was taking too long. Trenbling, he
started on the right bootl ace.

After a nmoment, he succeeded in renobving it intact.

"All right,"” he said unclearly. "I've got-got to do sonmething about that bite. First | have to
tie off your leg-so the poison won't spread. Then | have to cut your leg a little. That way the
poi son can get out, and it won't hurt you so nuch." He strove to sound calm "Are you brave
t oday?"

She replied solemly, "Daddy spanked ne and | didn't cry. | ran away." He heard no trace of her
earlier terror.
"Good girl," he rmunbl ed. He could not delay any longer; the swelling over her skin had

i ncreased noticeably, and a faint, blackish hue had started to stain her pale flesh. He wapped
hi s bootlace around her wounded | eg above the knee.

"Stand on your other leg, so this one can relax."

Wien she obeyed, he pulled the lace tight until she let out a | ow gasp of pain. Then he tied it
off. "Good girl," he said again. "You' re very brave today."

Wth uncertain hands, he picked up his penknife and opened it.

For a time, he quailed at the prospect of cutting her. He was shivering too badly; the sun's
warnt h went nowhere near the chill in his bones. But the livid fang marks conpelled him Gently,
he lifted the child and seated her on his lap. Wth his Ileft hand, he raised her leg until its
swelling was only ten or twelve inches fromhis face. His penknife he gripped inadequately with
the two fingers and thunb of his right hand.

"I'f you don't |ook, you nmight not even feel it,'' he said, and hoped he was not I|vying.
She acted as if the nmere presence of an adult banished all her fears. "lI'mnot afraid," she
replied proudly. "I'mbrave today." But when Covenant turned so that his right shoul der cane

between her face and the sight of her |eg, she caught her hands in his shirt and pressed her face
agai nst him

In the back of his mnd, he could hear Moram saying, W have | ost the Bloodguard. Lost the
Bl oodguard. Lost. Ch, Bannor! he noaned silently. Was it that bad?

He clenched his teeth until his jaws ached, and the wound on his forehead pounded. The pain
steadied him It held himlike a spike driven through his brain, affixing himto the task of the
fang marks.

Wth an abrupt novement, he slashed twi ce, cut an X across the swelling between the two red
mar ks.

The child let out a lowcry, and went rigid, clinging to himfervidly.

For an instant he stared in horror at the violent red bl ood which welled out of the cuts and
ran across the pale leg. Then he dropped the knife as if it had burned him Gipping her leg in
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bot h hands, he bent his nouth to the fang marks and sucked.

The strain of stretching his lips tight over her shin made his nmouth wound sting, and his bl ood
mngled with hers as it trickled across the darkening stain of the swelling. But he ignored that
as well. Wth all his strength, he sucked at the cuts. Wien he stopped to breathe, he rubbed the
child's leg, trying to squeeze all of her blood toward the cuts. Then he sucked again.

A nauseating di zzi ness caught hold of his head and nade it spin. He stopped, afraid that he
woul d faint. "All right, "he panted. "I'mfinished. You're going to be all right." After a nonent,
he realized that the child was whinpering softly into the back of his shoulder. Quickly, he
turned, put his arns around her, hugged her to him'' You're going to be all right, he repeated

thickly. "I'll take you to your nonmy now." He did not believe that he had the strength to stand,
much | ess to carry her any distance at all.
But he knew that she still needed treatnent; he could hardly have renoved all the venom And

the cuts he had inflicted would have to be tended. She could not afford his weakness. Wth an
effort that alnmost undid him he lurched painfully to his feet, and stood listing on the hillside
as if he were about to capsi ze.

The child sniffled mserably in his arns. He could not bear to | ook at her, for fear that she
woul d neet his gaze with reproach. He stared down the hill while he struggled to scourge or beg
himself into a condition of fortitude.

Through her tears, the child said, "Your nmouth's bl eeding."

"Yes, | know, " he nunbled. But that pain was no worse than the ache in his forehead, or the
hurt of his bruises. And all of it was only pain. It was tenporary; it would soon fall under the
pall of his leprosy. The ice in his bones made himfeel that the nunbness of his hands and feet
was al ready spreading. Pain was no excuse for weakness.

Sl ow y, he unl ocked one knee, let his weight start forward. Like a poorly articul ated puppet,
he | unbered woodenly down the hill side.

By the time he reached the tree-it stood black and straight like a signpost indicating the
pl ace where the child had been bitten-he had al most fallen three times. Hi s boots were trying to
trip him wthout laces to hold themto his feet, they cluttered every step he took. For a noment,
he | eaned against the tree, trying to steady hinself. Then he kicked off his boots. He did not
need them His feet were too nunb to feel the damage of hiking barefoot.

"You ready?" he breathed. "Here we go." But he was not sure he nmade any sound. In the fever
whi ch cl ouded his thoughts, he found hinself thinking that |ife was poorly designed; burdens were
pl aced on the wong people. For some obscure reason, he believed that in Banner's place he could
have found sone other answer to Korik's corruption. And Bannor woul d have been equal many tines
over to the physical task of saving this child.

Then he renmenbered that Mioram had not told himany news of the Gants in connection with
Korik's mission. Sparked by the association, a vision of Gallow Howe cut through his haze. He saw
again a G ant dangling fromthe gi bbet of the Forestal

What had happened to the G ants?

Gaping nutely as if the woods and the streamand the little girl in his arms astonished him he
pushed away fromthe black tree and began shanbling along Ri ghters Creek in the general direction
of the town.

As he noved, he forced open his caked lips to cry aloud, "Help!"

The child had said that her parents were a | ong way away, but he did not know what distances
meant to her. He did not know whether or not her parents were anywhere near the Creek. He did not
even know how far he was from Haven Farm the whole previous night was a blank hurt in his mnd
But the banks of the streamoffered himthe nbst accessible route toward town, and he coul d think
of nothing to do but nove in that direction. The girl's pain was increasing. Her |eg was bl acker
every time he |l ooked at it, and she winced and whinpered at every jolt of his stiff stride. At
i nterval s she nmoaned for her parents, and every noan nmade him gasp out |like the jab of a goad,
"Hel p!"

But his voice seemed to have no authority, no carrying power; it dropped into silence after him
like a stillborn. And the effort of shouting aggravated the injury to his nouth. Soon he could
feel his lip swelling like the girl's leg, growi ng dark and taut and heavy with pain. He hugged
her closer to himand croaked in grim forlorn insistence, "Help! Help nme!"

Gradual ly, the heat of the sun made himsweat. It stung his forehead until his eyes blurred.
But it did not touch the cold in his bones. H's shivering nounted. Dizziness di snenbered his
bal ance, made himreel through the woods as if he were being driven by a tattered gal e. Wenever
he stepped on a pointed rock or branch, it gouged far enough up into his arches to hurt him
Several tines, his joints folded sharply, and he plunged to his knees. But each tine, the dark
wound he carried pulled himupright again, and sent himforward, nmunbling past his thick Iip,
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"Help ne."

Hs own swelling seened to take over his face like a tunor. Hot |ances of pain thrust fromit
through his head every tinme the ground jarred him As tine passed, he could feel his heart itself
trenbling, quivering between each beat as it |abored to carry the strain. The haze of his fever
thi ckened until at odd nonents he feared that he had lost his sight. In the blur, he quailed away
fromthe dazzl es of sunlight which sprang at himoff the stream but when the creek passed through
shadows, it |ooked so cool and healing that he could hardly restrain hinmself fromstunbling into
it, burying his face in its anodyne.

Yet all the while he knew he could not deviate fromthe strait path of his trek. If he failed
to find help for the child, then everything he had al ready done for her would be usel ess, bereft
of meaning. He could not stop. Her wound would not tolerate his futility. He saw too nmuch of his
| ost son Roger in her bare shin. Despite the nails of pain which crucified him he |urched onward.

Then in the distance he heard shouts, l|ike people wailing for soneone lost. He jerked to a
swaying halt on stiff legs, and tried to | ook around. But he seened to have lost control of his
head. It wobbled vainly on his neck, as if the weight of his swelling threwit out of joint, and
he was unable to face it in the direction of the shouts.

In his arns, the girl whinpered pitifully, "Mmy. Daddy."

He fought his black tight pain to frame the word, Help. But no sound cane between his lips. He
forced his vocal cords to make some kind of noise.

"Help me."

It was no | ouder than a whisper

A sound |i ke hoarse sobs shook him but he could not tell whether they came fromhimor from
the girl. Weakly, alnobst blindly, he straightened his arns, lifted the child outward as if he were
of fering her to the shouts.

They became a woman's voice and took on words. "Karen! Here she is! Over here! Ch, Karen! ny
baby!" Runni ng came toward hi mthrough the | eaves and branches; it sounded like the blade of a
winter wind cutting at himfromthe depths of his fever. At last he was able to see the people. A

woman hurried down the side of a hill, and a man ran anxiously after her. "Karen!" the woman
cri ed.

The child reached out toward the woman and sobbed, "Mnmy! Momy!''

An instant later, the burden was snatched from Covenant's arns. "Karen. Ch, ny baby,'' the

worman noaned as she hugged the child. "W were so frightened. Why did you run away? Are you al
right?" Wthout a glance at Covenant, she said, "Wuere did you find her? She ran away this
nmor ni ng, and we' ve been frightened half to death.'' As if this needed some expl anation, she went
on, "We're canping over there a ways. Dave has Good Friday off, and we decided to canp out. W
never thought she would run away."

The man caught up with her, and she started speaking to the child again. "Oh, you naughty,
naughty girl. Are you all right? Let ne |ook at you."

The girl kept sobbing in pain and relief as the woman held her at arms length to i nspect her.
At once, the worman saw the tourniquet and the swelling and the cuts. She gave a | ow scream and
| ooked at Covenant for the first tine.

"What happened?" she denmanded. "What've you done to her?" Suddenly, she stopped. A | ook of
horror stretched her face. She backed away toward the man, and screaned at him "Dave! It's that
| eper! That Covenant!"

"What ?" the man gasped. Righteous indignation rushed up in him "You bastard!" he spat
belligerently, and started toward Covenant.

Covenant thought that the man was going to hit him he seened to feel the blow comng at him
froma great distance. Watching it, he lost his balance, stunbled backward a step, and sat down
heavily. Red pain flooded across his sight. Wen it cleared, he was vaguely surprised to find that
he was not being kicked. But the man had stopped a dozen feet away; he stood with his fists
cl enched, trying not to show that he was afraid to come cl oser.

Covenant struggled to speak, explain that the child still needed help. But a | ong, stunned
nmonent passed before he was able to dredge words past his lips. Then he said in a tone of
detachment conpletely at variance with the way he | ooked and felt, "Snakebite. Tinber rattler
Hel p her."

The effort exhausted hinm he could not go on. He lapsed into silence, and sat still as if he
were hopel essly waiting for an aval anche to fall on him The man and woman began to recede from
him lose solidity, as if they were dissolving in the acid of his prostration. Vaguely, he heard
the child noan, "The snake bit ne, Mommy. My leg hurts."

He realized that he still had not seen the child s face. But he had | ost his chance. He had
exerci sed too strenuously with snake venomin his blood. By degrees, he was slipping into shock
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"Al right, Moram" he nunbled wanly. "Cone and get ne. It's over now. "

He di d not know whet her he had spoken aloud. He could not hear hinmself. The ground under him
had begun to ripple. Waves rolled through the hillside, tossing the snall raft of hard soil on
which he sat. He clung to it as long as he could, but the earthen seas were too rough. Soon he
| ost his bal ance and tunbl ed backward into the ground as if it were an undug grave.

[ FOUR] Siege

Twel ve days after the last charred trunks of Revel wood were consumed, reduced to ashes and
tranpl ed underfoot, Satansfist Raver, the right hand of the Gray Slayer, brought his vast,
dolorous arny to the stone gates of Lord' s Keep. He approached slowy, though his hordes tugged
forward |i ke | eashed wol ves; he restrained the ravening of the ur-viles and Cavew ghts and
creatures he commanded so that all the inhabitants of Trothgard, and of the | ands between
Revel wood and the North Plains, would have tinme to seek safety in the Keep. This he did because he
wi shed all the hunans he neant to slay to be gathered in one place. Every increase in the Keep's
popul ati on woul d weaken its endurance by eating its stores of food. And crowds of people would be
nmore susceptible than trained warriors or Lords to the fear he bore.

He was sure of the outcone of his siege. His arny was not as inmense as the one which noksha
Fl eshharrower his brother had lost in Garroting Deep. In order to secure his hold upon the regions
he had al ready mastered, he had left scores of thousands of his creatures behind al ong the Roans-
edge River, throughout the valley which forned the south border of Andel ain, and across the Center
Pl ains. But the Despiser had lost little nmore than a third of his forces in that earlier war. And
i nstead of wolves and kresh and unwi el dy griffins, Satansfist had with himnore of the |ore-
cunni ng, roynish, black, eyeless ur-viles, and nore of the atrocious creatures which Lord Foul had
raised up fromthe G eat Swanp, Lifeswallower, from Sarangrave Flat, fromthe Spoiled Plains and
the bosk of the Ruinwash-raised up and denmented with the power of the Illearth Stone. In addition
the G ant-Raver had at his back a power of which the Lords of Revel stone had no conception
Therefore he was willing to prolong his approach to the Keep, so that he could hasten its eventua
and irreparabl e collapse.

Then, early on the twelfth day, a sky-shaking how shot through his hordes as they caught their
first sight of the mountain plateau of Revel -stone. Thousands of his creatures started to rush
madly toward it through the foothills, but he knocked them back with the flail of his power.
Ruling his arnmy with a green scourge, he spent the whole day naking his approach, placing his
forces in position. Wen daylight at |ast drained away into night, his army was w apped around the
entire pronontory of Revel-stone, fromthe westnost edge of its south wall to the cliffs of the
pl ateau on the northwest. Hi s encanmpnent | ocked the Keep in a wide, round formation, sealing it
fromeither flight or rescue, fromforages for food or mssions to unknown allies. And that night,
Sat ansfi st feasted on the flesh of prisoners who had been captured during his |long march from
Landsdr op

If any eyes in Revel stone had been able to penetrate the unbroken mass of clouds which frowned
now constantly over the Land, they would have seen that this night was the dark of the noon on the
m ddl e night of spring. The Despiser's preternatural winter had cl enched the Land for forty-two
days.

Sat ansfi st had foll owed precisely the design which his master had given himfor his march
t hrough the Upper Land.

The next morning, he went to face the watchtower which fronted the long walls of Revel stone at
their wedge point. He paid no attention to the intricate G antish |abor which had produced the
pattern of coigns and oriels and wal ks and battlenents in the snooth cliff-walls; that part of him
whi ch coul d have responded to the sight had | ong ago been extingui shed by the occupyi ng Raver.
Wthout a second glance at the walls, or at the warriors who sentried the crenell ated parapets, he
strode around the pronontory until he stood before the great stone gates in the base of the tower
on its southeast side-the only entrance into Lord' s Keep

He was not surprised to find that the gates were open. Though the G antish passion for
stonewor k had been quelled in his blood, he retained his know edge of the Keep. He knew that as
Il ong as those massive, interlocking gates remai ned intact, they could cl ose upon conmand, trapping
anyone who dared enter the tunnel under the tower. Wiile in the tunnel, attackers would be exposed
to counterattack from defensive wi ndows built into the roof of the passage. And beyond the tunnel
was not hing but a courtyard, open only to the sky, and then another set of gates even stronger
than the first. The tower itself could not be entered except by suspended crosswal ks fromthe nmain
Keep, or through two small doors fromthe courtyard. Lord's Keep had been well made. The G ant-
Raver did not accept the dare of the open gates.
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I nstead, he placed hinmself just close enough to the tower to taunt skilled archers, and shouted
up at the stone walls in a voice that vibrated with malice and glee. "Hail, Lords! Wrthy Lords!
Show your sel ves, Lordlings! Leave off cowering in your usel ess warrens, and speak with ne. Behold
| cone courteously to accept your surrender!"”

There was no answer. The tower, only half as high as the nmain Keep behind it, stood with its
wi ndows and battlements as silent as if it were uninhabited. A whinpering grow passed anong the
army as the creatures begged for a chance to charge through the open gates.

"Hear me, little Lords!" he shouted. "See the toils of my strength wapped around you. | hold
your last lives in the palmof my hand. There is no hope for you unless you surrender yourselves
and all to the nercy of the Despiser." Jeering barks fromthe ur-viles greeted this, and
Sat ansfi st grinned. "Speak, Lordlings! Speak or die!"

A nonent |ater two figures appeared atop the tower-one a warrior and the other a bl ue-robed
Lord whom Sat ansfi st recogni zed. At first they ignored the Gant. They went to the flagpole, and

toget her raised High Lord's Furl, the azure oriflanmme of the Council. Only after it was fluttering
defiantly in the gelid wind did they step to the parapet and face Satansfist.

"I hear you!" the Lord snapped. "I hear you, sanadhi Raver. | know you, Sheol Satansfist. And
you know ne. | am Mioram son of Variol, H gh Lord by the choice of the Council. Depart, Raver
Take your ill hordes with you. You have touched ne. You know that | will not be daunted."

Fury glinted in the Gant's eyes at the nenory Moraminvoked, but he placed his hand over the
livid fragnent of the Stone hidden under his jerkin, and gave Mhoram a sarcastic bow. "I know you

Mhoram " he replied. "When | placed ny hand upon you in the labyrinth of Kurash Qmellinir, | knew
you. You were too blind with folly and ignorance to feel a wise despair. Therefore | permtted
your life-so that you would live to better know edge. Are you yet blind? Have you no eyes to see
that your effectless end at ny hand is as sure as the arch of Tinme? Have you forgotten the G ants?
Have you forgotten the Bl oodguard? In the nane of the Despiser, | will certainly crush you where
you cower!"

"Enpty words," Mioramretorted. "Bravado is easily uttered-but you will find it difficult of
proof. Mel enkurion abatha! Raver, begone! return to your forsaken nmaster before the Creator
forgets restraint, and wreaks a tinel ess vengeance upon you."

The G ant | aughed harshly. "Do not confort yourself with lies, lordling. The arch of Tine wll
be broken if the Creator seeks to strike through it-and then Lord Foul the Despiser, Satansheart

and Soul crusher, Corruption and Render, will be unloosed upon the universe! If the Creator tries
to lift his hand, my brothers and | will feast upon his very soul! Surrender, fool! Learn to be
daunted while groveling may still preserve your life. Perhaps you will be permtted to serve ne as

my hand sl ave. "
"Never!" H gh Lord Moramcried boldly. "W will never bow to you while one pulse of faith

still beats in the Land. The Earthpower is yet strong to resist you. W will seek it until we have
found the neans to cast down you and your master and all his works. Your victories are holl ow
whil e one soul remains with breath enough to cry out against you!'' Raising his staff, he whirled

it so that blue fire danced in the air about his head. Begone, sanmadhi Raver! Mel enkurion abatha
Duroc mnas mll kha-w! W wll never surrender!"

Bel ow him Satansfist flinched under the power of the words. But an instant |later, he sprang
forward, snatching at his jerkin. Wth his piece of |Illearth Stone clenched and steanming in his
fist, he hurled a gout of enerald force up at the High Lord. At the sane tine, hundreds of
creatures broke fromtheir ranks and charged toward the open gates.

But Mioram deflected the blast with his staff, sent it into the air over his head, where his
own fiery power attacked it and consuned it. Then he ducked behi nd the conceal nent of the parapet.
Over his shoul der, he called Warmark Quaan, "Seal the gates! Order the archers to slay any
creatures which gain the courtyard. W cannot deal gently with this foe."

Quaan was already on his way down the stairs into the conpl ex passages of the tower, shouting
orders as he ran to oversee the fray, Moram| ooked downward to assure hinself that Satansfist had
not passed through the gates. Then he hastened after Quaan

From the hi ghest of the crosswal ks above the courtyard, he surveyed the skirm sh. Strong
Wyodhel venni n archers drove their shafts into the nmlling creatures fromthe battlenments on both
sides of the court, and the sound of weapons echoed out of the tunnel. In nonents, the fighting
woul d be done. Gitting his teeth over the shed bl ood, Moramleft the conclusion the skirm sh in
Quaan's conpetent hands, and crossed the wooden span to the main Keep, where his fellow Lords
awai t ed hi m

As he net the sonber eyes of Trevor, Loerya, and Amatin, a sudden weariness cane over him
Satansfist's threats came so close to the truth. He held his conpani ons were inadequate for the
task of using even those few powers and mysteries which they possessed. And he was no nearer to a
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resol ution of his secret know edge than he had been when he had sunmoned and | ost Thonas Covenant.
He sighed, allowed his shoulders to sag. To explain hinmself, he said, "I had not thought there
were so many ur-viles in all the world."” But the words were only tangential to what he

felt.

Yet he could not afford such weariness. He was the H gh Lord. Trevor, Loerya, and Amatin had
their own uncertainties, their own needs, which he could not refuse; he had al ready done them
enough damage in the private dilema of his heart. Drawing hinsel f erect, he told them what he had
seen and heard of the Raver and Lord Foul's arnmny.

Whien he was done, Amatin smled wyly. "You affronted samadhi Raver. That was bol dly done, High
Lord. "

"I did not wish to confort himwith the thought that we believe himsafe."

At this, Loerya's gaze winced. "Is he so safe?" she asked painfully.

Mhoram hardened. "He is not safe while there is heart or bone or Earthpower to oppose him |
only say that | know not how he may be fought. Let himdiscover ny ignorance for hinself."

As she had so often in the past, Loerya once again attenpted to probe his secret. "Yet you have
touched Loric's krill and given it life. Your hand drew a gl eam of blue fromthe gem Is there no
hope in this? The | egends say that the krill of Loric Vilesilencer was potent against the peril of
t he Denondim"

"A gleam" Mworamreplied. Even in the privacy of his own know edge, he feared the strange
power which had enabled himto spark the krill's opaque jewel. He | acked the courage to explain
the source of his strength. "Wiat will that avail ?"

In response, Loerya's face thronged with demands and protests, but before she could voice them
a shout fromthe courtyard drew the Lords' attention downward. Varnmark Quaan stood on the
flagstones anid the corpses. Wien Moram answered him he saluted mutely with his sword.

Mhoram returned the sal ute, acknow edgi ng Quaan's victory. But he could not keep the hue of
sadness fromhis voice as he said, "W have shed the first blood in this siege. Thus even those
who oppose ill must wreak harm upon the victins of ill. Bear their bodies to the upland hills and
burn themwith purging fires, so that their flesh may recover its innocence in ashes. Then scatter
their ashes over Furl Falls, as a sign to all the Land that we abhor the Despiser's wong, not the
sl aves which he has nade to serve his wong."

The Warmark scowl ed, |l oath to honor his enemies with such courtesy. But he pronptly gave the
orders to carry out Mioram s instructions, Sagging again, Moramturned back to his fellow Lords.
To forestall any further probing, he said, "The G ant knows he cannot breach these walls with
swords and spears. But he will not stand idle, waiting for hunger to do his work. He is too avid
for blood. He will attenpt us. W nust be prepared. W nust stand constant watch within the tower-
to counter any force which he may bring against us."

Lord Trevor, eager for any responsibility which he believed to be within his ability, said, "I
will watch.”

Wth a nod, NMoram accepted. "Sumon one of us when you are weary. And sunmon us all when
Sat ansfi st chooses to act. W nust see himat work, so that we may | earn our defense.” Then he
turned to a warrior standing nearby. "Warhaft, bear word to the Hearthralls Tohrm and Borill ar
Ask the Hirebrands and Gravelingases of Lord's Keep to share the watch of the Lords. They al so
nmust | earn our defense."

The warrior saluted and wal ked briskly away. Moram placed a hand on Trevor's shoul der, gripped
it firmy for a nonent. Then, with one backward | ook at the winter-stricken sky, he left the
bal cony and went to his chanbers.

He intended to rest, but the sight of Elena's marrownel d scul pture standing restlessly on his
table disturbed him It had the fanatic, vulnerable |ook of a nan, chosen to be a prophet, who
entirely mstakes his errand- who, instead of speaking to glad ears the words of hope with which
he was entrusted, spends his time preaching woe and retribution to a wilderland. Looking at the
bust, Mioram had to force hinmself to remenber that Covenant had rejected the Land to save a child
in his owmn world. And the Unbeliever's ability to refuse help to tens of thousands of lives-to the
Land itself-for the sake of one life was a capacity which could not be easily judged. Noram
bel i eved that |arge bal ances m ght be tipped by the weight of one Iife. Yet the face of the
scul pture seened at this noment taut with m sapprehended purpose-crowded with all the people who
woul d die so that one young girl night live.

As he gazed at this rendition of Covenant's fate, Hi gh Lord Mioram experienced agai n the sudden
passi on whi ch had enabled himto draw a gleamfromLoric's krill. Danger filled his eyes, and he
snatched up the sculpture as if he nmeant to shout at it. But then the hard lines of his nouth
bent, and he sighed at hinself. Wth conflicting intensities in his face, he ore the anundivian
yajna work to the Hall of Gfts, where he placed it in a position of honor high on one of the
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rude, rootlike pillars of the cavern, after that, he returned to his chanbers and slept.

He was awakened shortly after noon by Trevor's sumons. His dreanl ess sl unber vani shed
instantly, and he was on his way out of his roons before the young warrior who brought the nessage
was able to knock a second tinme. He hastened up out of the recesses of Revel stone toward the
battl enments over the gates of the main Keep, where he chanced upon Hearthrall Tohrm Together
they crossed to the tower and clinbed the stairs to its top. There they found Trevor Loerya-nate
with Warmark Quaan and Hirebrand Borillar

Quaan stood between the Lord and the Hearthrall |ike an anchor to their separate tensions.
Trevor's whol e face was cl enched white with apprehension, and Borillar's hands trenbled on his
staff with m xed dread and determ nation; but Quaan held his arns fol ded across his chest and
frowned stolidly downward as if he had |ost the capacity to be surprised by anything any servant
of the Gray Slayer did. As the High Lord joined them the old Warmark pointed with one tanned,
muscular arm and his rigid finger guided Moram s eyes like an accusation to a gathering of ur-
viles before the gates of the tower.

The ur-viles were within arrow reach, but a line of red-eyed Cavew ghts beari ng wooden shi el ds
protected them by intercepting the occasional shafts which Quaan's warriors | oosed fromthe
wi ndows of the tower. Behind this cover, the ur-viles were building.

They worked with deft speed, and their construction quickly took shape in their mdst. Soon
Vhoram saw t hat they were maki ng a catapult.

Despite the freezing ire of Foul's wind, his hands began to sweat on his staff. As the ur-viles
| ooped heavy ropes around the sprocketed wi nches at the back of the nachine, |ashed the ropes to
the stiff throwing-arm and sealed with flashes of black power a large, omnous iron cup to the
end of the arm he found hinself tensing, calling all his lore and strength into readi ness. He
knew instinctively that the attackers did not intend to hurl rocks at Revel stone.

The Denondi m spawn worked without instructions from Satansfist. He watched from a di stance, but
neit her spoke nor noved. A score of them clanbered over the catapult-adjusting, tightening,
sealing it-and H gh Lord Moram marveled grimy that they could build so well wi thout eyes. But
they showed no need for eyes; noses were as discerning as vision. In a short time the finished
catapult stood erect before Revel stone's tower.

Then bar ki ng shouts chorused through the encanpnent, and a hundred ur-viles ran forward to the
machi ne. On either side, a score of them fornmed wedges to concentrate their power and pl aced
thensel ves so that their |loremasters stood at the winches. Using their iron staves, the two
| oremasters began turning the sprockets, thus tightening the ropes and slowy bending the
catapult's arm backward. The catapult dwarfed the creatures, but by focusing their strength in
wedges, they were able to crank the wi nches and bend the arm And while this was bei ng done, the
other ur-viles canme together and nade an i mense wedge behind the catapult. Against the background
of the frozen snowscud, they | ooked |ike a spear point ainmed at the heart of the Keep

Wth part of his mind, Moram observed that Lord Amatin now stood beside him He glanced around
for Loerya and saw her on a bal cony of the main Keep. He waved his approval to her; if any
hol ocaust struck the watchtower, all the Lords would not be lost. Then he cocked an eyebrow at
Quaan, and when the Warmark nodded to indicate that the warriors were ready for any sudden orders,
Hi gh Lord Moramreturned his attention to the ur-viles.

As the armof the catapult was drawn back, Gravelingas Tohrmknelt at the parapet, spreading
his arms and pressing his palns against the slow curve of the wall. In a dim alien voice, he
began to sing a song of granite endurance to the stone.

Then the armreached its fullest arc. Quivering as if it were about to splinter, it strained
toward the tower. At once, it was locked into place with iron hooks. Its wi de cup had been brought
down to chest level directly in front of the |oremaster who apexed the | argest wedge.

Wth a ringing clang, the loremaster struck its stave against the cup. Strength surged through
scores of black shoul ders; they emanated power as the l|oremaster |abored over the cup. And thick
cruel fluid, as fiery as the vitriol which consunes flesh and obsidian and teak alike, splashed
coruscating darkly fromthe stave into the waiting cup

The High Lord had seen human bodies fall into ash at the | east touch of fluid |ike that. He
turned to warn Quaan. But the old Warnmark needed no warning; he also had watched warriors die in
Denmondi m aci d. Before Moram coul d speak, Quaan was shouting down the stairwell into the tower,
ordering his warriors away fromall the exposed wi ndows and battlenents.

At Mhoram s side, Lord Amatin's slight formbegan to shiver in the wind. She held her staff
braced before her as if she were trying to ward the cold away.

Slowy, the loremaster's fluid filled the cup. It splashed and spouted |ike black |ava,
throwi ng m dni ght sparks into the air; but the lore of the ur-viles contained it, held its dark
force together, prevented it fromshattering the catapult.
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Then the cup was full

The ur-viles did not hesitate. Wth a hoarse, hungry cry, they knocked free the restraining
hooks.

The arm arced viciously forward, slapped with flat vehenence against the stop at the end of its
t hr ow.

A bl ack gout of vitriol as large as a Stonedownor hone sprang through the air and crashed
agai nst the tower a few dozen feet below the topnost

par apet .

As the acid struck stone, it erupted. In lightless incandescence, it burned at the nountain
rock like the flare of a dark sun. Tohrmcried out in pain, and the stone's agony how ed under
Mhoram s feet. He | eaped forward. Wth Trevor and Amatin beside him he called blue Lords-fire
fromhis staff and flung it down against the vitriol

Toget her, the three staffs flamed hotly to counter the acid. And because the ur-viles could not
replenish it, it fell apart in noments- dropped like pieces of hate fromthe wall, and seared the
ground before it was extingui shed.

It left behind a long scar of corrosion in the stone. But it had not broken through the wall

Wth a groan, Tohrm sagged away fromthe parapet. Sweat ran down his face, confusing his tears
so that Mioram could not tell whether the Gravelingas wept frompain or grief or rage.

"Mel enkurion abatha!" he cried thickly. "Ah, Revelstone!"

The ur-viles were already cranking their catapult into position for another throw.

For an instant, Mioramfelt stunned and hel pl ess. Wth such catapults, so many thousands of ur-
viles mght be able to tear Lord's Keep down piece by piece, reduce it to dead rubble. But then
his instinct for resistance cane to life within him To Trevor and Amatin he snapped, "Those
bl asts nust not touch the Keep. Join me. W will shape a Forbidding."

Even as they noved away fromhimon either side to prepare between them as wi de a defense as
possi bl e, he knew that these tactics would not suffice. Three Lords m ght be able to deflect the
greatest harmof a few attacks, but they could not repulse the assault of fifteen or twenty
thousand ur-viles. "Tohrm " he commanded sharply. "Borillar!"

At once, Hearthrall Tohrm began calling for nore Gravelingases. But Borillar hesitated,
searching around himuncertainly as if the urgency of the Situation interfered with his thinking,
hid his owm lore fromhim

"Calmy, Hirebrand," Mioramsaid to steady him "The catapults are of wood."

Abruptly, Borillar spun and dashed away. As he passed Warmark Quaan, he cried, "Archers!" Then
he was yelling toward the nmain Keep, "Hirebrands! Bring lor-liarill! W will make arrows!

In a dangerously short tine, the ur-viles had cocked their machine and were filling its cup
with their black vitriol. They fired their next throw scant nonents after Tohrm s rhadhanaerl
rei nforcenments had positioned thensel ves to support the stone.

At Mhoram s comand, the Lords struck against the arcing gout of acid before it reached the
tower. Their staffs flashed as they threw up a wall of fire across the acid' s path.

The fluid hit their fire with a force which shredded their Forbidding. The bl ack acid shot
through their power to slam against the tower wall. But the attack had spent much of its
virul ence. When it reached the stone, Tohrmand his fell ow Gravelingases were able to withstand
it.

It shattered against the strength which they called up in the rock, and fell flam ng viciously
to the ground, |eaving behind dark stains on the wall but no serious danage.

Tohrmturned to neet Hi gh Lord Mioramlis gaze. Hot anger and exertion flushed the Hearthrall's
face, but he bared his teeth in a grin which pronised nmuch for the defense of Revel stone.

Then three of Quaan's archers joined the Lords, followed closely by two Hi rebrands. The archers
were tall Wodhel vennin warriors, whose slimess of formbelied the strength of their bows.

War mar k Quaan acknow edged them and asked Borillar what he wanted themto do. |In response,
Borillar accepted fromthe Hirebrands six long, thin arrows. These were delicately rune-carved,
despite their slenderness; their tips were sharpened to keen points; and their ends were fletched
with light brown feathers. The Hearthrall gave two of themto each archer, saying as he did so,

"This is lor-liarill, the rare wood called by the G ants of Seareach 'G |denlode.' They-"

"We are Wbodhel vennin," the woman who led the archers said bluntly. "'Lor-liarill is known to
us."

"Loose themwell," returned Borillar. "There are no others prepared. Strike first at the
Cavew ghts."

The worman | ooked at Quaan to see if he had any orders for her, but he waved her and her
conpanions to the parapet. Wth snooth conpetence, the three archers nocked arrows, bent bows, and
took aimat the catapult.
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Al ready, the ur-viles had pulled back its arm and were busy rabidly refilling its iron cup

Through his teeth, Quaan said, "Strike now. "

Toget her, three bowstrings thrumed.

| mredi ately, the defending Cavew ghts jerked up their shields, caught the arrows out of the
air.

The instant the arrows bit wood, they exploded into flame. The force of their inpact spread
fire over the shields, threw blazing shreds and splinters down onto the Cavew ghts. Yelping in
surprise and pain, the dull-witted, gangling creatures dropped their shields and junped away from
the fire.

At once, the archers struck again. Their shafts sped through the air and hit the catapult's

throwing arm just below the cup. The lor-liarill detonated instantly, setting the black acid
afire. In sudden conflagration, the fluid' s power snashed the catapult, scattered blazing wood in
all directions. A score of ur-viles and several Cavew ghts fell, and the rest went scranbling
beyond arrow range, |eaving the pieces of the nachine to burn thensel ves out.

Wth a fierce grin, the Whodhel vennin woman turned to Borillar and said, "The lillianrill make

dour shafts, Hearthrall."

Borillar strove to appear dispassionate, as if he were accustoned to such success, but he had
to swallow twi ce before he could find his voice to say, "So it would appear."

Hi gh Lord Mhoram pl aced a hand of praise on the Hearthrall's shoulder. "Hirebrand, is there
more lor-liarill which may be formed into such arrows?"

Borillar nodded like a veteran. "There is nmore. Al the Gl denl ode keels and rudders which were
made for the G ants-before- That wood may be reshaped.™

"Ask the Hirebrands to begin at once," said Moram quietly.

Smiling broadly, Tohrm noved to stand beside Borillar. "Hearthrall, you have outdone ne," he
said in a teasing tone. "The rhadhamaerl will not rest until they have found a way to match this
triunmph of yours."

At this, Borillar's dispassion broke into a | ook of wide pleasure. Armin arm he and Tohrm
left the tower, followed by the other Hirebrands and G avel i ngases.

After bowi ng under a few curt words of praise from Quaan, the archers |left also. He and the
three Lords were |eft alone on the tower, gazing sonberly into each other's eyes.

Final |y, Quaan spoke the thought that was in all their faces. "It is a small victory. Larger
catapults may strike frombeyond the reach of arrows. Larger wedges may make power enough to
breach the walls. If several catapults are brought to the attack together, we will be sorely
pressed to resist even the first throws."

"And the Illearth Stone has not yet spoken against us," Moram nmurnured. He could still fee
the force which had rent his defense tingling in his wists and el bows. As an afterthought, he
added, "Except in the voice of this cruel wind and winter."

For a moment, he nelded his mind with Trevor and Amatin, sharing his strength with them and

rem nding them of their own resources. Then, with a sigh, Lord Amatin said, "I am of Wodhel vennin
blood. I will assist Hearthrall Borillar in the making of these shafts. It will be slow work, and
many of the lillianrill have other tasks."

"And | will go to Tohrm" Trevor said. "I have no lore to match the rhadhamaer!l. But it may be
that a counter to this Denondi m bane can be found in the fire-stones."

Mhor am approved silently, put his armaround the two Lords and hugged them "I wll stand
wat ch,'' he said, "and sunmon Loerya when | amweary." Then he sent Quaan with themfromthe

tower, so that the Warmark could ready his warriors for all the work they nmight have to do if the
wal | s were harned. Alone, the High Lord stood and faced the dark encanpnent of Satansfist's hordes-
st ood bel ow the snapping Furl, which was already ragged in the sharp wind, planted the iron hee

of his staff on the stone, and faced the encircling enenmy as if his were the hand which held the
out come of the siege.

In the gray di mess toward evening, the ur-viles built another catapult. Beyond the reach of
arrows, they constructed a stronger machi ne, one capable of throwi ng their power across the
addi ti onal ground. But Hi gh Lord Mioram sumobned no aid. Wen the bl ack spew of corrosion was
| aunched, it had farther to travel; it was beyond the command of its nakers for a |onger tine.
Mhoram s bl ue power | ashed out at it as it reached the top of its arc. A fervid lightning of Lords-
fire bolted into the vitriol, weakened its nonentum caused it to fall short. Splashing angrily,
effectlessly, it crashed to the earth, and burned a norbid hole like a charnel pit in the frozen
dirt.

The ur-viles withdrew, returned to the garish watch fires which burned throughout the arny for
the sake of the misborn creatures that needed light. After a tinme, Moramrubbed the strain from
his forehead, and called Lord Loerya to take his place.
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During the blind night, three nore catapults were built in the safety of distance, then brought
forward to attack Revel stone. None of them assaulted the tower; two of themthrew at the walls of
the main Keep fromthe north, one fromthe south. But each tinme the defenders were able to react
qui ckly. The loremasters' exertion of power as they cocked the nachines radi ated a pal pabl e
i mpression up at the battlenents, and this emanation warned the Keep of each new assault. Archers
waiting with lor-liarill arrows raced to respond.

They gained light to aimwith by driving arrows into the ground near the catapults; in the
sudden revealing fires, they destroyed two of the new threats as they had destroyed the first. But
the third remai ned beyond bowshot, and attacked the south wall froma position out of Loerya's
reach. Yet this assault was defeated also. In a noment of inspiration, the Haft commandi ng the
archers ordered themto direct their shafts at the acid as it arced toward the Keep. The archers
fired a dozen shafts in rapid succession into the gout of fluid, and succeeded in breaking it
apart, so that it spattered against the stone in weaker pieces and did little harm

Fortunately, there were no nore attacks that night. Al the new G | denl ode arrows had been
used, and the process of making nore was slow and difficult. Throughout the next day al so there
were no attacks, though the sentries could see ur-viles building catapults in the distance. No
nmove was nmade agai nst Revel stone until deep in the chattering darkness of nidnight. Then al arns
rang through the Keep, calling all its defenders fromtheir work or rest. In the wind-torn |ight
of arrows aflanme like torches in the frozen earth, the Lords and Hirebrands and G avel i ngases and
warriors and Lorewardens saw ten catapults being cranked into position beyond the range of the
archers.

Orders hunmed through the stone of the Keep. Men and wonen dashed to take their places. In
monents, a Lord or a team of defenders stood opposite each catapult. As the cups were filled,
Revel stone braced itself for the onslaught of power.

At the flash of a dank green signal from Satansfist, the ten catapults threw

The defense outlined Revel stone in light, cast so much bright orange, yellow, and blue fire
fromthe walls that the whole plateau blazed in the darkness |like a conflagration of defiance.

Wor ki ng together fromthe tower, Moramand Amatin threw bolts of power which cast down two of the
vitriol attacks. Fromthe plateau atop Revel stone, the Lords Trevor and Loerya used their
advant age of height to help them each defl ect one cupful of corrosion into the ground.

Two of the remmining attacks were torn apart by Hearthrall Borillar's arrows. Using a piece of
orcrest given to themby Hearthrall Tohrm and a lonmllialor rod obtained fromLord Amatin, teans
of Lorewardens erected barriers which consuned nost of the virulence in tw assaults, prevented
them from doi ng any irrecoverabl e damage.

Gravel ingases net the last two throws of the ur-viles. Wth one partner, Tohrm had positioned
himsel f on a balcony directly in front of one catapult. They stood on either side of a stone vat
of graveling, and sang a deep rhadhamaerl song which slowy brought their nortal flesh into
harnony wi th the nounting radiance of the fire-stones. Wiile the ur-viles filled the cup of the
machi ne, Tohrm and his conpanion thrust their arnms into the graveling, pushed their |ore-preserved
hands deep anong the fire-stones near the sides of the vat. There they waited in the gol den heat,
singing their earthish song until the catapult threw and the vitriol sprang toward them

In the last instant, they heaved a double arnful of graveling up at the black gout. The two
powers col lided scant feet above their heads, and the force of the inpact knocked themflat on the
bal cony. The wet corrosion of the acid turned the graveling instantly to cinders, but in turn the
rhadhamaer!| might of the fire-stones burned away the acid before the last drop of it touched Tohrm
or Revel stone.

The other pair of G avelingases were not so successful. They mistinmed their countering heave
and as a result their graveling only stopped half the vitriol. Both men died in fluid fire which
destroyed a wi de section of the bal cony.

But instead of striking again, launching nore attacks to wear down the defenses of the Keep
the ur-viles abandoned their catapults and withdrew apparently satisfied with what they had
| earned about Revel stone's nettle.

H gh Lord Mioram watched them go with surprise in his face and cold dread in his heart. Surely
the ur-viles had not been intimdated by the defense. |If Satansfist chose now to change his
tactics, it was because he had neasured the weakness of Revel stone, and knew a better way to
capitalize on it

The next norning, Mioram saw the commencenent of Satansfist's new strategy, but for two days
after that he did not conprehend it. The Raver's hordes noved cl oser to Revel stone, placed
t hensel ves hardly a hundred yards fromthe walls, and faced the plateau as if they expected its
defenders to leap willingly into their jaws. The ur-viles noved anong the slavering creatures and
Cavewi ghts, and forned scores of wedges which seened to point toward the very heart of Revel stone.
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And behi nd them Satansfist stood in a broad piece of open ground, openly wielding his Stone for
the first tinme. But he | aunched no physical onslaught, offered the Keep no opportunity to strike
or be stricken. Instead, his creatures dropped to their hands and knees, and glared hungrily at
Revel stone |i ke crouching preyers. The ur-vile lorenmasters set the tips of their staves in the
ground, began a barking ululation or invocation which carried in shreds to the Keep through the
tearing wind. And sanadhi Raver, Sheol and Satansfist, squeezed his fragnent of the Illearth Stone
so that it ran with steamlike boiling ice.

As Mhoram wat ched, he could feel the upsurge of power on all sides; the exertion of m ght
radiated at himuntil the skin of his cheeks stung under it despite the raw chill of the wi nd. But
the besiegers took no other action. They held their positions in fierce concentration, scowing
murderously as if they were envisioning the blood of their victins.

Slowy, tortuously, they began to have an effect upon the ground of the foothills. Fromthe
unflickering green blaze of the Stone, a rank enerald hue spread to the dirt around Satansfist's
feet and throbbed in the soil It encircled him pulsing like a fetid heart, then sent crooked
of fshoots |ike green veins through the ground toward Revel stone. These grew with each savage
throb, branched out until they reached the backs of the crouching hordes. At that point, red pain
sickly tinged with green bl ossoned fromthe enbedded tips of the |orenmasters' staves. Like
Satansfist's enmerald, the ill red grewin the ground like arteries or roots of hurt. It shone
through the gray ice on the earth without nmelting it, and expanded with each throb of samadhi's
central power until all of Revel stone was ringed in pulsing veins.

The process of this growth was sl ow and deadly; by nightfall, the red-green harmwas not far
past the feet of the ur-viles; and after a long, lurid darkness, dawn found the veins just halfway
to the walls. But it was inplacable and sure. Moram coul d concei ve no defense against it because
he did not know what it was.

During the next two days, the dread of it spread over Lord' s Keep. People began to talk in
whi spers. Men and wonen hurried fromplace to place as if they feared that the city stone were
turni ng agai nst them Children whinpered inexplicably, and winced at the sight of well-known
faces. A thick atnosphere of fear and i nconprehensi on hovered in Revel-stone like the spread w ngs
of an alighting vulture. Yet Mioramdid not grasp what was being done to the city until the
evening of the third day. Then by chance he approached Warmark Quaan unseen and unheard, and at
the touch of his hand on Quaan's shoul der, the Warnmark reel ed away in panic, clawing at his sword.
When his eyes finally recognized the High Lord, his face filled with a gray ash of misery, and he
trenbled |i ke an overwhel med novi ce.

Wth a groan of insight, Moram understood Revel stone's plight. Dread of the unknown was only

the surface of the peril. As he threw his arnms around Quaan's trenbling, he saw that the red-green
veins of power in the ground were not a physical danger; rather, they were a vehicle for the raw
enoti onal force of the Despiser's malice-a direct attack on the Keep's will, a corrosive hurled

agai nst the noral fabric of Revel stone's resistance.
Fear was growing like a fatal disease in the heart of Lord' s Keep. Under the influence of those
lurid veins, the courage of the city was beginning to rot.

It had no defense. The lillianrill and rhadhamaerl could build vast warmng fires within the
wal | s. The Lorewardens could sing in voices that shook hel pl essly brave songs of encouragenent and
victory. The Warward could drill and train until the warriors had neither |eisure nor stamina for

fear. The Lords could flit throughout the city like blue ravens, carrying the Iight of courage and
support and intransi gence wherever they went, fromgray day to blind night to gray day again. The
Keep was not idle. As tine dragged its dread-aggravated | ength al ong, noved through its skeleta
round with an al nost audible clatter of fleshless bones, everything that could be done was done.
The Lords took to noving everywhere with their staffs alight, so that their bright azure could
resist the erosion of Revel-stone's spirit. But still the veined, bloody harmin the ground
multiplied its aegis over the city. The malignance of tenscore thousand evil hearts stifled al
opposi tion.

Soon even the nmountain rock of the plateau seemed to be whinpering in silent fear. Wthin five
days, sone famlies |ocked thenselves in their roons and refused to cone out; they feared to be
abroad in the city. Ohers fled to the apparent safety of the upland hills. Mad fights broke out
in the kitchens, where any cook or food handler could snatch up a knife to slash at sudden gusts
of terror. To prevent such outbursts, Warmark Quaan had to station Eoman in every kitchen and
refectory.

But though he drove themas if he had a gaunt specter of horror clinging to his shoul ders, he
could not keep even his warriors frompanic. This fact he was finally forced to report to the High
Lord, and after hearing it, Mioramwent to stand his watch on the tower. Al one there, he faced the
ni ght which fell as heavily as the scree of despair against the back of his neck, faced the
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ungl i nering eneral d | oat hsomeness of the Stone, faced the sick, red-green veined fire-and hugged
his own dread within the silence of his heart. If he had not been so desperate, he might have wept
in synpathy for Kevin Landwaster, whose dil emma he now understood with a keenness that cut himto
t he bone of his soul

Sonetinme later-after the darkness had added all its chill to Lord Foul's winter, and the watch
fires of the encanprment had paled to nere sparks beside sanmadhi Raver's |oud, strong lust for
deat h, Loerya Trevor-mate cane to the tower, bearing with her a small pot of graveling which she
pl aced before her when she sat on the stone, so that the glow lit her drawn face. The uplift of
her visage cast her eyes into shadow, but still Moramcould see that they were raw with tears.

"My daughters"-her voice seemed to choke her-"ny children- they-- You know them Hi gh Lord,"
she said as if she were pleading. "Are they not children to nmake a parent proud?"

"Be proud,"” Moramreplied gently. "Parents and children are a pride to each other."

"You know them High Lord," she insisted. "My joy in them has been | arge enough to be pain.
They- Hi gh Lord, they will no longer eat. They fear the food-they see poison in the food. This
evil maddens them''

"We are all nmaddened, Loerya. We nust endure.”

"How endure? Wthout hope-? High Lord, it were better if | had not borne children."

Gently, quietly, Moramanswered a different question. "W cannot march out to fight this evil
If we | eave these walls, we are ended. There is no other hold for us. W nust endure.”

In a voice suffused with weeping, Loerya said, "Hi gh Lord, summon the Unbeliever."

"Ah, sister Loerya-that | cannot do. You know | cannot. You know that | chose rightly when
rel eased Thomas Covenant to the demands of his own world. Whatever other follies have twi sted the
true course of nmy life, that choice was not folly."

"Mhoram " she beseeched thickly.

"No. Loerya, think what you ask. The Unbeliever desired to save a life in his world. But tine
nmoves in other ways there. Seven and forty years have passed since he cane first to Revel stone,
yet in that tine he has not aged even three cycles of the nobon. Perhaps only nonents have gone by
for himsince his |last summoning. If he were called again now, perhaps he would still be prevented
from saving the young child who needs him"

At the mention of a child, sudden anger tw sted Loerya's face. "Sumon hinml" she hissed. "Wat
are his naneless children to ne? By the Seven, Moram Summon-!"

"No." Mioraminterrupted her, but his voice did not lose its gentleness . "I will not. He nust
have the freedom of his own fate-it is his right. W have no right to take it fromhi mno, even
the Land's utterest need does not justify such an act. He holds the white gold. Let himcone to
the Land if he wills. | will not gainsay the one true bravery of ny unwise life.'

Loerya's anger collapsed as swiftly as it had come. Winging her hands over the graveling as if
even the hope of warmh had gone out of them she npaned, "This evening ny youngest- Yol enid-she is
hardly nore than a baby-she shrieked at the sight of ne." Wth an effort, she raised her stream ng
eyes to the high Lord, and whispered, "How endure?"

Though his own heart wept for her, Moram met her gaze. "The alternative is Desecration." As he
| ooked into the ragged extrenity of her face, he felt his own need crying out, urging himto share
his perilous secret. For a nonment that made his pul se hammer apprehensively in his tenples, he
knew that he woul d answer Loerya if she asked him To warn her, he breathed softly, "Power is a
dreadful thing."

A spark of inchoate hope lit her eyes. She clinbed unsteadily to her feet, brought her face
closer to his and searched him The first opening of a neld drained the surfaces of his nmind. But
what she saw or felt in himstopped her. His cold doubt quenched the light in her eyes, and she
receded fromhim In an awkward voice that carried only a faint vibration of bitterness, she said,
"No, Mioram | wll not ask. | trust you or no one. You will speak when your heart is ready."

Gratitude burned under Mhorams eyelids. Wth a crooked snile, he said, "You are courageous,
sister Loerya."

"No." She picked up her graveling pot and noved away fromhim "Though it is no fault of
theirs, ny daughters nmake me craven.'' Wthout a backward gl ance, she left the Hi gh Lord alone in
the lurid night.

Huggi ng his staff against his chest, he turned and faced once nore the flawl ess green wong of
the Raver's Stone. As his eyes met that baleful light, he straightened his shoul ders, drew hinself
erect, so that he stood upright Iike a marker or witness to Revel stone's inviolate rock

[FI'VE] Lomllialor
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The wei ght of nortality which entonbed Covenant seened to press himdeeper and deeper into the
obdurate stuff of the ground. He felt that he had given up breathing-that the rock and soi
t hrough which he sank sealed himoff fromall respiration-but the lack of air gave himno
di stress; he had no nore need for the sweaty | abor of breathing. He was plunging irresistibly,
nmoti onl essly downward, like a nan falling into his fate.

Around him the black earth changed slowy to nmist and cold. It lost none of its solidity, none
of its airless weight, but its substance altered, becane by gradual increnents a pitch-dark fog as
massi ve and unanswerable as the pith of granite. Wth it, the cold increased. Cold and wi nter and
m st wound about himlike cerenents.

He had no sense of duration, but at sone point he becane aware of a chill breeze in the mst.

It eased sone of the pressure on him |oosened his cerenents. Then an abrupt rift appeared sone
di stance away. Through the gap, he saw a fathom ess night sky, unredeened by any stars. And from
the rift shone a slice of green light as cold and conpelling as the crudest enerald.

The cloud rift rode the breeze until it crossed over him As it passed, he saw standi ng behind
the heavy clouds a full noon livid with green force, an enmerald orb radiating ill through the
heavens. The sick green |ight caught at him Wen the rift which exposed it blew by himand away
into the distance, he felt hinself respond. The authority, the sovereignty, of the nmoon could not
be deni ed: he began to flow volitionlessly through the mst in the wake of the rift.

But another force intervened. For an instant, he thought he could snell the aroma of a tree's
heart sap, and pieces of song touched himthrough the cold: be true . . . answer . . . soul's deep
curse .

He clung to them and their potent appeal anchored him The darkness of the mi st |ocked around
hi m agai n, and he went sinking in the direction of the song.

Now the cold stiffened under him so that he felt he was descending on a slab, with the breeze
bl owi ng over him He was too chilled to nove, and only the sensation of air in his chest told him
that he was breathing again. H's ribs and di aphragm wor ked, punped air in and out of his |ungs
automatically. Then he noticed another change in the mist. The blank, wet, blow ng night took on
anot her dinmension, an outer limt; it gave the inpression that it clung privately to him |eaving
the rest of the world in sunlight. Despite the cloud, he could sense the possibility of brightness
in the cold breeze beyond him And the frigid slab grew harder and harder under him until he felt
he was lying on a catafalque with a cairn of personal darkness piled over him

The fam liar song left himthere. For a tine, he heard nothing but the hum of the breeze and
the hoarse, lisping sound made by his breath as it |abored past his swollen |lip and gum He was
freezing slowy, sinking into icy union with the stone under his back. Then a voice near him
panted, "By the Seven! W have done it."

The speaker sounded spent with weariness and oddly echoless, forlorn. Only the hum of the w nd
supported his claimto existence; without it, he might have been speaking alone in the
unconmpr ehended et her between the stars.

A light voice full of glad relief answered, "Yes, ny friend. Your lore serves us well. W have
not striven in vain these three days."”

"My lore and your strength. And the lomllialor of H gh Lord Mhoram But see him He is injured
and ill."

"Have | not told you that he al so suffers?"

The light voice sounded fanmiliar to Covenant. It brought the sunshine closer, contracted the
mst until it was wholly within him and he could feel cold brightness on his face.

"You have told ne," said the forlorn man. "And | have told you that | should have killed him
when he was within nmy grasp. But all ny acts go astray. Behol d-even now the Unbeliever cones dying
to ny call.”

The second speaker replied in a tone of gentle reproof, "My friend, you-'

But the first cut himoff. "This is an ill-blown place. W cannot help himhere."

Covenant felt hands grip his shoulders. He nade an effort to open his eyes. At first he could
see nothing; the sunlight washed everything out of his sight. But then sonething cane between him
and the sun. In its shadow, he blinked at the blur which narred all his perceptions.

"He awakens," the first voice said. "WII| he know ne?"

"Perhaps not. You are no longer young, ny friend."

"Better if he does not," the man nuttered. "He will believe that | seek to succeed where | once
led. Such a man will understand retribution."

"You wwong him | have known himnore closely. Do you not see the greatness of his need for
mercy?"

"I see it. And I also know him | have lived with Thomas Covenant in ny ears for seven and
forty years. He receives nercy even now, whether or not he conprehends it."

fa
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"We have sunmoned himfromhis rightful world. Do you call this nercy?"

In a hard voice, the first speaker said, "I call it nercy."

After a nonent, the second sighed. "Yes. And we could not have chosen otherw se. Wthout him
the Land dies."

"Mercy?" Covenant croaked. H's nmouth throbbed niserably.

"Yes!" the man bending over himaverred. "W give you a new chance to resist the ill which you
have al | owed upon the Land."

Gradual |y, Covenant saw that the man had the square face and broad shoul ders of a Stonedownor.
H s features were lost in shadow, but woven into the shoulders of his thick, fur-lined cloak was a
curious pattern of crossed |lightning-a pattern Covenant had seen somewhere before. But he was

still too benused with fog and shock to trace the nenory.
He tried to sit up. The man hel ped him braced himin that position. For a nonment, his gaze
wandered. He found that he was on a circular stone platformedged by a lowwall. He could see

not hi ng but sky beyond the parapet. The cold blue void held his eyes as if it were beckoning to
him it appealed to his enptiness. He had to westle his gaze into focus on the Stonedownor

Fromthis angle, the sun illumnated the man's face. Wth his gray-black hair and weat hered
cheeks, he appeared to be in his md-sixties, but age was not his doninant feature. H s visage
created a self-contradictory inpression. He had a hard, bitter nouth which had eaten sour bread
for so long that it had forgotten the taste of sweetness, but his eyes were couched in fine |ines
of supplication, as if he had spent years |ooking skyward and beggi ng the sun not to blind him He
was a man who had been hurt and had not easily borne the cost.

As if the words had just penetrated through his haze, Covenant heard the man say, Should have
killed him A man wearing a pattern of crossed |ightning on his shoul ders had once tried to kil
Covenant - and had been prevented by Atiaran Trell-mate. She had i nvoked the Cath of Peace.

"Triock?" Covenant breathed hoarsely. "Triock?"

The man did not flinch from Covenant's aching gaze. "I promi sed that we woul d neet again.”

Hel I fire, Covenant groaned to hinself. Hell and blood. Triock had been in love with Lena
daughter of Atiaran before Covenant had ever net her

He struggled to get to his feet. In the raw cold, his battered nuscles could not raise him he
al rost fainted at the exertion. But Triock hel ped him and soneone else lifted himfrom behind. He
stood wavering, clinging helplessly to Triock's support, and | ooked out beyond the parapet.

The stone platformstood in enpty air as if it were afloat in the sky, riding the hum of the
breeze. In the direction Covenant faced, he could see straight to the farthest horizon, and that
hori zon was nothing but a sea of gray clouds, a waving, thick mass of blankness |ike a shroud over
the earth. He wobbl ed a step closer to the parapet, and saw that the deep flood covered everything
bel ow him The platform stood a few hundred feet above the clouds as if it were the only thing in
the world on which the sun still shone.

But a pronontory of nountains jutted out of the gray sea on his left. And when he peered over
hi s shoul der past the man who supported himfrom behind, he found another pronobntory towering over
himon that side; a flat cliff-face met his view, and on either side of it a nountain range strode
away i nto the clouds.

He was on Kevin's Watch again, standing atop a stone shaft which joined that cliff-face
sonewhere out of sight bel ow him

For a nonent, he was too surprised to be dizzy. He had not expected this; he had expected to be
recalled to Revel stone. Wo in the Land beside the Lords had the power to sumon hinf? When he had
known Triock, the man had been a Cattl eherd, not a wi elder of lore. Wio but the Despiser could
make such a sunmmons possi bl e?

Then the sight of the long fall caught up with him and vertigo took the last strength fromhis
| egs. Wthout the hands which held him he would have toppl ed over the parapet.

"Steady, ny friend," Triock's conmpanion said reassuringly. "I will not release you. | have not
forgotten your dislike of heights." He turned Covenant away fromthe wall, supporting himeasily.

Covenant's head rolled | oosely on his neck, but when the Watch stopped reeling around him he
forced hinself to | ook toward Triock. "How?" he nunbled thickly. "Wo-where did you get the
power ?"

Triock's lips bent in a hard smle. To his conpanion, he said, "Did | not say that he would
understand retribution? He believes that even now | would break my Cath for him" Then he directed
the bitterness of his mouth at Covenant. "Unbeliever, you have earned retribution. The | oss of
Hi gh Lord El ena has caused-"

"Peace, ny friend,'' the other man said. "He has pain enough for the present. Tell himno sad
stories now. We nmust bear himto a place where we nmay succor him"

Again, Triock | ooked at Covenant's injuries. "Yes," he sighed wearily. "Pardon nme, Unbeliever.
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| have spent seven and forty years with people who cannot forget you. Be at rest-we will preserve
you from harm as best we may. And we will answer your questions. But first we nust |eave this

pl ace. W are exposed here. The Gray Slayer has many eyes, and sone of them may have seen the
power which sunmoned you. "

He slid a snoboth wooden rod under his cloak, then said to his conpanion, "Rockbrother, can you
bear the Unbeliever down this stair? | have rope if you desire it."

Hi s compani on | aughed quietly. "My friend, | ama Gant. | have not |ost nmy footing on stone
since the first sea voyage of my manhood. Thomas Covenant will be secure with ne."

A G ant? Covenant thought dunbly. For the first tine, he noticed the size of the hands which
supported him They were twice as big as his. They turned himlightly, lifted himinto the air as
if he were weightless.

He found hinself [ooking up into the face of Saltheart Foanfoll ower.

The G ant did not appear to have changed much since Covenant had | ast seen him Hi s short,
stiff iron beard was grayer and | onger, and deep lines of care furrowed his forehead, on which the
mar k of the wound he had received at the battle of Soaring Wodhel ven was barely visible; but his
deep-set eyes still flashed |ike enthusiastic gens fromunder the nassive fortification of his
brows, and his lips curled wyly around a smle of welconme. Looking at him Covenant coul d think
of nothing except that he had not said good-bye to the G ant when they had parted in Treacher's
Gorge. Foanfol |l ower had befriended hi mand he had not even returned that friendship to the extent
of one farewell. Shame pushed his eyes from Foanfoll ower's face. He glanced down the Gant's
gnarl ed, oaklike frame. There he saw that Foanfoll ower's heavy | eather jerkin and | eggings were
tattered and rent, and under many of the tears were battle scars, both old and new. The newest
ones hurt himas if they had been cut into his own flesh

"Foanfol | ower," he croaked. "I'msorry."

The G ant replied gently, "Peace, ny friend. Al that is past. Do not condemm yourself."

"Hellfire." Covenant could not master his weakness. "What's happened to you?"

"Ah, that is a long tale, full of G antish episodes and apostrophes. | will save it until we
have taken you to a place where we nmay aid you. You are ill enough to bandy stories with death
itself."

"You' ve been hurt," Covenant went on. But the intensity in Foamfollower's eyes stopped him

In nmock sternness, the G ant conmanded, "Be silent, Unbeliever. | will listen to no sad stories
inthis place.'' Gently, he cradled the wounded man in his arms, then said to Triock, "Foll ow
careful ly, Rockbrother. Qur work has only begun. If you fall, I will be hard pressed to catch
you. "

"Look to yourself,'" Triock replied gruffly. "I am not unaccustonmed to stone-even stone as
chill as this."

"Well, then. Let us nake what haste we can. W have endured nmuch to cone so far, you and I. W

nmust not | ose the ur-Lord now. "

Wthout waiting for an answer, he started down the rude stair of Kevin's Wtch

Covenant turned his face to the Gant's breast. The breeze had a high lonely sound as it
rustled past the cliff and eddi ed around Foanfollower; it rem nded Covenant that the Watch stood
nore than four thousand feet above the foothills. But Foanfollower's heart beat with forthright
confidence, and his arns felt unbreakable. At each downward step, a slight jolt passed through
him as if that foot had | ocked itself to the stair stone. And Covenant no | onger possessed even
strength enough for fear. He rode nunbly in the Gant's hold until the hum of the w nd increased,
and Foanfol | ower dropped one step at atine into the cold sea of clouds.

In nonents, the sunlight was gone as if it had been irretrievably lost. The wind took on a raw,
dry, cutting edge, too chill to be softened by noisture. Covenant and Foanfol | ower descended
through dimvistaless air as icy as polar mist-cloud as thick and thetic as a fist clenched around
the world. Under its pressure, Covenant felt icicles crawming up his spine toward the |last warnth
of life left in him

Then they reached the | edge at the base of Kevin's Watch. The precipice | oonmed darkly beside
them as Foanfollower turned to the right and noved out along the | edge, but he stepped securely,
as if he had no conception of falling. And shortly he left the exposed cliff-face, began to
clanber along the trail into the nountains. After that, the last tension faded fromthe background
of Covenant's mind. H s weakness opened in himlike a funereal lily, and the nmist drew himinto a
wan, sl unmberous daze.

For sone time he lost track of where Foanfoll ower was going. He seermed to feel hinself bleeding
away into the gray air. Tranquillity |like the peace of ice surrounded his heart. He no | onger
under st ood what Foanfol | ower was tal ki ng about when the G ant whispered urgently, "Triock, he
fails. We nust aid himnow or not at all."
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"Yes," Triock agreed. He called conmandi ngly, "Bring bl ankets and graveling! He nust have
war nt h. "

"That will not suffice. He is ill and injured. He nust have healing.

Tri ock snapped, "I see him | amnot blind."

"Then what can we do? | am hel pl ess here-the G ants have no lore for cold. W suffer little
fromit."

"Rub his linbs. Put your strength into him | nust think."

Sonet hi ng rough began to batter Covenant, but the ice in himwas inmpervious to it. Vaguely, he
wonder ed why Foanfoll ower and Triock would not |et himsleep

"I's there no hurtl oam here?" asked the G ant.

"At one tine there was," Triock responded distantly. "Lena-Lena healed himin this sane pl ace-

when he first came to the Land. But | amnot a rhadhanaerl-1 do not feel the secret flavors and

powers of the Earth. And it is said that the hurtloamhas-retreated-that it has hidden itself to
escape the ill which is upon the Land. O that this winter has slain it. W cannot succor himin
that way."

"We nust help him H's very bones freeze."

Covenant felt hinself being shifted, felt blankets being wapped around him In the background
of his haze, he thought he saw the kind yellow light of graveling. That pleased him he could rest
better if the gray fog did not doni nate everything.

After a nmoment, Triock said uncertainly, "It is possible that the power of the H gh Wod can
help him"

"Then begin!" the G ant urged.

"I amno Hirebrand. | have no lillianrill lore-1 have only studied this matter in the Loresraat
for a year-after H gh Lord Moramgave the lonillialor to ne. | cannot control its power."

"Neverthel ess! You nust nake the attenpt."

Triock protested. "The H gh Wod test of truth may quench the last flicker within him Hale and
whol e, he might fail such testing."

"Wthout it he will surely die."

Triock snarled under his breath, then said grinmy, "Yes. Yes, Rock-brother. You out see ne.
Keep Iife within him | nust prepare.”

In a nood of sadness, Covenant saw that the yellow |light was receding into gray around him He
did not know how he could bear to lose it. Raw, reviling fog had no right to outweigh graveling in
t he bal ance of the Land. And there was no nore hurtloam No nore hurtl oam he repeated with an
unexpected pang. H's sorrow turned to anger. By hell! Foul, he grated nmutely, you can't do this. |
won't | et you. The hate for which he had been groping a night and a world earlier began to return
to him Wth the strength of anger, he pried his eyes open

Triock was standing over him The Stonedownor held his lonmillialor rod as if he neant to drive
it like a spike between Covenant's eyes. In his hands, the white wood shone hotly, and steam
plumed fromit into the chill air. A snell of wood sap joined the | oany odor of the graveling.

Muttering words that Covenant could not understand, Triock brought the rod down until its end
touched the infected fever in his forehead.

At first, he felt nothing fromthe contact; the lomllialor pulsed effectlessly on his wound as
if he were imune to it. But then he was touched from another direction. An exquisite ache of heat
cut through the ice in his left palm spreading fromthe ring he wore. It sliced into him then
moved up through his wist. It hurt himas if it were flaying cold and flesh °ff his bones, but
the pain gave hima kind of savage pl easure. Soon his whole left armwas livid with excruciation.
And under the heat his bruises reawoke, canme back fromthe dead.

When the hold of the ice had been broken that far, it began to give way in other places. Warnth
fromthe blankets reached toward his battered ribs. The joints of his |l egs throbbed as if they had
been ki cked into consciousness. In monents, his forehead renenbered its angui sh

Then Triock transferred the tip of the H gh Wod fromhis forehead to the tight black swelling
of his Iip. At once, agony erupted within him and he plunged into it as if it were sol ace.

He returned to consciousness slowy, but when he opened his eyes he knew that he had becone
steadi er. Hi s wounds were not heal ed; both his forehead and nouth ached |i ke goads enbedded in his
flesh, and his body nmoaned with bruises. But the ice no | onger gnawed his bones. The swelling of
his Iip was reduced, and his sight had inproved, as if the lenses of his eyes had been cl eaned.

Yet he felt a private grief at the nunbness which clung to his hands and feet. Hi s dead nerves had
not yet rediscovered the health which he had | earned to expect fromthe Land.

But he was alive-he was in the Land-he had seen Foanfollower. He set aside the distress of his
nerves for another tine, and | ooked around him

He lay in a snall, sheer valley nestled anong the nountains behind Kevin's Watch. While he had
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been unconsci ous, the enshroudi ng sea of clouds had receded a few hundred feet, and now |ight snow
filled the air like nurnmuring. Already an inch of it blanketed him Something in the tinbre of the
snow gave himthe inpression that the time was |ate afternoon. But he was not concerned about

tinme. He had been in this valley once before, with Lena.

The nenory of it contrasted starkly with what he saw. It had been a quiet, grassy place girdled
with pines like tall sentinels guarding its quietude, and a sprightly brook flowi ng down its
center. But now only bare, wasted earth showed through the thickening snow The pines had been
stripped naked and splintered by nore winter than they could survive; and instead of water, a weal
of ice ran through the valley like a scar already old.

Covenant wondered painfully how long this weather would | ast.

The inplications of that question nade himshiver, and he fought his tired frane into a sitting
position so that he could lean closer to the pot of graveling. As he did so, he saw three figures
sitting around another pot a short distance away. One of them observed his novenent and spoke to
the others. At once Triock stood and strode toward Covenant. He squatted near the Unbeliever, and
studi ed himgravely before saying, "You have been grievously ill. My lore does not suffice to hea
you. But | see that you are no | onger dying."

"You saved ne," Covenant said as bravely as he could through the pain of his nmouth and his

i nani tion.
"Perhaps. | amunsure. The wild nagic has been at work in you." Covenant stared, and Triock
went on: "It appeared that the lomllialor drew a response fromthe white gold of your ring. Wth

that power, you surpass any test of truth I mght give."

My ring, Covenant thought dully. But he was not ready to deal with that idea, and he set it
asi de al so. "You saved ne," he repeated. "There are things | need to know. "

"Let them be. You nust eat now. You have not taken food for nany days." He | ooked around
t hrough the snow, then said, "Saltheart Foamfollower brings you aliantha."

Covenant heard heavy feet noving across the frozen ground. A nonment |ater Foanfoll ower knelt
with a quiet smle beside him Both his hands were full of viridian treasure-berries.

Covenant | ooked at the aliantha. He felt he had forgotten what to do with them he had been
hungry for so long that hunger had becone a part of him But he could not refuse the offer behind
the Gant's kind smle. Slowy, he reached out a nunb hand and took one of the treasure-berries.

When he slipped it past his lip and bit into it, the tangy salt-peach flavor which blossoned in
his mouth seened to refute all his reasons for fasting. And as he swall owed, he could fee
nouri shnment rushing eagerly into him He spit the seed into his palm as if he were conpleting a
ritual, he dropped it over his shoulder. Then he began to eat rapidly, wolfishly.

He did not stop until Foanfollower's hands were enpty. Sighing as if he longed for nore, he
sowed the | ast seed behind him

The G ant nodded approval and seated himself in a nore rel axed position near the graveling.
Triock followed his exanple. Wien they were both | ooking at him Covenant said softly, " | won' t
forget this." He could not think of any other way to express his thanks.

Triock frowned sharply. He asked Foanfol |l ower, "Does he threaten us now?"

The G ant's cavernous eyes searched Covenant's face. He smled wanly as he replied, "The
Unbel i ever has a nournful turn of speech. He does not threaten-he does not threaten us."

Covenant felt a surge of grimgratitude for Foanfollower's understanding. He tried to snmile in
return, but the tightness of his lip prevented him He winced at the effort, then pulled his
bl ankets nore closely around him He sensed a depth of cold answers behind the questions he needed
to ask.

But he did not know how to ask them Triock's bitter nouth and Foanfol | oner's scars intruded
bet ween hi mand his summoners; he feared that he was to blane for the tales they mght tell himif
he asked. Yet he had to know the answers, had to know where he stood. The first outlines of
pur pose were taking shape within him He could not forget how this valley had | ooked when he had
first seen it. And Mioram had pl eaded with himfor help.

Lanely, he began, "I didn't expect to turn up here. | thought Moramwas going to call me back
But even he doesn't have the Staff of Law. How how did you do it?"

Triock answered in stiff tones, "Miworam son of Variol, seer and oracle to the Council of Lords,
came to Mthil Stonedown before the last war-the battle against Fleshharrower Raver. At that tine,
he gave to me the lonmillialor rod which | have used today-and for the past three days. Because of

his gift, | journeyed to the Loresraat, to study the uses of the H gh Wod. There | |earned of
High Lord Elena's fall-1I-"
He paused for a nmonent to |ash down his passion, then went on. "In the years which followed, |

wai ted for the reason of High Lord Moramis gift to be made plain. During that time, | fought with
my peopl e against the marauders of the Gray Slayer. Then the G ant Saltheart Foanfoll ower joined
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us, and we fought together through the South Plains. Wile winter increased upon the Land, we
attacked and ran and attacked agai n, doi ng what damage we could to our vast foe. But at |last word
came to us that Revel wood had fallen-that great Revel stone itself was besieged. W |eft our
battles, and returned to Mthil Stonedown and Kevin's Watch. Wth the lonmillialor of High Lord
Mhoram and the strength of Saltheart Foamfollower, and the lore |I brought fromthe Loresraat, we
| abored for three days, and in the end brought you to the Land. It was not easily done."

Triock's flint voice sparked visions of desperation in Covenant's nmind. To resist them contro
themuntil he was ready for them he asked, "But how? | thought only the Staff of Law"

"Much has been broken by the fall of High Lord Elena,"” Triock retorted. "The Land has not yet
tasted all the consequences of that evil. But the Staff nade possible certain expressions of power-
and limted others. Nowthat [imt is gone. Do you not feel the nalice of this winter?"

Covenant nodded with an ache in his eyes. His responsibility for Elena's end stung him goaded
himto ask another kind of question. "That doesn't tell me why you did it. After Lena-and El ena-
and Atiaran''-he could not bring hinself to be nore specific-"and everything-you' ve got |ess
reason than anyone in the world to want nme back. Even Trell- Mybe Foanfol |l ower here can forget,
but you can't. If you were thinking it any louder, | could taste it."

Bitterness clenched Triock's jaws, but his reply was sharp and ready, as if he had whetted it
many tinmes. "Yet Foanfollower is persuasive. The Land is persuasive. The inportance which the
Lorewardens see in you is persuasive. And Lena daughter of Atiaran still lives in Mthi
Stonedown. In her |ast years, Atiaran Trell-mate said often that it is the duty of the living to
meke neani ngful the sacrifices of the dead. But | wish to find neaning for the sacrifices of those
who live. After-after the harm which you wought upon Lena-she hid herself so that the harm woul d
not be known-so that you would be left free to bear your prophecy to the Lords. That sacrifice
requi res meani ng, Unbeliever."

In spite of hinself, in spite of his own expectations of hostility and recrim nation, Covenant
beli eved Triock. Elena had warned him she had described the size of Triock's capabilities. Now he
wonder ed where Triock found his strength. The man had been an unanbitious Cattleherd. The girl he
| oved had been raped, and her bastard daughter had grown up to love the rapist. Yet because of
them he had gone to the Loresraat, studied dangerous lore for which he had no desire or affinity.
He had becone a guerrilla fighter for the Land. And now he had sumoned Covenant at the comand of
the Land's need and his own harsh sense of mercy. Thickly, Covenant nuttered, "You' ve kept your
Cath." He was thinking, I owe you for this, too, Foul

Abruptly, Triock got to his feet. The lines around his eyes doninated his face as he
scrutinized Covenant. In a | ow voice, he said, "What will you do?"

"Ask me later." Covenant was ashaned that he could not match Triock's gaze. "I'm not ready
yet." Instinctively, he clasped his right hand over his ring, hiding it from consideration

"There is tine," murnured Foanfoll ower. "You have a great need for rest."

Tri ock said, "Choose soon. W nust be on our way at dawn." Then he noved brusquely away through
the mounting snow toward his two conpani ons by the second pot of graveling.

"He is a good man," Foanfollower said softly. "Trust him"

Oh, | trust him Covenant thought. How can | help it?

Despite the warnth of his blankets, he began to shiver again.

As he | eaned still closer to the glowing fire-stones, he noticed the | ook of concern on
Foanfol l ower's face. To forestall any expression of anxiety which would remind himhow little he
deserved the G ant's concern, he said hastily, "I still don't know what's happened to you. The
G ants Were-1 don't know what happened to them And you- You've been outrageously hacked upon.” In
an effort to probe Foanfollower, he went on: "I'd tell you sonething funny. | was afraid of what
you mght d°--after all that business in Treacher's Gorge. | was afraid you m ght go back to your
peopl e and-and convince themto stop fighting, give it up

What do you think? Have | finally succeeded in telling you a story you can |augh at?"

But he saw poignantly that he had not. Foanfoll ower bowed his head, covered his face with one
hand. For a nonment, the mnuscles of his shoulders tensed as if with his fingers he were squeezing
the bones of his countenance into an attitude which he could not achieve in any other way. "Joy is
in the ears that hear," he said in a voice nmuffled by his hand. "My ears have been too full of the

noi se of killing."

Then he raised his head, and his expression was calm Only a snol dering deep within the caves
of his eyes revealed that he was hurt. "I amnot yet ready to laugh over this matter. Wre | able
to laugh, I would not feel so-driven to slay Soul crusher's creatures."”

"Foanfol |l ower," Covenant nurmnured again, "what's happened to you?"
The G ant gestured helplessly with both hands, as if he could not conceive any way to tell his
story. "My friend, | amwhat you see. Here is a tale which |ies beyond even ny grasp, and | ama
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G ant-though you will renenber that my people considered ne uncommonly brief of speech. Stone and

Sea! Covenant, | know not what to say. You know how | fought for the Quest for the Staff of Law
When Danel on G antfriend' s prophecy for ny people cane to pass, | found that | could not give up
this fighting. | had struck bl ows which woul d not stop. Therefore | |eft Seareach, so that | would

at |l east serve the Land with ny conpul sion.

"But | did not go to the Lords. In ny thoughts, the great rare beauty of Revel stone, G ant-
wrought Lord's Keep, daunted nme. | did not wish to stand in those brave halls while Soul crusher's
creatures raved in the Land. For that reason, | fight, and spend ny days with people who fight.
Fromthe Northron Clinmbs to the Last Hills | have struck nmy blows. Wien | net Triock son of Thuler
and his conpani ons-when | |earned that he holds a linb of the H gh Wod, descendant of the One
Tree fromwhich the Staff of Law was nmade-1 joined him In that way, | garnered ny scars, and at
| ast cane here."

"You' ve been around humans too long," nuttered Covenant. "You haven't told me anything. Wat-?
How? | don't know where to begin."

"Then do not begin, ny friend. Rest." Foanfollower reached out and gently touched Covenant's
shoul der. "You al so have been too | ong anong- peopl e of another kind. You need days of rest which I
fear you will not receive. You nust sleep.”

To his surprise, Covenant found that he was capabl e of sleep. Warm drowsi ness seeped into him
fromthe blankets and the graveling light, spread outward fromthe aliantha in his blood. Tonorrow
he woul d know better what questions to ask. He lay back on the cold ground and pulled the bl ankets
about his ears.

But as Foanfol | ower adjusted the blankets for him he asked, "How nuch longer is this w nter
going to |ast?"

"Peace, ny friend," Foanfollower replied. "The Land's spring should have been born three ful
noons ago. "

A shudder of ice ran through Covenant. Bl oody hell, Foul! he gritted. Hellfire!

But in his reclining position he could not resist his long weariness. He fell asleep al nost at
once, thinking, Hellfire. Hell and bl ood.

He lay in red, visionless slunber until sonetine after dark he seened to hear voices that
awakened himslightly. Disenbodied in his grogginess, they spoke across himas if he were a
prostrate corpse.

"You told himlittle of the truth," Triock said.

And Foanfol | ower answered, "He has pain enough for one heart. How could | tell hin®"

"He nmust know. He is responsible.”

"No. For this he is not responsible."

"Still he nust know "

"Even stone may break when it is too heavily burdened."

"Ah, Rockbrother. How will you justify yourself if he turns against the Land?"

"Peace, my friend. Do not tornent nme. | have already |earned that | cannot be justified."

Covenant |istened inconprehendingly. Wien the voices drifted out of his awareness, he sank into
wild dreans of purpose and savage restitution

[ Six] The Defense of Mthil Stonedown

Late, he was shaken awake by Foanfollower. The G ant nudged his shoul der until he started up
out of his blankets into the darkness. In the dimlight of half-covered graveling pots, he could
see that the snow had stopped, but dawn was still some tinme away. N ght |ocked the valley full of
bl ack air.

He dropped back into the blankets, nuttering groggily, "Go away. Let ne sleep.”

Foanf ol | ower shook himagain. "Arise, ur-Lord. You nust eat now. W will depart soon."

"Dawn, " Covenant said. The stiff soreness of his Iip made himnunble as if the nunbness of his
hands and feet had spread to his tongue. "He said dawn."

"Yeurquin reports watch fires approaching Mthil Stonedown fromthe South Plains. They will not
be friendl y-few people of the south dare show |ight at night. And soneone clinbs toward us from
the Stonedown itself. W will not remain here. Arise.” He lifted Covenant into a sitting position
then thrust a flask and bow into his hands. "Eat."

Sl eepily, Covenant drank fromthe stone flask, and found that it contained water as icy as
nmel ted snow. The chill draft jolted himtoward wakeful ness. Shivering, he turned to the bow . It
cont ai ned unl eavened bread and treasure-berries. He began to eat quickly to appease the cold water
in his stomach.

Bet ween bites, he asked, "If whatever they are-marauders-are comng, aren't we safe here?"
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"Perhaps. But the Stonedownors will fight for their hones. They are Triock's people-we nust aid
them"

"Can't they just hide in the nountains-until the nmarauders go away?"

"They have done so in the past. But Mthil Stonedown has been attacked many tines. The
St onedownors are sick at the danmage done to their hones in these attacks. This time, they wll
fight."

Covenant enptied the bow, and forced hinself to drink deeply fromthe flask. The chill of the
wat er nmade his throat ache.

"I"'mno warrior."

"I remenber," Foanfollower said with an anbi guous snmile, as if what he renenbered did not
accord with Covenant's assertion. "W will keep you fromharm"

He took the flask and bow and stowed themin a |large | eather sack. Then fromit he pulled out
a heavy sheepskin jacket, which he handed to Covenant. "This will serve you well-though it is said
that no apparel or blaze can wholly refute the cold of this winter." As Covenant donned the
jacket, the G ant went on, "I regret that | have no better footwear for you. But the Stonedownors
wear only sandals." He took fromhis sack a pair of thick sandals and passed themto Covenant.

When Covenant pushed back his bl ankets, he saw for the first time the danage he had done to his
feet. They were torn and bruised fromtoe to heel; dry, caked bl ood covered themin blotches; and
the remains of his socks hung fromhis ankles like the ragged frills of a jester. But he felt no
pai n; the deadness of his nerves reached deeper than these injuries. "Don't worry about it," he
rasped as he pulled the socks fromhis ankles, "it's only | eprosy."

He snatched the sandals from Foanfoll ower, jammed themonto his feet, and tied their thongs
behind his heels. "One of these days |'Il figure out why |I bother to protect nyself at all." But
he knew why; his inchoate purpose denmanded it.

"You ought to visit ny world," he growed only half to the Gant. "It's painless. You won't
feel a thing."

Then Triock hailed them Foanfoll ower got swiftly to his feet. Wen Covenant clinbed fromthe
bl ankets, Foanfoll ower picked them up and pushed theminto his sack. Wth the sack in one hand and
the graveling pot in the other, he went with Covenant toward the Stonedownor

Triock stood with three conpani ons near the narrow ravine which was the outlet of the valley.
They spoke together in low, urgent tones until Foanfollower and Covenant joined them Then Triock
said rapidly, "Rockbrother, our scouts have returned fromthe Plains. Slen reports that-" Abruptly
he stopped hinself. Hi s nouth bent into a sardonic snile, and he said, "Pardon ne. | forget ny
courtesy. | nust nake introductions.”

He turned to one of his conpanions, a stocky old man breathing hoarsely in the cold. "Slen
Terass-mate, here is ur-Lord Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold wielder. Unbeliever, here
is Slen, the rarest cook in all the South Plains. Terass his w fe stands anong the Circle of
el ders of Mthil Stonedown."

Sl en gave Covenant a salute which he returned awkwardly, as if the steanming of his breath and
the nunbness of his hands prevented himfromgrace. Then Triock turned to his other conpanions.
They were a nman and a wonan who resenbl ed each other |ike twins. They had an enbattled | ook, as if
they were fanmiliar with bl oodshed and killing at night, and their brown eyes blinked at Covenant
like the orbs of people who had |ost the capacity to be surprised. "Here are Yeurquin and
Quirrel," said Triock. "We have fought together fromthe first days of this attack upon the Land

"Unbel i ever, when the G ant and | heard the word of Revel stone's siege, we were at work
harrying a |l arge band of the Slayer's creatures in the center of the South Plains. W fled from
them at once, taking care to hide °ur trail so that they would not follow And we |left scouts to
keep watch on the band. Now the scouts have returned to say that at first the band hunted us
wi t hout success. But two days ago they turned suddenly and hastened straight toward the Mthi
val ley. "

Triock paused grimy, then said, "They have felt the power of our work upon Kevin's Watch
Mel enkurion! Some creature anong them has eyes.”

"Therefore we are not safe here," Foanfoll ower said to Covenant. "If they have truly seen the
power of the Hi gh Wod, they will not rest until they have captured it for Soul crusher-and slain
its wielder."

Sl en coughed a gout of steam "W nust go. W will be assailed at daybreak."

Wth a sharp nod, Triock agreed. "W are ready." He gl anced toward Foanfoll ower and Covenant.
"Unbeliever, we nust travel afoot. The days of horseback sojourning are gone fromthe Land. Are
you abl e?"

Covenant shrugged the question away. "It's a little late for us to start worrying about what |
can or can't do. Foanfollower can carry me easily enough-if | slow you down."
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"Well, then.'' Triock tightened his cloak, then picked up the graveling pot and held it over
his head so that it lighted the ravine ahead of him "Let us go."

Quirrel strode briskly ahead of theminto the darkness of the ravine, and Triock preceded Sl en
after her. At a gesture fromthe G ant, Covenant followed Sl en. Foanfoll ower cane behind himwth
the other graveling pot, and Yeurquin brought up the rear of the group

Bef ore he had worked his way twenty yards down the ravine, Covenant knew that he was not yet
strong enough to travel. Lassitude clogged his muscles, and what little energy he had he needed to
defend hinself fromthe penetrating cold. At first he resolved to endure despite his weakness. But
by the tinme he had haul ed hinself halfway up the rift which led to the nountainside overl ooki ng
Mthil Stonedown, he understood that he could not go on without help. If he were to acconplish the
pur pose which grew obscurely in the back of his mind, he would have to | earn how to accept help

He | eaned panting agai nst the stone. "Foanfoll ower."

The G ant bent near him "Yes, ny friend."

"Foanfoll ower-1 can't nmake it alone.”

Chuckling gently, Foanfollower said, "Nor can |I. My friend, there is confort-in sone
conmpani onships." He lifted Covenant effortlessly into his arns, carried himin a half-sitting
position so that Covenant could see ahead. Though he only needed one armto bear Covenant's
wei ght, he put the graveling pot into Covenant's hands. The warm |ight reveal ed that Foanfol | ower
was grinning as he said, "This is hazardous for nme. It is possible that being of use nmay becone a
danger ous habit."

G uffly, Covenant nuttered, "That sounds |ike sonething | m ght

say."

Foanfol l ower's grin broadened. But Triock threw back a warning

scowl, and the G ant made no other response.

Morments |l ater, Triock covered his graveling pot. At a nod from Foanfoll ower, Covenant did the
sanme. The G ant placed the urn in his sack. Wthout any light to give them away, the group clinbed
out of the rift onto the exposed nountainsi de high above the Mthil valley.

Under the heavy darkness, they could see nothing bel ow thembut the distant watch fires
snol dering like sparks in cold black tinder. Covenant could not gauge how far away the fires were,
but Foanfoll ower said tightly, "It is a large band. They will gain the Stonedown by dawn-as Sl en
said."

"Then we nust make haste,
unlit | edge.

The G ant followed at once, and his long strides easily matched Triock's trotting pace. Soon
they had left the | edge, crossed fromit to nore gradual slopes as their trail worked downward
into the valley. Slowy, Covenant could feel the air thickening. Wth the warnth of the graveling
pot resting against his chest, he began to feel stronger. He made an effort to renmenber what this
trail had | ooked like in the spring, but no nenories canme; he could not escape the inpression of
bare bl eakness whi ch shone through the night at him He sensed that if he could have seen the
unrelieved rock faces of the nountains, or the inposed |ifel essness of the foothills, or the
bl asted tree trunks, or the Mthil River withing in ice, he would have been di smayed. He was not
yet ready for disnay.

Ahead of him Triock began to run

Foanf ol | ower's j oggi ng shook other thoughts out of Covenant's nind, and he began to concentrate
in earnest on the gloonmy night. By squinting grotesquely, he found that he could adjust his sight
somewhat to the dark; apparently his eyes were renenbering their Land-born penetration. As
Foanfol | ower hurried himdown the trail, he nade out the high |l oomof the nountains on his |eft
and the depth of the valley on his right. After a while, he caught vague, pale glinpses of the ice-
gnharled river. Then the trail neared the end of the valley, and swng down in a wide arc toward
the Mthil. Wen Foanfoll ower had conpleted the turn, Covenant saw the first dimlightening of
dawn behi nd the eastern peaks.

Their pace becane nore urgent. As dawn | eaked into the air, Covenant coul d see shadowy clouts
of snow junping fromunder the beat of Triock's feet. Foanfollower's strong respiration filled his
ears, and behind it at odd intervals he heard the river straining in sharp creaks and groans
agai nst the weight of its own freezing. He began to feel a need to get down fromthe G ant's arns,
either to separate himself fromthis urgency or to run toward it on his own.

Then Quirrel slowed abruptly and stopped. Triock and Foanfol |l ower caught up with her, found her
wi th anot her Stonedownor worman. The wonman whi spered quickly, "Triock, the people are ready.
Eneni es approach. They are many, but the scouts saw no Cavew ghts or ur-viles. How shall we fight
t hen®?"

As she spoke, Covenant dropped to the ground. He stanped his feet to speed the circulation in

snapped Triock. He swung away to the left, noving swiftly along the
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his knees and stepped close to Triock so that he could hear what was said.

"Someone anong them has eyes," Triock responded. "They hunt the H gh Wod."

"So say the elders.™

"W will use it tolure them | will remain on this side of the Stonedown-away fromthem so
that they nust search all the honmes to find me. The houses will disrupt their formations, cone
bet ween them The Stonedown itself and surprise will aid us. Tell the people to conceal thenselves
on this side-behind the walls, in the outer houses. Co."

The wonman turned and ran toward the Stonedown. Triock followed her nore slowy, giving
instructions to Quirrel and Yeurquin as he noved. Wth Foanfoll ower at his side, Covenant hurried
after them trying to figure out how to keep hinself alive when the fighting started. Triock
seened sure that the marauders were after the lonillialor, but Covenant had ot her ideas. He was
prepared to believe that this band of Foul's creatures had conme for himand the white gold.

He panted his way up a long hill behind Triock, and when they topped it, he found hinself
overl ooki ng the crouched stone shapes of the village. In the unhal e dawn, he nmade out the rough
circular configuration of the Stonedown; its irregular houses, nost of themflat-roofed and single-
storied, stood facing inward around its open center, the gathering place for its people.

In the distance, near the nouth of the valley, were the fires of the marauders. They noved
swiftly, as if they had the scent of prey in their nostrils.

Triock stopped for a nmonent to peer through the gloomtoward them Then he said to
Foanfol l ower, "If this also goes astray, | |leave the H gh Wod and the Unbeliever in your care.
You nust do what | cannot.”

"It nmust not go astray,"” Foanfollower replied. "W cannot allowit. Wiat is there that | could
do in your stead?"

Triock jerked his head toward Covenant. "Forgive him"

Wthout waiting for an answer, he started at a | ope down the hill.

Covenant rushed to catch up with him but his dead feet slipped so uncertainly through the snow
that he could not nmove fast enough. He did not overtake Triock until they were al nbst at the
bottom of the hill. There Covenant grabbed his arm stopped him and panted steam|ly into his
face, "Don't forgive ne. Don't do any nore violence to yourself for nme. Just give ne a weapon so
can defend nysel f."

Triock struck Covenant's hand away. "A weapon, Unbeliever?" he barked. Use your ring." But a
nmonment | ater he controlled hinself, fought down his bitterness. Softly, he said, "Covenant,
per haps one day we will come to conprehend each other, you and |I." Reaching into his cloak, he
drew out a stone dagger with a I ong blade, and handed it to Covenant gravely, as if they were
conrades. Then he hastened away to join the people scurrying toward their positions on the
outskirts of the village.

Covenant regarded the knife as if it were a secret asp. For a nmonent, he was uncertain what to
do with it; now that he had a weapon, he could not imagine using it. He had had other knives, the
i mplications of which were anbi guous. He | ooked questioningly up at Foanfoll ower, but the Gant's
attention was el sewhere. He was staring intently toward the approach of the fires, and his eyes
held a hot, enthusiastic gleam as if they reflected or renmenbered slaughter. Covenant w nced
inwardly. He passed the knife back and forth between his hands, alnost threw it away, then
abruptly opened his jacket and slid the blade under his belt.

"Now what ?" he demanded, trying to distract Foanfollower's stare. "Do we just stand here, or
should we start running around in circles?"

The G ant | ooked down sharply and his face darkened. "They fight for their homes,” he said
dangerously. "If you cannot aid, at least forbear to ridicule." Wth a commandi ng gesture, he
strode away between the nearest houses.

Groaning at the Gant's unfamliar ire, Covenant followed himinto the Stonedown. Mst of the
peopl e had stopped novi ng now and were stealthily crouched behind the houses around that side of
the village. They seemed to ignore Covenant, and he went by them after Foanfollower as if he were
on his way to bait their trap for the marauders.

Foanfol | ower halted at the back of one of the inner houses. It was flat-roofed, |ike nost of
the buildings around it, and its stone eaves reached as high as the Gant's throat. Wen Covenant
joined him he picked up the Unbeliever and tossed himlightly onto the roof.

Covenant | anded facedown in the snow. At once, he lurched sputtering to his knees, and turned
angrily back toward the G ant.

"You will be safer there," Foanfollower said. He nodded toward a nei ghboring house. "I will
ward you fromhere. Stay |ow. They are al nost upon us."

Instinctively, Covenant dropped to his belly.

As if on signal, he felt a hushed silence spring up around him No sound touched the Stonedown
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except the low, dislocated whistle of the wind. He felt acutely exposed on the roof. But even this
hei ght made him di zzy; he could not | ook or junp down. Hastily, he skittered back fromthe edge,
then froze as he heard the noi se he nade. Though his novenents were nuffled by the snow, they
sounded as loud as betrayal in the stillness. For a nonent, he could not nuster the courage to
turn around. He feared to find cruel faces |leering at himover the roof edge.

But slowy the apprehension beating in his tenples eased. He began to curse hinself. Spread-
eagl ed on the roof, he worked slowy around until he was facing in toward the center of the
St onedown.

Across the valley, light bled into the air through the gray packed cl ouds. The cl ouds shut out
any other sky conpletely, and under their cold weight the day dawned bl eak and cheerl ess,

i rremedi ably aggri eved. The sight chilled Covenant nore than black night. He coul d see now nore
clearly than he had fromKevin's Watch that this shrouded, constant gl oomwas unnatural, wong-the
pall of Lord Foul's maddest malice. And he was aghast at the power it inplied. Foul had the might
to distort the Earth's nost fundamental orders. It would not exhaust himto crush one ineffectual

| eper. Any purpose to the contrary was nere wtl ess buffoonery.

Covenant's hand noved toward the knife as if its stone edge could rem nd himof fortitude,
tighten the noorings of his endurance. But a distant, clashing sound, uncertain in the wi nd, cast
all other thoughts fromhis nmind. After straining his ears briefly, he knew that he was hearing
t he approach of the nmarauders.

He began to shiver as he realized that they were making no effort to nove quietly. The whole
vall ey | ay open before them and they had the hungry confidence of nunbers; they cane up along the
river clattering their weapons, defying the Stonedownors to oppose them Cautiously, Covenant slid
into a better position to see over the edge of the roof. H s nmuscles trenbled, but he | ocked his
jaws, pressed hinself flat in the snow, and peered through the dimair toward the center of the
village with an intensity of concentration that made his head ache.

Soon he heard guttural shouts and the clang of iron on stone as the narauders rushed to search
the first houses. Still he could see nothing; the roof line of the village bl ocked his view He
tried to keep his breathing |l ow, so that exhal ed vapor woul d not obscure his sight or reveal his
position. Wen he turned his head to |look in other directions, he found that he was cl enching
fistfuls of snow, squeezing theminto ice. He opened his hands, forced his fingers to uncl aw
t hensel ves, then braced his palns flat on the stone so that he would be ready to nove.

The | oud approach spread out over the far side of the village and began to nove inward, working
roughly parallel to the river. Instead of trying to surround and trap the Stonedownors, the
mar auders were performng a sl ow sweep of the village; disdaining surprise, they maneuvered so
that the people would be forced to flee toward the narrow end of the valley. Covenant could think
of no explanation for these tactics but red-eyed confidence and contenpt. The nmarauders wanted to
drive the people into the final trap of the valley's end, thus prol ongi ng and sharpening the
antici pated slaughter. Such nalicious surety was frightening, but Covenant found relief init. It
was not an approach designed to capture sonething as reputedly powerful as white gold.

But he soon | earned another explanation. As he strained his eyes to peer through the dawn, he
saw a sharp flash of green light fromthe far side of the village. It lasted only an instant, and
inits wake a crunbling noise filled the air-a noise |like the sound of boul ders crushing each
other. It startled himso nuch that he alnost | eaped to his feet to see what had happened. But he
caught hinself when he saw the first creatures enter the center of the Stonedown.

Most of them were vaguely human in outline. But their features were tornmented, grotesquely
arranged, as if some potent fist had clenched themat birth, twisting them beyond all recognition
Eyes were out of place, malforned; noses and nouths bulged in skin that was contorted |like clay
whi ch had been squeezed between strong fingers; and in sonme cases all the flesh of face and scal p
oozed fluid as if the entire head were a running sore. And the rest of their fornms were no
heal t hi er. Some had backs bent at demented angles, others bore extra arnms or |legs, still others
wore their heads between their shoul der blades or in the center of their chests. But one quality
they shared: they all reeked of perversion as if it were the very |ifeblood of their existence;
and a hatred of everything hale or well curdled their sight.

Naked except for food sacks and bands to hol d weapons, they cane snarling and spitting into the
open core of Mthil Stonedown. There they stopped until the shouts of their fellows told themthat
the first half of the village was under their control. Then a tall figure with a knuckled face and
three nassive arnms barked a command to the marauders behind her. In response, a group noved into
the open circle, bringing with it three prodigious creatures unlike the others.

These three were as blind and hairless as if they had been spawned fromur-viles, but they had
neither ears nor noses. Their snmall heads sat necklessly on their i mense shoul ders. At the bottom
of trunks as big as hogsheads, their short legs protruded |ike braces, and their heavy arnms were
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| ong enough to reach the ground. From shoulder to fingertip, the inner surfaces of their arns were
covered with suckers. Together, they seened to ripple in Covenant's sight, as if within themthey
carried so nuch ill mght that his unwarped eyes could not discern their limts.

On command, the marauders led the three to a house at the edge of the circle. They were
posi tioned around the building, and at once they noved close to the walls, spread their arns to
their fullest extent, gripped the flat rock with their suckers.

Hoarse, grow i ng power began to mount between them Their night reached around the house and
tightened slowy |ike a noose.

Covenant watched themin blank dismay. He understood the nmarauders' tactics now, the band
attacked as it did to protect these three. Wth a stink of attar, their power increased,
tightened, growl ed, until he could see a hawser of green force running through them around the
house, squeezing it in inplacable fury. He thought that he should shout to the Stonedownors, warn
them of the danger. But he was dry-nmouthed and frozen with horror. He hardly knew that he had
risen to his hands and knees to gain a better view of what was happeni ng.

Monents passed. Tension crackled in the air as the stone of the house began to screamsilently
under the stress. Covenant gaped at it as if the nute rock were crying out to himfor help.

Then the noose exploded in a flash of green force. The house crunbled inward, fell into itself
until all its roons and furnishings were buried in rubble. Its three destroyers stepped back and
searched blindly around them for nore stone to crush

Abruptly, a woman screaned-a raw shout of outrage. Covenant heard her running between the
houses. He leaped to his feet and saw a fleet, white-haired woman dash past the eaves of his roof
with a long knife clenched in both hands. In an instant, she had raced beyond himtoward the
center of the Stonedown.

At once he went after her. Wth two quick steps, he threw hinself |ike a bundle of disjointed
linbs toward the next roof. He |landed off bal ance, fell, and slid through the snow al nbost to the
edge of the house. But he picked hinself up and noved back to get a running start toward the next
r oof .

From that position, he saw the worman rush into the open circle. Her scream had alerted the
mar auders, but they were not ready for the speed with which she launched herself at them As she
sprang, she stabbed the long knife with all her strength, drove it hilt-deep into the breast of
the three-arned creature which had been conmandi ng the assault.

The next instant, another creature grabbed her by the hair and flung her back. She |ost her
knife, fell out of Covenant's sight in front of one of the houses. The marauders noved after her
swor ds uprai sed

Covenant | eaped for the next roof. He kept his balance as he landed this time, ran across the
stone, and | eaped again. Then he fell skidding on the roof of the house which bl ocked the wonan
fromhis sight. He had too nmuch nmonentum now, he could not stop. In a cloud of snow, he toppled
over the edge and sl anmed heavily to the ground beside the woman.

The inmpact stunned him But his sudden appearance had surprised the attackers, and the nearest
creature recoiled several steps, waving its sword defensively as if Covenant were a group of
warriors. In the interval, he shook red m st fromhis eyes, and got gasping to his feet.

The marauders whirled their weapons, dropped into fighting crouches. But when they saw that
they were threatened by only one hal f-stunned man, sone of them spat hoarse curses at him and
ot hers began to | augh nal evol ently. Sheathing their weapons, several of them noved forward with an
exaggerated di splay of caution to capture Covenant and the old woman. At this, other creatures
jeered harshly, and nore cane into the circle to see what was happeni ng.

Covenant's gaze dashed in all directions, hunting for a way of escape. But he could find
not hi ng; he and the woman were al one against nore than a score of the m sborn creatures.

The marauders' breathing did not steamin the cold air. Though they wore nothing to protect
their flesh fromthe cold, they seemed horribly confortable in the preternatural wnter.

They approached as if they nmeant to eat Covenant and the woman alive.

The woman hi ssed at themin revul sion, but he paid no attention to her. Al of himwas
concentrated on escape. An odd nenory tugged at the back of his mind. He renenbered a tine when
Vhor am had nade even powerl ess white gold useful. As the creatures crept hooting toward him he
suddenly brandi shed his ring and sprang forward a step, shouting, "Get back, you bl oody bastards,
or I'll blast you where you stand!"

Ei ther his shout or the sight of his ring startled them they junped back a few paces, grabbing
at their weapons.

In that instant, Covenant snatched up the woman's hand and fled. Pulling her after him he
raced to the corner of the house, swung sharply around it, and sped as fast as he could away from
the open ground. He lost his hold on the woman al nost at once; he could not grip her securely with
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his hal f-fingerless hand. But she was running on her own now. In a nonent, she caught up with him
and took hold of his arm hel ped hi mnake the next turn.

Roaring with fury, the marauders started in pursuit. But when they entered the | ane between the
houses, Foanfol |l ower dove froma rooftop and crashed headlong into themlike a battering ram
Constricted by the houses on either side, they could not evade him he hit them squarely, breaking
the ones nearest himand bowing the others back into the center of the Stonedown.

Then Triock, Qirrel, and Yeurquin |l ed a dozen Stonedownors into the village across the roofs.
Anid the confusion caused by the Gant's attack, the defenders fell onto the marauders like a rain
of swords and javelins. Qther people ran forward to engage the creatures that were still hunting
anong the houses. In nonents, fighting raged throughout the Stonedown.

But Covenant did not stop; drawing the woman with him he fled until he was past the |ast
bui |l di ngs. There he |l engthened his stride, intending to run as far as he could up the valley. But
Slen intercepted him Panting hoarsely, Slen snapped at the woman, "Fool! You have | ost sense
al toget her." Then he tugged at Covenant. "Come. Cone."

Covenant and the wonan followed himaway fromthe river along an unnmarked path into the
foothills. A few hundred yards above the village, they canme to a junble of boul ders-the ancient
remai ns of a rockfall fromthe nountains. Slen took a cunning way in anong the boul ders and soon
reached a | arge, hidden cave. Several Stonedownors stood on guard at the cave nouth, and within it
the children and the ill or infirmhuddl ed around graveling bow s.

Covenant was tenpted to enter the cave and share its sanctuary. But near its mouth was a high,
sl oped heap of rock with a broad crown. He turned and clinbed the rocks to find out if he could
see the Stonedown fromits top. The white-haired wonman ascended |ightly behind him soon they
stood toget her, | ooking down at the battle of Mthil Stonedown.

The altitude of his position surprised him He had not realized that he had clinbed so high
Vertigo made his feet feel suddenly slippery, and he recoiled fromthe sight. For a nonent, the
vall ey reeled around him He could not believe that a short time ago he had been | eapi ng across
rooftops; the mere thought of such audacity seemed to sweep his bal ance away, |eaving himat the
mercy of the height. But the wonman caught hold of him supported him And his urgent need to
wat ch the fighting hel ped himto resist his dizziness. dinging half unconsciously to the wonan's
shoul der, he forced hinmself to peer downward.

At first, the cloud-locked di mess of the day obscured the battle, prevented himfrom being
abl e to distingui sh what was happeni ng. But as he concentrated, he made out the G ant.

Foanf ol | ower domi nated the nelee in the Stonedown's center. He waded hugely through the
mar auder s, heaved hinself fromplace to place. Swinging his mghty fists |ike cudgels, he chopped
creatures down, pounded them out of his way with bl ows which appeared powerful enough to tear
their heads off. But he was sorely outnunbered. Though his novenent prevented the marauders from
hitting himwith a concerted attack, they were armed and he was not. As Covenant watched, severa
of the creatures succeeded in knocking Foanfol | ower toward one of the rock destroyers.

The soft, glad tone of the woman's voice jarred painfully against his anxiety. "Thomas
Covenant, | thank you," she said. "My life is yours.™

Foanfol | ower! Covenant cried silently. "Wiat?" He doubted that the wonan had actually spoken
"I don't want your life. What in hell possessed you to run out there, anyway?"

"That is unkind," she replied quietly. "I have waited for you. | have ridden your Ranyhyn."

The meani ng of what she said did not penetrate him "Foanfollower is getting hinself killed
down there because of you."

"l have borne your child.”

What ?

W thout warning, her words hit himin the face like ice water. He snatched his hand from her
shoul der, jerked backward a step or two across the rock. A shift in the wind brought the clanor of
battle up to himin tatters, but he did not hear it. For the first tine, he |ooked at the woman.

She appeared to be in her md-sixties-easily old enough to be his mother. Lines of groundl ess
hope marked her pale skin around the blue veins in her tenples, and the hair which plumed her head
was no | onger thick. He saw nothing to recognize in the open expectancy of her nouth, or in the
bone- | eanness of her body, or in her winkled hands. Her eyes had a curious, round, m sfocused
| ook, like the confusion of madness.

But for all their inaccuracy, they were spacious eyes, |like the eyes of the wonmen she clai med
for her nmother and daughter. And woven into the shoul ders of her |ong blue robe was a pattern of
white | eaves.

"Do you not know nme, Thomas Covenant?" she said gently. "I have | ot changed. They all w sh ne
to change-Triock and Trell nmy father and the Circle of elders, all wish ne to change. But | do
not. Do | appear changed?"
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"No," Covenant panted. Wth sour nausea in his nouth, he understood that he was | ooking at
Lena, the woman he had violated with his |ust-nmother of the woman he had violated with his | ove-
reci pi ent of the Ranyhyn-boon he had instigated when he had violated the great horses with his
fal se bargains. Despite her earlier fury, she |looked too old, too fragile, to be touched. He
forced out the words as if they appalled him "No-change."

She snmiled with relief. "I amglad. | have striven to hold true. The Unbeliever deserves no
| ess.”

"Deserves," Covenant croaked hel pl essly. The battle noises fromMthil Stonedown taunted him
again. "Hellfire.™

He coerced hinmself to neet her gaze, and slowy her snmle turned to a | ook of concern. She
moved forward, reached out to him He wanted to back away, but he held still as her fingertips
lightly touched his lip, then stroked a cool line around the wound on his forehead. "You have been
harned, " she said. "Does the Despiser dare to assault you in your own worl d?"

He felt that he had to warn her away fromhim the mi sfocus of her gaze showed that she was
endangered by him Rapidly, he whispered, "Atiaran's judgnent is conming true. The Land is being
destroyed, and it's ny fault."

Her fingers caressed himas if they were trying to snooth a frown fromhis brow "You will save
the Land. You are the Unbeliever-the new Berek Hal f hand of our age."

"I can't save anything-l can't even help those people down there. Foanfollower is ny friend,
and | can't help him Triock-Triock has earned anything I can do, and | can't-"

"Were | a Gant,'' she interrupted with sudden vehenence, "I would require no aid in such a
battle. And Triock-" She faltered unexpectedly, as if she had stunbled over an unwonted perception
of what Triock neant to her. "He is a Cattl eherd-content. He wi shes- But | am unchanged. He-"

Covenant stared at the distress which strained her face. For an instant, her eyes seened to be
on the verge of seeing clearly, and her forehead tightened under the inminence of cruel facts.
"Covenant ?" she whi spered painfully. "Unbeliever?"

"Yes, | know," Covenant nmunbled in spite of hinmself. "He would consider hinmself lucky if he got
killed.” As tenderly as he could, he reached out and drew her into his arns.

At once she enbraced him clung convulsively to himwhile a crisis within her crested, receded.
But even as he gave her what confort he could with his arns, he was | ooking back toward the
St onedown. The shouts and cries and clatter of the fighting outweighed his own torn enotions, his
conflicting synpathy for and horror of Lena. Wen she stepped back fromhim he had to force
hinsel f to nmeet the happiness which sparkled in her nistaken eyes.

"I amso glad-ny eyes rejoice to behold you. | have held-1 have desired to be worthy. Ah, you
must neet our daughter. She will make you proud.”

El ena! Covenant groaned thickly. They haven't told her-she doesn't understand- Hellfire.

For a nonent, he ached under his hel pl essness, his inability to speak. But then a hoarse shout
fromthe Stonedown rescued him Looki ng down, he saw people standing in the center of the village
with their swords and spears uprai sed. Beyond them the surviving marauders fled for their lives
toward the open plains. A handful of the defenders gave savage pursuit, harried the creatures to
prevent as many as possi bl e from escaping.

| nredi atel y, Covenant started down the rocks. He heard Lena shout word of the victory to Slen
and the other people at the mouth of the cave, but he did not wait for her or them He ran down
out of the foothills as if he too were fleeing-fleeing fromLena, or fromhis fear for
Foanfol | ower, he did not know which. As swiftly as he could without slipping in the snow, he
hurried toward Mthil Stonedown.

But when he dashed between the houses and stunbled in anong the hacked corpses, he lurched to a
halt. Al around himthe snow and stone were spattered with bl ood-Iivid incarnadi ne patches, heavy
swat hs of red-gray serum di seased by streaks of green. Stonedownors-sone of themtorn linb from
linmb-1ay confused anid the litter of Lord Foul's creatures. But the perverse faces and forns of
the creatures were what drew Covenant's attention. Even in death, they stank of the aboni nation
whi ch had been practiced upon themby their naker, and they appalled himnore than ur-viles or
kresh or discol ored noons. They were so entirely the victins of Foul's contenpt. The sight and
snel |l of them nmade his guts heave. He dropped to his knees in the disfigured snow and vonited as
if he were desperate to purge hinself of his kinship with these creatures.

Lena caught up with himthere. Wen she saw him she gave a low cry and flung her arms around
him "Wat is wong?' she noaned. "Ch, beloved, you are ill."

Her use of the word beloved stung himlike acid flung fromthe far side °f Elena' s |ost grave.
It drove himreeling to his feet. Lena tried to help him but he pushed her hands away. Into the
concern of her face, he cried, "Don't touch ne. Don't." Jerking brokenly, his hands gestured at
the bodi es around him "They're lepers. Lepers like me. This is what Foul wants to do to
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everything." His nmouth twi sted around the words as if they shared the gall of his nausea.

Several Stonedownors had gathered near him Triock was anong them Hi s hands were red, and
blood ran froma cut along the line of his jaw, but when he spoke, he only sounded bitterer
harder. "It boots nothing to say that they have been nade to be what they are. Still they shed
bl ood-they ravage-they destroy. They nust be prevented."

"They're like me." Covenant turned panting toward Triock as if he nmeant to hurl himself at the
St onedownor's throat. But when he | ooked up he saw Foanfol | ower standing behind Triock. The G ant
had survived a fearsone struggle. The nuscles of his arns quivered with exhaustion. Hi s |eather
jerkin hung fromhis shoulders in shreds, and all across his chest were garish red sores-wounds
inflicted by the suckers of the rock destroyer. But a sated | ook glazed his deep-set eyes, and the
vestiges of a fierce grin clung to his |ips.

Covenant struggled for breath in the bl oody air of the Stonedown. The sight of Foanfoll ower
triggered a reaction he could not control. "Get your people together," he rasped at Triock. "I've
deci ded what |'m going to do."

The hardness of Triock's nmouth did not relent, but his eyes softened as he searched Covenant's
gaze. "Such choices can wait a little longer," he replied stiffly. "W have other duties. W nust
cleanse Mthil Stonedown -rid our hones of this stain." Then he turned and wal ked away.

Soon all the people who were whol e or strong enough were at work. First they buried their
fallen friends and kindred in honorable rocky cairns high in the eastern slopes of the valley. And
when that grimtask was done, they gathered together all the creature corpses and carted this
hacked and broken rubbl e downriver across the bridge to the west bank of the Mthil. There they
built a pyre like a huge warning blaze to any marauders in the South Plains and burned the dead
creatures until even the bones were reduced to white ash. Then they returned to the Stonedown.
Wth clean snow, they scrubbed it fromrimto center until all the blood and gore had been washed
fromthe houses and swept fromthe ground of the village.

Covenant did not help them After his recent exertions, he was too weak for such |abor. But he
felt cold, upright, and passionate, ballasted by the new granite of his purpose. He went with
Lena, Slen, and the Circle of elders to the banks of the river, and there hel ped treat the
injuries of the Stonedownors. He cl eaned and bound wounds, renoved slivers of broken weapons,
anput ated nmangl ed fingers and toes. Wen even the elders faltered, he took the blue-hot blade and
used it to clean the sores which covered Foanfoll ower's chest and back. H's fingers trenbled at
the task, and his hal fhand slipped on the knife's handle, but he pressed fire into the Gant's
oaken muscles until all the sucker wounds had been

seared.

Foanf ol | ower took a deep breath that shuddered with pain, and said, "Thank you, ny friend. That
is agrateful fire. You have nade it sonewhat |ike the caanora." But Covenant threw down the bl ade
wi t hout answering, and went to plunge his shaking hands into the icy waters of the Mthil. Al the
while, a deep rage nounted within him grew up his soul |ike slow vines reaching toward savagery.

Later, when all the wounded had been given treatnment, Slen and the elders cooked a neal for the
whole village. Sitting in the new cleanliness of the open center, the people ate hot savory stew
wi th unl eavened bread, cheese, and dried fruit. Covenant joined them Throughout the neal, Lena
tended himlike a servant. But he kept his eyes down, stared at the ground to avoid her face and
all other faces; he did not wish to be distracted fromthe process taking place within him Wth
cold deternination, he ate every scrap of food offered to him He needed nourishment for his
pur pose.

After the neal, Triock nmade new arrangenents for the protection of the Stonedown. He sent
scouts back out to the Plains, designed tentative plans against another attack, asked for
volunteers to carry word of the rock-destroying creatures to the Stonedown's nearest nei ghbors,
thirty | eagues away. Then at last he turned to the matter of Covenant's decision

Yeurquin and Quirrel sat down on either side of Triock as he faced the village. Before he
began, he gl anced at Foanfoll ower, who stood nearby. noliquely, Covenant observed that in the
pl ace of his ruined jerkin Foamfollower now wore an arm ess sheepskin cloak. It did not close
across his chest, but it covered his shoulders and back |like a vest. He nodded in response to
Triock's nute question, and Triock said, "Well, then. Let us delay no longer." In a rough
sardoni c tone, he added, "We have had rest enough

"My friends, here is ur-Lord Thonmas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold w el der. For good or
ill, the Gant and | have brought himto the Land. You know the |ore which has been abroad in the
Land since that day seven and forty years ago when the Unbeliever first cane to Mthil Stonedown
fromKevin's Watch. You see that he cones in the senblance of Berek Hal fhand, Heartthew and Lord-
Fat herer, and bears with himthe talisman of the wild nmagi ¢ which destroys peace. You have heard
t he anci ent song:
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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.

He is anong us now so that he may fulfill all his prophecies.
"My friends, a blessing in the apparel of disease may still right wongs. And treachers in any
other garb remain accursed. | know not whether we have wought |life or death for the Land in this

matter. But many brave hearts have held hope in the nane of the Unbeliever. The Lorewardens of the
Loresraat saw omens of good in the darkest deeds which cling to Covenant's nane. And it was said
anong themthat H gh Lord Mhoram does not falter in his trust. Each of you nust choose your own
faith. I choose to support the H gh Lord's trust."

"I, also," said Foanfollower quietly. "I have known both NMoram son of Variol and Thonas
Covenant . "
Orens, hell! Covenant nuttered to hinmself. Rape and betrayal. He sensed that Lena was gathering

herself to make sone kind of avowal. To prevent her, he pushed glaring to his feet. "That's not
all," he grated. "Tamarantha and Prothall and Mioram and who knows how many ot hers thought that |
was chosen for this by the Creator or whoever's responsible in the end. Take consol ation in that
if you can. Never mind that it's just another way of saying | chose nyself. The idea itself isn't
so crazy. Creators are the nost hel pl ess people alive. They have to work through unsufferable-they
have to work through tools as blunt and mi sbegotten and usel ess as nyself. Believe ne, it's easier
just to burn the world down, reduce it to innocent or clean or at |east dead ash. Wich nay be
what |'m doi ng. How el se could I-?"

Wth an effort, he stopped hinself. He had already iterated often enough the fundamental
unbelief with which he viewed the Land; he had no reason to repeat that it was a del usi on spawned
by his abysmal incapacity for Iife. He had gone beyond the need for such assertions. Now he had to
face their consequences. To begin, he broached a tangent of what was in his heart. "Did any of you
see a break in the clouds-sonetime-nmaybe a coupl e nights ago?"

Triock stiffened. "W saw," he said gruffly.

"Did you see the noon?"

"It was full."

"I't was green!" Covenant spat. Hi s vehemence cracked his swollen |ip, and a trickle of bl ood
started down his chin. He scrubbed the blood away with his nunb fingers, steadied hinmself on the
stone visage of his purpose. Ignoring the stares of the Stonedownors, he went on, "Never m nd
Never mind that. Listen. I'lIl tell you what we're going to do. I'Il tell you what you're going to
do."

He met Triock's gaze. Triock's lips were white with tension, but his eyes crouched in their
sockets as if they ached to flinch away from what they beheld. Covenant scowed into them "You're
going to find some way to | et Mioram know |' m here."

For an instant, Triock gaped involuntarily. Then he drew hinmself up as if he were about to
start yelling at Covenant. Seeing this, Foanfollower interposed, "U-Lord, do you know what you
ask? Revel stone is three hundred | eagues distant. In the best of tines, even a G ant could not
gain the high halls of Lord's Keep in less than fifteen days."

"And the Plains are a swarmwi th nmarauders!'' barked Triock. "Fromhere to the joining of the
Bl ack and Mthil rivers, a strong band m ght fight and dodge its way in twenty days. But beyond-in
the Center Plains-are the fell legions of the Gray Slayer. Al the Land from Andelain to the Last

Hlls is under their dom nion. Wth twenty thousand warriors, | could not battle my way even to
the Soul sease River in twice or ten tines fifty days.'
Covenant began, "I don't give a bl oody dam what-"

Flatly, Quirrel interrupted him "Further, you nust not call upon the Ranyhyn for aid. The
creatures of the Gray Slayer prize Ranyhyn-flesh. The Ranyhyn woul d be taken and eaten."

"I don't care!" Covenant fumed. "It doesn't matter what you think is possible or inpossible.
Everything here is inpossible. If we don't start doing the inpossible now, it'll be too late. And
Vhoram has got to know.'

"Why?" Anger still crackled in Triock's voice, but he was watching Covenant cl osely now,

scrutinizing himas if he could see sonething nmalignant grow ng behind Covenant's belligerence.

Under Triock's gaze, Covenant felt too ashaned to adnit that he had al ready refused a sunmons
from Moram He could taste the outrage with which all the Stonedownors would greet such a
confession. Instead, he replied, "Because it will make a difference to him If he knows where | am
if he knows what |'mdoing-it'll make a difference. He'll know what to do."

"What can he do? Revel stone is besieged by an arny as unanswerable as the Desert. Hi gh Lord
Mhoram and all the Council are prisoners in Lord's Keep. W are | ess hel pless than they."

"Triock, you're making a big mstake if you ever assunme that Mioramis hel pless."

"The Unbel i ever speaks truly," Foanfoll ower said. "The son of Variol is a man of nany
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resources. Mich that may appear inpossible is possible for him"

At this Triock | ooked at his hands, then nodded sharply. "I hear you. The Hi gh Lord nust be
told. But still I know not how such a thing may be acconplished. Mich which may appear possible to
G ants and white gold wielders is inpossible for ne."

"You' ve got one of those lomllialor rods," rasped Covenant. "They were nmade for
communi cation.”

Triock growl ed in exasperation. "l have told you that | lack the lore for such work. | did not
study the speaking of nmessages in the Loresraat.'
"Then learn. By hell! Did you expect it to be easy? Learn!'' Covenant knew how unfairly he was

treating Triock, but the exigency of his purpose countenanced neither consideration nor failure.

For a long nonment, Triock glared m serably at Covenant, and his hands twitched with anger and
hel pl essness. But then Quirrel whispered to him and his eyes w dened hopeful ly. "Perhaps, "he
murnured. "Perhaps it may be done.'' He nmade an effort to steady hinmself, forced a neasure of
calMmess into his face. "It is said '-he swallowed thickly-"it is said that an Unfettered One
lives in the nountains which protect the South Plains from Garroting Deep. Uncertain word of such
a One has been whi spered anong the southron villages for-many years. It is said that he studies
the sl ow breathing of the nountains-or that he gazes constantly across Garroting Deep in
contenpl ati on of Mel enkurion Skyweir-or that he lives in a high place to | earn the | anguage of the
wind. If such a One lives-if he may be found-perhaps he can nmake use of the H gh Wod as
cannot . "

A rustle of excitement ran through the circle at this idea. Triock took a deep breath and
nodded to his conmpanions. "I will make this attenpt.” Then a sardonic hue colored his voice. "If
it also goes astray, | will at |least know that | have striven to fulfill your choices

"Unbel i ever, what word shall | send to High Lord Mioram and the Council of Revel stone?"

Covenant | ooked away, raised his face to the | eaden sky. Snow had started to fall in the
vall ey; a scattering of flakes drifted on the breeze like instants of mst, dimrng the day even
further. They had an early | ook about them as if they presaged a heavy fall. For a monent,
Covenant watched them tunbl e through the Stonedown. He was acutely conscious of Triock's question
It confronted himstarkly, challenged the untried nettle of his purpose. And he feared to answer
it. He feared to hear hinself say things which were so insane. Wien he returned his gaze to the
wai ti ng Stonedownors, he replied obliquely, seeking fuel for his courage.

"Foanf ol | ower, what happened to your people?"

"My friend?"

"Tell me what happened to the G ants.”

Foanf ol | ower squirnmed at Covenant's scowl . "Ah, ur-Lord, there is no need for such stories now.
They are long in the telling, and would better suit another tinme. The present is full."

"Tell me!" Covenant hissed. "Bloody hell, Foanfollower! | want to know it all! | need-
everything, every damed despicabl e thing that
Foul - "

Wthout warning, Triock interrupted him "The G ants have returned to their Hone beyond the
Sunbirth Sea."

Covenant whirled toward Triock. The lie in his words was so pal pable that it |eft Covenant
gaspi ng, and around himthe Stonedownors gaped at Triock. But Triock nmet Covenant's aghast stare
wi t hout flinching. The cut along his jaw enphasized his deternmination. In a hard, steady voice
that cut through Covenant's superficial ire to the rage growing within him Triock said, "W have
sworn the Cath of Peace. Do not ask us to feed your hate. The Land will not be served by such
passi ons. "

"It's all 1've got!" Covenant answered thickly. "Don't you understand? | don't have anything
el se. Nothing! Al by itself, it has got to be enough."

Gravely, alnost sorrowfully, Triock said, "Such a foe cannot be fought with hate. | know |
have felt it in ny heart."”

"Hellfire, Triock! Don't preach at ne. I"'msick to death of being victinized. |I'msick of
wal ki ng meekly or at least quietly and just putting my head on the block. | amgoing to fight
this."

"Why?" Triock asked in a restrained voice. "Wiat will you fight for?"

"Are you deaf as well as blind?" Covenant wapped his arms around his chest to steady hinself.
"I hate Foul. |I've had all | can stand of-"

"No. | amneither deaf nor blind. | see and hear that you intend to fight. Wat will you fight
for? There is matter enough to occupy your hate in your owmn world. You are in the Land now. What
will you fight for?"

Hel | and bl ood! Covenant shouted silently. How nuch of ne do you want? But Triock's question
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t hrew hi m back upon hinmself. He could have replied: | hate Foul because of what he's doing to the
Land. But that sounded |like a disclaimer of responsibility, and he was too angry to deny his own
convictions. He was too angry, also, to give Triock any conforting answer. In a brittle voice, he

said, "I'mgoing to do it for nyself. So that | can at least believe in nme before | lose ny mnd
al t oget her."
This response silenced Triock, and after a nonent Foanfoll ower asked painfully, "M friend,

what will you do with your passion?"

Snow slow y thickened in the air. The flakes danced |ike notes of obscurity across Covenant's
vision, and the strain of his fierce stare made his unheal ed forehead throb as if his skull were
crippled with cracks. But he did not relent, could not relent now "There's only one good answer

to sonmeone like Foul." Yet in spite of his anger, he found that he could not neet Foanfollower's
gaze.

"What answer ?"

Involuntarily, Covenant's fingers bent into claws. "I'mgoing to bring Foul's Creche down

around his ears.”

He heard the surprise and incredulity of the Stonedownors, but he ignored them He |istened
only to Foanfollower as the G ant said, "Have you |l earned then how to nake use of the white gol d?"

Wth all the intensity of conviction he could nmuster, Covenant replied, "I'll find a way."

As he spoke, he believed hinself. Hatred woul d be enough. Foul could not take it from him
could not quench it or deflect its aim He, Thomas Covenant, was a |leper; he alone in all the Land
had the noral experience or training for this task. Facing between Foanfollower and Triock
addressing them both, he said, "You can either help me or not."

Triock met himsquarely. "I will not aid you. | will undertake to send word of you to High Lord
Morambut | will not share in this defamation of Peace."

"It is the wild magic, Triock," Foanfollower said as if he were pleading on Covenant's behal f,
"the wild magi c which destroys Peace. You have heard the song. Wiite gold surpasses all Qaths."

"Yet | will retain my own. Wthout the Cath, | would have slain the Unbeliever seven and forty
years ago. Let him accept that, and be content."”

Softly, the Gant said, "I hear you, ny friend. You are worthy of the Land you serve." Then he
turned to Covenant. "Ur-Lord, permit me to acconpany you. | ama Gant-1 nmay be of use. And |-
yearn to strike closer blows against the Soul crusher who so appalled ny kindred. And | know t he
peril. | have seen the ways in which we beconme what we hate. Pernmit ne."

Bef ore Covenant could reply, Lena junped to her feet. "Permt me also!l" she cried excitedly.

"Lena!" Triock protested.

She paid no attention to him "I w sh to acconpany you. | have waited so long. | have striven
to be worthy. |I have nothered a H gh Lord and ridden a Ranyhyn. | amyoung and strong. Ah, | yearn
to share with you. Permit me, Thomas Covenant."

The wi nd hunmed softly between the houses, carrying the snow |like haze into Covenant's eyes.

The flakes flicked cold at his sore lip, but still he nodded his approval of the gathering
flurries. A good snowfall would cover his trail. The snow nuffled the sounds of the village, and
he seened to be speaking to hinself as he said, "Let's get going. |I've got debts to pay."

[ SEVEN] Message to Revel stone

Though his jaws ached with protests, Triock gave the orders which sent several of his conrades
hurrying to collect supplies for Covenant, Foanfollower, and Lena. |In that nonent, the giving of
those orders seened to be the hardest thing he had ever done. The restraint which had all owed
Covenant to live seven and forty years ago pal ed by conparison. The exertions which had brought
Covenant to the Land now | ost their meaning. Lena Atiaran-daughter's desire to acconpany the
Unbel i ever turned all Triock's |ong years of devotion to dust and loss, and all his lavish |ove
had been wast ed.

Yet he could not refuse her-could not, though he had the authority to do so. He was one of
Mthil Stonedown's Circle of elders, and by old Stonedown tradition, even narriages and | ong
journeys were subject to the approval of the Circle. Furthernore, he was the acknow edged | eader
of Mthil Stonedown's defense. He could have conmanded Lena to stay at hone, and if his reasons
were valid, all the Stonedown woul d have fought to keep her.

H s reasons were valid. Lena was old, half confused. She m ght hanper Covenant's novenents; she
nm ght even risk his life again, as she had so recently. She would be in danger fromall the
enem es between Mthil Stonedown and Foul's Creche. Covenant was the one man responsible for her
condition, the nan who had permanently warped the channel of her life. And he, Triock son of
Thul er-he | oved her.
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Yet he gave the orders. He had never |oved Lena in a way which woul d have enabled himto
control her. At one time, he had been ready to break his Cath of Peace for her, but throughout
nmost of his life now he had kept it for her. He had done his utnost to raise her daughter free of
shame and outrage. He could not begin nowto refuse the cost of a love to which he had so entirely
gi ven hi nsel f.

Once that ordeal was over, he grew sonewhat calnmer. In the back of his heart, he believed that
if there were any hope for the Land in Thomas Covenant, it depended upon Covenant's responses to
Lena. Then his chief bitterness lay in the fact that he hinself could not acconpany Covenant coul d
not go along to watch over Lena. He had his own work to do, work which he acknow edged and
approved. Through the yearning clench of his jaws, he told hinself that he would have to rely on
Sal t heart Foanf ol | ower.

Wth a brusque novenent, he pushed the gray snow out of his eyes and | ooked toward the G ant.
Foanfol | ower net his gaze, canme over to him and said, "Be easy at heart, ny friend. You know t hat
I am not an inconsiderable ally. I will do all I can for both."

"Take great care," Triock breathed through his teeth. "The eyes which saw our work upon Kevin's
Watch are yet open. W did not close themin this battle."

Foanf ol | ower studied this thought for a nonment, then said, "If that is true, then it is you who
must take the greatest care. You bear your H gh Wod into the hazard of the South Plains."

Triock shrugged. "H gh Whod or white gold-we nust all tread cunningly. | can send none of ny
people with you."

Wth a nod of approval, the G ant said, "I would refuse if they were offered. You will need

every sword. The nountains where you will seek this Unfettered One are many | eagues di stant, and
you will be required to fight much of your way."

The clench of Triock's teeth made his voice rasp harshly. "I take none but Quirrel and Yeurquin
with ne."

Foanfol |l ower started to protest, but Triock cut himoff. "I need the speed of few conpanions.
And Mthil Stonedown stands now in its gravest peril. For the first time, we have given open

battle to the marauders. Wth the power we reveal ed on Kevin's Watch, and the strength of our
victory here, we have decl ared beyond question that we are not nere vagabond warriors, seeking
refuge in lifel ess hones. W have defended our Stonedown-we are an unbeaten people. Therefore the
eneny will return against us with a host to dwarf this |ast band. No, Rockbrother," he concl uded
grimy, "every war-ready hand must remain to hold what we have won-|est our foes break upon the
St onedown |i ke a wave and | eave not one hone standing.”

After a nonent, Foanfoll ower sighed. "I hear you. Ah, Triock- these are grave tines indeed.
will rest easier when ny friend Mioramson O Variol has received word of what we do."

"You believe | will succeed?"

"Who can if you cannot? You are hardy and know edgeable, famliar with plains and nmountai ns-and
mar auders. You have accepted the need, though your feet yearn to foll ow other paths. Those who
pursue their heart's desire risk nmore subtle failures and treacheries. In sone ways, it is well to
| eave your soul wish in other hands."” He spoke nusingly, as if in his thoughts he were conparing
Triock's position with his own. "You can acconplish this nessage purely."

"I reap one other blessing also," Triock returned through a nmouthful of involuntary gall. "The
burden of nercy falls on your shoul ders. Perhaps you will bear it nore easily."
Foanf ol | ower sighed again, then sniled gently. "Ah, ny friend, | know nothing of mercy. My own

need for it is too great."

The sight of Foanfollower's smling regret made Triock wi sh that he could protest agai nst what
the G ant said. But he understood only too well the conplex |oss and rue which wei ghed on
Foanfol | ower. Instead, he returned the best smle he coul d nmanage and sal uted Foanfol | ower from
the bottom of his heart. Then he turned away to nake his own preparations for travel

In a short tine, he packed bl ankets, an extra cloak, a small stoneware pot of graveling,
supplies of dried neat, cheese, and fruit, and a knife to replace the one he had gi ven Covenant,
in a knapsack. He took only a few nmonments to whet his sword, and to secure his lomllialor rod in
the tunic belt under his cloak. Yet when he returned to the open center of the Stonedown, he found
Covenant, Foanfollower, and Lena ready to depart. Lena carried her own few bel ongings in a pack
like his; Foanfollower had all the supplies for the three of themin his |eather sack, which he
slung easily over his shoul der; and Covenant's wounded face held a | ook of intentness or
frustration, as if only the hurt on his mouth kept himfrom conplaining inmpatiently. In that | ook
Triock caught a glinpse of how fragile Covenant's avowed hatred was. It did not appear to be a
sust ai ni ng Passion. Triock shivered. A foreboding distrust told himthat Thonmas Covenant's resol ve
or passion would not suffice.

But he cl enched the thought to hinmself as he returned Foanfollower's final salute. There was
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not hi ng he could say. And a nonent later, the Gant arid his two conpani ons had di sappeared
nort hward between the houses.

Their footmarks filled with snow and faded fromsight until Mthil Stonedown seened to retain
no record of their passing.

Guffly, Triock said to Yeurquin and Quirrel, "W also nust depart W nust |eave this valley
whil e the snow hol ds."

Hs two friends nodded w t hout question. Their faces were enpty of expression; they |ooked |ike
peopl e from whom conbat had drained all other considerations-carried their short javelins as if
the killing of enemes were their sole interest. Fromthem Triock drew a kind of serenity. He was
no H gh Wbod wi el der to them no bearer of burdens which would have bent the back of a Lord. He
was only a man, fighting as best he could for the Land, wi thout pretensions to w sdom or prophecy.
This was a proper role for a Cattleherd in tines of war, and he wel coned it.

G rded by the readiness of his conpanions, he went to the other elders and spent a short tinme
di scussing with them Mthil Stonedown's precautions against future attacks. Then he left his hone
to themand went out into the snow again as if it were the duty of his life.

Fl anked by Quirrel and Yeurquin, he left the village by the northward road, and crossed without
stealth the stone bridge to the western side of the valley. He wanted to nake good tine while the
snow cover |lasted, so he stayed on the easiest route until he neared the end of the horn of
nmount ai ns which formed the Mthil valley's western wall. At that point, he noved off the road and
started up into the foothills that clung around the tip of the horn

He intended to skirt the peaks west and south alnmost as far as Doomls Retreat, then sw ng
northwest toward the isol ated wedge of nountains which defended the South Plains from Garroting
Deep. He could not take the straight march westward. In the open Plains, he would certainly
encount er marauders, and when he did, he would have to flee wherever they chased him So he chose
the rugged terrain of the foothills. The higher ground would give himboth a vantage fromwhich to
wat ch for enenies and a cover in which to hide fromthem

Yet, as he pl odded upward through the snow, he feared the choice he had made. In the foothills,
he woul d need twenty days to reach those nountains beyond Dooms Retreat; twenty days woul d be
| ost before he could begin to search for the Unfettered One. In that tine, Covenant and his
conpani ons might travel all the way to Landsdrop or beyond. Then any nessage which the High Lord
m ght receive would be too | ate; Covenant woul d be beyond any hand but the Gray Slayer's.

Wth that dread in his heart, he began the arduous work of rounding the pronontory.

He and his conrades had reached the first | ee beyond the horn when the snowfall ended, late
that afternoon. There he ordered a halt. Instead of running the risk of being seen-brown agai nst
the gray slush of the snow he made canp and let the | ong weariness which had been his constant
conpani on since he first began fighting lull himto sleep

Sonetinme after nightfall, Yeurquin awakened him They noved on again, chewi ng strips of dried
meat to keep some warnth in their bones, and washing the salt fromtheir throats with nouthfuls of
the unsavory snow. In the cloud-Iocked darkness, they made sl ow progress. And every | eague took
themfarther fromthe hills they knew nost intimately. After a tortuous and unsuccessful effort to
scal e one bluff slope, Triock cursed the dreary clasp of the sky and turned to descend toward
easi er ground nearer the Plains.

For nost of the night, they traveled the |ower hillsides, but when they felt dawn crouching
near, they clinbed again to regain their vantage. They pushed upward until they gained a high
ridge fromwhich they could see a long stretch of the way they had conme. There they stopped.
During the gray seepage of day into the air, they opened their snokel ess graveling pots and cooked
one hot neal. Wien they were done, they waited until the wind had obliterated all their tracks.
Then they set watches, slept.

They followed this pattern for two nore days-down out of the foothills at dusk, |ong, dark
ni ght -trek, back toward higher ground at dawn for one hot neal and sl eep-and during these three
days, they saw no sign of any life, human or aninmal, friend or foe, anywhere; they were alone in
the cold gray world and the forlorn wind. Trudging as if they were half crippled by the snow, they
pressed t hensel ves t hrough the chapped solitude toward Doom's Retreat. Aside fromthe
unpredictably crisp or nmuffled noises of their own novenent, they heard nothing but the over-
stressed cracklings of the ice and the scrapings of the wind, fractured in their ears by the
runpled hills.

But in the dawn of the fourth day, while they watched the wind slowy filling the footnmarks of
their train, they saw a dull, ugly, yellow novenent cross one rib of the hills bel ow them and cone
hunting upward in their direction. Triock counted ten in the pack

"Kresh!" Yeurquin spat under his breath.

Quirrel nodded. "And hunting us. It nust be that they passed downw nd of us during the night."
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Tri ock shivered. The fearsonme yell ow wol ves were not familiar to the people of the South
Plains; until the last few years, the kresh had lived primarily in the regions north of Ra
foraging into the North Plains when they could not get Ranyhyn-flesh. And many thousands of them
had been slain in the great battle of Doonis Retreat. Yet they soon replenished their nunbers, and
now scavenged in every part of the Land where the hand of the Lords no |onger held sway. Triock
had never had to fight kresh, but he had seen what they could do. A year ago, one huge pack had
anni hil ated the whol e popul ati on of @ eam Stonedown, in the crystal hills near the joining of the
Bl ack and Mthil rivers; and when Triock had wal ked through the deserted village, he had found
nothing but rent clothes and splinters of bone.

"Mel enkurion!" he breathed as he gauged the speed of the yell ow wolves. "W nust clinb
swiftly."

As hi s conpani ons slung their packs, he searched the terrain ahead for an escape or refuge. But
despite their roughness, the hills and sl opes showed nothi ng which the wol ves mght find
i npassabl e; and Triock knew of no defensible caves or valleys this far fromMthil Stonedown.

He turned upward. Wth Quirrel and Yeurquin behind him he started along a ridge of foothills
toward the nountai ns.

In the lee of the ridge, the snow was not thick. They nade good speed as they clinbed and
scranbl ed toward the nearest nountain flank. But it rose sheerly out of the hillslope ahead,
preventing escape in that direction. Wien the western valley beside the ridge rose up toward the
mount ai n, Triock swung to the right and ran downward, traversed the valley, |unged through the
pil ed snow toward the higher ground on the far side.

Bef ore he and his conpanions reached the top, the | eading kresh crested the ridge behind them
and gave out a ferocious how. The sound hit Triock between his shoul der bl ades like the flick of
a flail. He stopped, whirled to see the wolves rushing like yellow death along the ridge hardly
five hundred yards fromhim

The sight made the skin of his scalp craw, and his cold-stiff cheeks twitched as if he were
trying to bare his teeth in fear. Wthout a word, he turned and attacked the clinb again, threw
hi msel f through the snow until his pul se pounded and he seened to be surrounded by his own
gaspi ng.

When he gained the ridge top, he paused | ong enough to steady his gaze, then scanned the
terrain ahead. Beyond this rib of the foothills, all the ground in a wide half-circle reaching to
the very edge of the mountains fell steeply away into a deep valley. The valley was roughly
conical in shape, open to the plains only through a sheer ravine on its north side. It offered no
hope to Triock's searching eyes. But clinging to the nountain edge beyond a narrow | edge al ong the

lip of the valley was a broken pile of boulders, the remains of an old rockfall. Triock's
attention |leaped to see if the boul ders coul d be reached al ong the | edge.

"Co!" Quirrel nuttered urgently. "I will hold them here."

"Two javelins and one sword," Triock panted in response. "Then they will outweigh us seven to
two. | prefer you alive.'' Pointing, he said, "W nust cross that |edge to the rocks. There we

can strike at the kresh from above. Cone."

He started forward again, driving his tired | egs as fast as he could, and Quirrel and Yeurquin
followed on his heels. Wen they reached the rough ground where the ridge blended into the cliff,
they clanmbered through it toward the | edge.

At the ledge, Triock hesitated. The lip of the valley was packed in snow, and he could not tel
how much solid rock was hi dden under it. But the kresh were howing up the hill behind him he had
no tine to scrape the snow clear. Gitting his teeth, he pressed hinself against the cliff and
started outward.

Hs feet felt the slickness of the |ledge. Ice covered the rock under the snow. But he had
become accustonmed to ice in the course of this preternatural winter. He noved with small, unabrupt
steps, did not let hinself slip. In noments, Quirrel and Yeurquin were on the | edge as well, and
he was halfway to his destination

Suddenly, a muffled boomlike the snapping of old bones echoed off the cliff. The | edge jerked.
Triock scrambl ed for handholds in the rock, and found none. He and his conrades were too far from
safety at either end of the |edge.

An instant later, it fell under their weight. Plunging |like stones in an aval anche, they
tunbl ed hel pl essly down the steep side of the valley.

Triock tucked his head and knees together and rolled as best he could. The snow protected him
fromthe inpacts of the fall, but it also gave way under him prevented himfrom stopping or
sl owi ng hinself. He could do nothing but hug hinself and fall. D slodged by the collapse of the
| edge, nore snow slid into the valley with him adding its weight to his nonentumas if it were
hurling himat the bottom In wild vertigo, he lost all sense of how far he had fallen or how far
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he was fromthe bottom Wen he hit |evel ground, the force of the jolt slamed his breath away,
I eft himstunned while snow piled over him

For a tine, he lay snothered under the snow, but as the dizziness relaxed in his head, he began
to recover. He thrust hinself to his hands and knees. Gasping, he fought the darkness which
swarned his sight |ike clouds of bats rushing at his face. "Quirrel!" he croaked. "Yeurquin!"

Wth an effort, he made out Quirrel's legs protruding fromthe snow a short di stance away.
Beyond her, Yeurquin lay on his back. A bloody gash on his tenple marred the blank pallor of his
face. Neither of them noved.

Abruptly, Triock heard the scrabbling of claws. A savage how |ike an anthem of victory
snatched his gaze away from Quirrel and Yeurquin, made him | ook up toward the slope of the valley.

The kresh were charging furiously down toward him They had chosen a shallower and | ess
snowbound part of the ridge side, and were racing with rapaci ous abandon toward their fallen prey.
Their | eader was hardly a dozen yards from Tri ock

He noved instantly. His fighting experience took over, and he reacted w t hout thought or
hesitation. Snatching at his sword, he heaved erect, presented hinself as a standing target to the
first wolf. Fangs bared, red eyes blazing, it |eaped for his throat. He ducked under it, tw sted,
and wrenched his sword into its belly.

It sailed past himand crashed into the snow, lay still as if it were inpaled on the red trail
of its blood. But its nonentum had torn his sword fromhis cold hand.

He had no chance to retrieve his weapon. Already the next wolf was gathering to spring at him

He dove out fromunder its |leap, rolled heels over head, snapped to his feet holding his
lomllialor rod in his hands.

The rod was not nmade to be a weapon; its shapers in the Loresraat had w ought that piece of
H gh Whod for other purposes. But its power could be made to burn, and Triock had no ot her
defense. Crying the invocation in a curious tongue understood only by the lillianrill, he swing
the H gh Whod over his head and chopped it down on the skull of the nearest wolf.

At the inpact, the rod burst into flanme Iike a pitch-soaked brand, and all the wolf's fur
caught fire as swiftly as tinder.

The flame of the rod | apsed i mredi ately, but Triock shouted to it and hacked at a kresh
boundi ng at his chest. Again the power flared. The wolf fell dead in scream ng fl anes.

Anot her and anot her Triock slew But each blast, each unwonted exertion of the H gh Wod's
m ght, drained his strength. Wth four kresh sizzling in the snow around him his breath canme in
ragged heaves, gaps of exhaustion veered across his sight, and fatigue clogged his linbs like iron
fetters.

The five remai ning wol ves circled himviciously.

He could not face themall at once. Their yellow fur bristled in violent snears across his
sight; their red and horrid eyes flashed at himabove their wet chops and i nm nent fangs. For an
instant, his fighting instincts faltered.

Then a wei ght of conpact fury struck himfrom behind, slamed himfacedown in the tranpled
snow. The force of the blow stunned him and the weight on his back pinned him He could do
not hi ng but hunch his shoul ders agai nst the rendi ng poi sed over the back of his neck. But the
wei ght did not nove. It lay as inert as death across his shoul der bl ades.

His fingers still clutched the lonmillialor

Wth a convul sive heave, he rolled to one side, tipped the heavy fur off him It smeared him
with bl ood-blood that ran, still pulsing, fromthe javelin which pierced it just behind its
forel eg.

Anot her javelined kresh lay a few paces away.

The | ast three wol ves dodged and feinted around Quirrel. She stood over Yeurquin, whirling her
sword and cursi ng.

Triock lurched to his feet.

At the sane tine, Yeurquin noved, struggled to get his |l egs under him Despite the wound on his
tenple, his hands pulled instinctively at his sword.

The sight of himnmade the wol ves hesitate.

In that instant, Triock snatched a javelin fromthe nearest corpse and hurled it with the
strength of triunph into the ribs of another kresh

Yeur qui n was unsteady on his feet; but with one lunbering hack of his sword, he nanaged to
disable a wolf. It lurched away fromhimon three |l egs, but he caught up with it and cleft its
skul I.

The last kresh was already in full flight. It did not run yipping, with its tail between its
| egs, like a thrashed cur; it shot straight toward the narrow outlet of the valley as if it knew
where allies were and intended to sunmon them
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"Quirrel!" Triock gasped.

She noved instantly. Ripping her javelin free of the nearest wolf, she bal anced the short shaft
across her palm took three quick steps, and lofted it after the running kresh. The javelin arched
so high that Triock feared it would fall short, then plunged sharply downward and caught the wolf
in the back. The beast collapsed in a rolling heap, flopped several tines across the snow,
throwing blood in all directions, quivered, and lay still.

Triock realized dimy that he was breathing in rough sobs. He was so spent that he could hardly
retain his grip on the lomlIlialor. Wien Quirrel came over to him he put his arns around her, as
much to gain strength fromher as to express his gratitude and conradeship. She returned the clasp
briefly, as if his gesture enbarrassed her. Then they noved toward Yeurquin.

Mutely, they inspected and tended Yeurquin's wound. Under other circunstances, Triock would not
have considered the hurt dangerous; it Was clean and shallow, and the bone was unharnmed. But
Yeurquin still needed time to rest and heal-and Triock had no time. The plight of his nmessage was
now nore urgent than ever

He said nothing about this. Wile Quirrel cooked a nmeal, he retrieved their weapons, then
buried all the kresh and the bl ood of battle under nounds of gray snow. This woul d not disguise
what had happened from any cl ose inspection, but Triock hoped that a chance eneny passing al ong
the rimof the valley would not be attracted to | ook cl oser

When he was done, he ate slowy, gathering his strength, and his eyes junped around the valley
as if he expected ur-viles or worse to rise up suddenly fromthe ground against him But then his
mout h | ocked into its habitual dour lines. He nade no concessions to Yeurquin's injury; he told
his companions flatly that he had decided to | eave the foothills and risk cutting strai ght west
toward the nountains where he hoped to find the Unfettered One. For such a risk, the only
possibility of success lay in speed.

Wth their supplies repacked and their weapons cleaned, they left the valley through its narrow
northward outlet at a | ope.

They travel ed during the day now for the sake of speed. Half draggi ng Yeurquin behind them
Triock and Quirrel trotted doggedly due west, across the cold-blasted flatland toward the eastnost
out croppi ng of the nountains. As they noved, Triock prayed for snow to cover their trail

By the end of the next day, they caught their first glinpses of the great storm which brooded
for nmore than a score of |eagues in every direction over the approaches to Dooms Retreat.

North of that defile through the nountains, the parched ancient heat of the Southron WAstes net
the Gay Slayer's winter, and the result was an i Mmense storm rotating against the mountain walls
whi ch bl ocked it on the south and west. Its outer edges conceal ed the forces which raged wthin,
but even fromthe distance of a day's hard traveling, Triock caught hints of hurricane conditions:
cycling winds that ripped along the ground as if they neant to | ay bare the bones of the earth;
snow as thick as night; gelid air cold enough to freeze blood in the warnest places of the heart.

It lay directly across his path.

Yet he led Quirrel and Yeurquin toward it for another day, hurried in the direction of the
stormis core until its outer winds were tugging at his garnments, and its first snows were packing
wetly against his windward side. Yeurquin was in grimcondition-blood oozed |Iike exhaustion
t hrough the overstrained scabs of his wound, and the tough fiber of his stam na was frayed and
| oosened |ike a breaking rope. But Triock did not turn aside. He could not attenpt to skirt the
storm could not swing north toward the middle of the South Plains to go around. During the first
night after the battle with the kresh, he had seen watch fires northeast of him They were
following him He had studied themthe next night, and had perceived that they were noving
straight toward him gaining ground at an alarmng rate.

Sone eneny had felt his exertion of the lomllialor. Some eneny knew his scent now and pursued
himlike rmounting furor.

"We cannot outrun them" Quirrel observed grimy as they huddl ed together under the lip of the
stormto rest and eat.

Triock said nothing. He could hear Covenant rasping, If we don't start doing the inpossible.
Doi ng t he inpossible.

A nonment |ater, she sniffed the wind. "And | do not like the taste of this weather. There is a
blizzard here-a blast raw enough to strike the flesh fromour linbs."

The inpossible, Triock repeated to hinmself. He should have said to the Unbeliever, "I was born
to tend cattle. | amnot a man who does inpossible things.”" He was tired and old and unw se. He
shoul d have taken Lena and led his people toward safety deep in the Southron Range, should have
chosen to renew the ancient exile rather than all ow one extravagant stranger to bend all Mthil
St onedown to the shape of his terrible purpose.

Wthout |looking at him Quirrel said, "W nust separate."

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson...ant%203%20The%20Power%20That%20Preserves.txt (59 of 191) [1/19/03 11:29:29 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%203%20T he%20Power%20T hat%20Preserves.txt
"Separate," Yeurquin groaned holl owy.

"We nust confuse the trail-confuse these"-she spat fiercely along the wind-"so that you may
find your way west."

| npossi ble. The word repeated itself like a weary litany in Triock's m nd.

Quirrel raised her eyes to face himsquarely. "W nust."

And Yeurqui n echoed, "Must."

Triock | ooked at her, and the winkles around his eyes winced as if even the skin of his face
were afraid. For a moment, his jaw worked soundl essly. Then he grimaced. "No."

Quirrel tightened in protest, and he forced hinmself to explain. "W would gain nothing. They do
not follow our trail-they could not followa trail so swiftly. Your trails would not turn them
asi de. They follow the spoor of the H gh Wod."

"That cannot be," she replied incredulously. "I sense nothing of it froman arms reach away."
"You have no eyes for power. If we part, you will |eave ne al one against them"

"Separate," Yeurquin groaned again.

"No!" Anger filled Triock's mouth. "I need you."

"I slow you," the injured man returned enptily, fatally. H's face | ooked pale and sl ack, frost-

rimed, defeated

"Cone!" Triock surged to his feet, quickly gathered his supplies and threw his pack over his
shoul ders, then stal ked away across the wind in the direction of the storms heart. He did not
| ook behind him But after a moment Quirrel caught up with himon the right, and Yeurquin cane
shanbling after himon the left. Together, they cut their way into the blizzard.

Before they had covered a | eague, they were stunbling against wind and snow as if the angry air
were assaulting themwith fine granite chips of cold. Snow piled against them and the wind tore
through their clothes as if the fabric were thinner than gauze. And in another |eague, they | ost
the light of day; the mounting snow flailed it out of the air. Qirrel tried to provide sonme |ight
by uncovering a small urn of graveling, but the wind snatched the fire-stones fromthe urn
scattered themlike a brief burning plume of genms from her hands. Wen they were gone, Triock
could hardly nake out her formhuddled dinmly near him too cold even to curse what had happened.
Yeur qui n had dropped to the ground when they had stopped, and al ready he was al nbst buried in
snow. Ahead of themunnuffled now by the outer w nds-Triock could see sonething of the rabid how
and scourge of the stormitself, the hurricane or blizzard shrieking at the violence of the forces
which forned it.

Its fury slamred against his senses |ike the crunbling of a mountain. Peering at it, he knew
that there was nothing erect within it, no beast or man or Gant or tree or stone; the
mael strom ng wi nds had | ong since | evel ed everything which had dared raise its head above the
battered line of the ground. Triock had to protect his eyes with his hands. |Inpossible was a pal e
word to describe the task of wal king through that storm But it was his only defense agai nst
pursuit.

Wth all the strength he could nuster, he lifted Yeurquin and hel ped the injured man |urch
onwar d.

Bl ack wi nd and sharp snow cl anped down on him stanped at him slashed sideways to cut his | egs
fromunder him Cold blinded him deafened him nunbed him he only knew that he had not lost his
conpani ons because Quirrel clutched the back of his cloak and Yeurquin sagged with grow ng
hel pl essness against him But he hinmself was failing, and could do nothing to prevent the |oss. He
could hardly breathe; the wind ripped past himso savagely that he caught only inadequate pieces
of it. Yeurquin's weight seenmed unendurable. He jerked woodenly to a halt. Qut of a sinple and
unanswer abl e need for respite, he pushed Yeurquin away, forced himto support hinself.

Yeurquin reeled, tottered a few steps along the wind, and abruptly vani shed-di sappeared as
completely as if a sudden maw of the blizzard had swal | owed him

"Yeurquin!" Triock screaned. "Yeurquin!"

He dashed after his friend, grappling, groping frantically for him For an instant, a di mshape
scudded away just beyond his reach. "Yeurquin!" Then it was gone, scattered into the distance like
a handful of brittle | eaves on the raving w nd.

He ran after it. He was hardly conscious of Quirrel's grip on his cloak, or of the w nd
yamering at his back, inpelling himsouthward, away from his destination. Fear for Yeurquin drove
every ot her thought fromhis nmind. Suddenly he was no | onger the bearer of inpossible nessages for
the Lords. Wth a rush of passion, he becane nere Triock son of Thuler, the former Cattleherd who
could not bear to abandon a friend. He ran along the wind in search of Yeurquin as if his sou
depended on it.

But the snow struck at his back |ike one vicious blow prolonged into tornent; the w nd yel ped
and yow ed in his nunb ears, unnmoored his bearings; the cold sucked the strength out of him
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weakened himas if it frosted the blood in his veins. He could not find Yeurquin. He had rushed
past his friend unknowi ng in the darkness-or Yeurquin had sonewhere found the strength to turn to
one side against the wind-or the injured man had sinply fallen and di sappeared under the snow.
Triock shouted and groped and ran, and encountered nothing but the storm Wen he tried to turn
his head toward Quirrel, he found that inches of ice had already forned on his shoul ders, freezing
his neck into that one strained position. Hi s very sweat turned to ice on him He could not resist
the blast. If he did not keep stumbling tortuously before the wind, he would fall and never rise
agai n.

He kept going until he had forgotten Yeurquin and Covenant and nessages, forgotten everything
except the exertion of his steps and Quirrel's grimgrasp on his cloak. He had no conception of
where he was goi ng; he was not goi ng anywhere except along the wi nd, always al ong the w nd.
Gradual |y the storm becane silent around himas the crusting snow froze over his ears. Leagues
passed unnoticed. Wien the ground abruptly canted upward under him he fell to his hands and
knees. A wave of nunbness and lassitude ran through himas if it were springing fromthe frostbhite
in his hands and feet.

Sonet hi ng shook his head, something was hitting himon the side of his head. At first, the ice
protected him then it broke away with a tearing pain as if it had taken his ear with it. The
how i ng of wind denmons rushed at him and he al nost did not hear Quirrel shout, "Hlls! Foothills!
Cinmb! Find shelter!"

He was an old nman, too old for such labor. He was a strong Stonedown Cattleherd, and did not
intend to die frozen and usel ess. He lunbered to his feet, struggled upward.

Leani ng weakly back against the wind, he ascended the ragged slope. He realized dimy that both
wi nd and snow were |l ess now. But still he could see nothing; nowthe stormitself was wapped in
ni ght. When the sl ope becane too steep for the wind to push himup it, he turned to the side which
of fered the | east resistance and went on, lunbering blindly through knee-deep snow, letting the
blizzard gui de hi mwherever it chose.

Yet in spite of the night and the storm his senses becane slowy aware of |oomng rock walls.
The wind lost its single fury, turned to frigid gusts and eddi es, and he |inped between sheer
close cliffs into a valley. But the disruption of the stormis force cane too late to save him The
valley floor lay waist-deep in heavy gray snow, and he was too exhausted to make nuch headway
against it. Once again, he found he was supporting a conrade; Qirrel hung fromhis shoul ders like
spent nortality. Soon he could go no farther. He fell into a snowbank, gasping into the snow, '
Tire. Must-fire."

But his hands were too frozen, his arnms were too |locked in ice. He could not reach his
lomllialor rod, could never have pulled flame fromit. Quirrel had already |ost her graveling.
And his was in his pack. It nmight as well have been | ost also; he could not free his shoul ders
fromthe pack straps. He tried to rouse Quirrel, failed. The lower half of her face was caked in
ice, and her eyelids fluttered as if she were going into shock

"Fire," Triock rasped. He was sobbing and could not stop. Frustration and exhaustion
overwhel med him The snow towered above himas if it would go on forever

Tears froze his eyes shut, and when he pried them open again, he saw a yellow flane flickering
its way toward him He stared at it dunbly. It bobbed and weaved forward as if it were riding the
wi ck of an invisible candle until it was so close to his face that he could feel its warm radi ance
on his eyeballs. But it had no wick. It stood in the air before his face and flickered urgently,
as if it were trying to tell him something.

He coul d not nove; he felt that ice and exhaustion had already frozen his |inbs to the ground
But when he gl anced away fromthe flanme, he saw others, three or four nore, dancing around hi m and
Quirrel. One of themtouched her forehead as if it were trying to catch her attention. Wen it
failed, it flared slightly, and at once all the flanmes left, scurried away down the valley. Triock
wat ched themgo as if they were his l[ast hope.

Then the cold canme over himlike slunber, and he began to | ose consci ousness. Unable to help
hi msel f, he sagged toward night. The cold and the snow and the valley faded and were replaced by
vague faces- Lena, Elena, Atiaran, Trell, Saltheart Foanfollower, Thomas Covenant. They al
regarded himw th supplication, inmploring himto do sonething. If he failed, their deaths would
have no neaning. "Forgive me," he breathed, speaking especially to Covenant. "Forgive."

"Perhaps | shall,"” a distant voice replied. "It will not be easy-l do not desire these
intrusions. But you bear a rare token. | see that | nust at |east help you."

Struggling, Triock turned his sight outward again. The air over his head was bright with
dancing flanes, each no larger than his hand. And anbng them stood a tall nman dressed only in a
| ong robe the color of granite. He net Triock's gaze awkwardly, as if he were unaccustoned to
dealing with eyes other than his own. But when Triock croaked, "Help," he replied quickly, "Yes.
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will help you. Have no fear."

Movi ng decisively, he knelt, pulled open Triock's cloak and tunic, and placed one warm pal mon
his chest. The man sang softly to hinself, and as he did so, Triock felt a surge of heat pour into
him Hi s pul se steadi ed al nost at once; his breathing uncl enched; w th wondrous speed, the
possibility of nmovenent returned to his linbs. Then the man turned away to help Quirrel. By the
time Triock was on his feet anpong the bobbing flanmes, she had regai ned consci ousness.

He recogni zed the flames now, he had heard of themin some of the happi est and saddest | egends
of the Land. They were Waiths. As he shook his head clear of ice, he heard through the gusting
wi nd snatches of their light crystal song, music like the nelody of perfect quartz. They danced
about himas if they were asking himquestions which he woul d never be able to understand or
answer, and their |ights bemused him so that he stood entranced anpong them

The tall man distracted himby hel ping Quirrel to her feet. Surrounded by Waiths, he raised
her, supported her until she could stand on her own. Then for a noment he | ooked unconfortably
back and forth between her and Triock. He seemed to be asking hinself if he could justify |eaving
them there, not helping themfurther. Al nbst at once, however, he made his decision. The distant
roar of the blizzard rose and fell as if sonme hungry stormanimal strove to gain access to the
vall ey. He shivered and said, 'Cone. Foul's winter is no place for flesh and blood."

As the man turned to nove toward the upper end of the valley, Triock said abruptly, "You are
One of the Unfettered."

"Yes. Yet | aid you.'' His voice vanished as soon as it appeared on the tattered wind. "I was
once Wodhel venni n. The hand of the Forest is upon ne- And you"-he was thrusting powerfully away
through the snow as if he were talking to hinself, as if he had been compani onl ess for so | ong
that he had forgotten how people listen-"bear lomllialor."

Triock and Quirrel pushed after him His gait was strong, unweary, but by follow ng his path
through the drifts, they were able to keep up with him The Waiths lighted their way with crysta
musi c until Triock felt that he was moving through a pocket of Andelain, a brief eldritch
incarnation of clean light and warnth amid the Gay Slayer's preternatural mal evol ence. In the
danci ng encouragenent of the flames, he was able to disregard his great fatigue and follow the
Unfettered One's song:

Lone

Unfri ended

Bondl ess

Lone-

Drink of loss until "tis done:

Til solitude has cone and gone,

And silence is comuni on-

And yet

Unfri ended

Bondl ess

Lone.

Slowy, they worked their way up to the end of the valley. It was bl ocked by a huge litter of
boul ders, but the Unfettered One |l ed themalong an intricate path through the rocks. Beyond, they
entered a sheer ravine which gradually closed over their heads until they were walking into a
bl ack cave lit only by the flickering of the Waiths. In tine, the crooked | ength of the cave shut
out all the wind and winter. Warnth grew around Triock and Quirrel, causing their garments to drip
thickly. And ahead they saw nore |ight.

Then they reached the cave end, the Unfettered One's honme. Here the cave expanded to forma
| arge chamber, and all of it was alive with Iight and nmusic, as scores of Waiths flaned and
curtsied in the air. Sone of themcycled through the center of the chanber, and others hung near
the black walls as if to illumnate inscriptions on the gleaning facets of the stone. The fl oor
was rude granite nmarked by lunps and projecting surfaces which the Unfettered One clearly used as
chairs, tables, bed. But the walls and ceiling were as black as obsidian, and they were covered
with reflective irregular planes like the nyriad fragnents of a broken mrror in which the Waith
I ight would have dazzl ed the beholders if the surfaces had not been nade of black stone. As it
was, the chanber was warm and evocative; it seened a fit place for a seer to read the witing
graved within the heart of the nountain.

At the mouth of the chanber, Triock and Quirrel shed their packs and cl oaks, opened their ice-
stiff inner garnents to the warnth. Then they took their first clear ook at their rescuer. He was
bal d except for a white fringe at the back of his head, and his nouth hid in a gnarled white
beard. Hi s eyes were so heavily couched in winkles that he seened to have spent generations
squinting at illegible comunications; and this inpression of age was both confirned by the old
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pal | or of his skin and denied by the upright strength of his frane. Now Triock could see that his
robe had been white at one tinme. It had gained its dull granite color fromlong years of contact
with the cave walls.

In his home, he seened even nore disturbed by the Stonedownors. H's eyes flicked fearful and
surprised glances at themnot as if he considered themevil, but rather as if he distrusted their
clunmsiness, as if his life lay in fragile sections on the floor and m ght be broken by their feet.

"I have little food," he said as he watched the puddl es which Triock and Quirrel |eft behind.
"Food al so-1 have no tine for it." But then an old nenory seened to pass across his face-a
recollection that the people of the Land did not treat their guests in this way. Triock felt
suddenly sure that the One had been living in this cave before he, Triock, was born. "I am not
accustoned,"” the man went on as if he felt he should explain hinself. "One |life does not suffice
When | found | could not refuse succor to the Waiths-much tine was | ost. They repay ne as they
can, but nuch- nuch- How can | live to the end of ny work? You are costly to ne. Food itself is
costly."

As Triock recovered hinself in the cave's nouth, he renenbered his nmessage to the Lords, and
his face tightened into its famliar frown. "The Gay Slayer is costly," he replied grimy

H s statenment disconcerted the Unfettered One. "Yes,'' he nunbl ed. Bendi ng quickly, he picked
up a large flask of water and a covered urn containing dried fruit. "Take all you require," he
said as he handed these to Triock. "I have-1 have seen sone of the Despiser's work. Here." He

gestured vaguely at the walls of his cave.

There was little fruit in the urn, but Triock and Quirrel divided it between them As he
munched his share, Triock found he felt a great deal better. Al though the neager amount of food
hardly touched his hunger, his skin seened to be absorbing nourishnment as well as warnth fromthe
Waith light. And the radiance of the flanmes affected himin other ways also. Gadually the
nunbness of frostbite faded fromhis fingers and toes ears; blood and health flowed back into them
as if they had been treated with hurtl oam Even the habitual sourness which galled his nouth
seened to decline.

But his nmission renained clear to him Wen he was sure that Quirrel had regai ned her
stability, he asked her to go a short way out of the tunnel to stand guard.

She responded tightly, "WII pursuit cone even here?"

"Who can say?" The Unfettered One did not appear to be listening, so Triock went on: "But we
must have this One's aid-and | fear he will not be persuaded easily. W must not be surprised here
with the nessage unattenpted.”

Quirrel nodded, approving his caution though she clearly believed that no pursuit could have
foll owed them through the blizzard. Wthout delay, she collected her cloak and weapons and noved
away down the cave until she was out of sight beyond the first bend.

The Unfettered One watched her go with a question in his face.

"She will stand guard while we talk," Triock answered.

"Do we require guarding? There are no ill creatures in these nmountains-in this winter. The
animal s do not intrude.”
"' Foes pursue ne," said Triock. " | bear my own ill-and the Land' s need." But there he

faltered and fell silent. For the first tine, he realized the imensity of his situation. He was
face to face with an Unfettered One and Waiths. In this cave, acconpanied by dancing flanmes, the
One studi ed secret |ores which mght have anazed even the Lords. Awe crowded forward in Triock
his own audacity daunted him "Unfettered One," he nunbled, "lore-servant-1 do not intrude
willingly. You are beyond ne. Only the greatness of the need drives-"

"I have saved your life,'" the One said brusquely. "I know nothing of other needs."

"Then | nust tell you." Triock gathered hinmself and began, "The Gray Slayer is abroad in the
Land-"

The tall man forestalled him "I know nmy work. | was given the Rites of Unfettering when
Tamar ant ha was Staff-El der of the Loresraat, and know not hing el se. Except for the intrusion of
the Waiths-except- which I could not refuse-1 have devoted ny neager flesh here, so that | m ght
work my work and see what no eyes have seen before. | know nothing el se-no, not even how the
Waiths cane to be driven from Andel ai n, though they speak of ur-viles and- Such talk intrudes."

Triock was amazed. He had not known that Tamarantha Variol -mate had ever been Staff-El der of
the Loresraat, but such a tine nust have been decades before Prothall becane Hi gh Lord at
Revel stone. This Unfettered One nmust have been out of touch with all the Land for the past four-
or five-score years. Thickly, awefully, Triock said, "Unfettered One, what is

your wor k?"

A grimace of distaste for explanations touched the man's face. "W rds- | do not speak of it.
Wrds falter." Abruptly, he noved to the wall and touched one of the stone facets gently, as if he
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were caressing it. "Stone is alive. Do you see it? You are Stonedownor-do you see it? Yes, alive-
alive and alert. Attentive. Everything-everything which transpires upon or within the Earth is
seen- behel d-by the Earthrock."” As he spoke, enthusiasm cane over him Despite his awkwardness, he
could not stop once he had begun. Hi s head | eaned close to the stone until he was peering deeply
into its flat blackness. "But the-the process-the action of this seeing is slow Lives |like mne
are futilely swift- Tinme-tinme!-is consunmed as the seeing spreads-fromthe outer surfaces inward.
And this time varies. Some veins pass their perception in to the nmountain roots in mllennia.

O hers require mllennia of mllennia.

"Here"-he gestured around hi mw thout noving fromwhere he stood-"can be seen the entire
ancient history of the Land. For one whose work is to see. In these nyriad facets are a nyri ad
perceptions of all that has occurred. All!

"It is ny work to see-and to discover the order-and to preserve- so that the whole life of the
Land may be known."

As he spoke, a trenmor of passion shook the Unfettered One's breathing.

"Since the coning of the Waiths, | have studied the fate of the One Forest. | have seen it
since the first seed grew to becone the great Tree. | have seen its awakening-its awareness-the
peaceful communi on of its Land-spanni ng consci ousness. | have seen Forestals born and slain. |

have seen the Col ossus of the Fall exercise its interdict. The hand of the Forest is upon ne.
Here''-his hands touched the facet into which he stared as if the stone were full of anguish-"I

see nen with axes-nen of the ground with bl ades forned fromthe bones of the ground-I see them cut-
[ o

H s voice trenbled vividly. "I am Wodhelvennin. In this rock | see the desecration of trees.
You are Stonedownor. You bear a rare fragnent of H gh Wod, precious lomllialor"

Suddenly, he turned fromthe wall and confronted Triock with a flush or urgent fervor, al nost
of desperation, in his old face.'" Gve it to nme!" he begged. "It will help ne see." He cane
forward until his eager hands nearly touched Triock's chest. "My life is not the equal of this
rock. "

Triock did not need to think or speak. If Covenant hinself had been standing at his back, he
woul d not have acted differently; he could not distrust an Unfettered One any nore than he could
have di strusted a Lord.

W thout hesitation, he drew out the High Wod rod and placed it in the tall man's hands. Then
very quietly, he said, "The foes who pursue ne also seek this lonillialor. It is a perilous thing
| have given you."

The One did not appear to hear. As his fingers closed on the wood, his eyes rolled shut, and a
qui ver passed through his frane; he seenmed to be drinking in the H gh Wod's uni que strength
t hrough hi s hands.

But then he turned outward again. Wth several deep breaths he steadied hinself until he was
gazing calmy into Triock's face.

"Perilous,"” he said. "I hear you. You spoke of the Land's need. Do you require aid to fight
your foes?"

"I require a nessage." Al at once, Triock's own urgency cane boiling up in him and he
spouted, "The whole Land is at war! The Staff of Law has been |ost again, and with it the Law of
Deat h has been broken! Creatures that destroy stone have attacked Mthil Stonedown. Revel stone

itself is besieged! | need-!"

"I hear you," the tall man repeated. Hi s earlier awkwardness was gone; possession of the High
Wod seened to nmake hi mconfident, capable. "Do not fear. | have found that | nust help you al so
Speak your need."

Wth an effort, Triock wenched hinmself into a senblance of control. "You have heard the

Waiths," he rasped. "They spoke to you of ur-viles-and white gold. The bearer of that white gold
is a stranger to the Land, and he has returned. The Lords do not know this. They nust be told."

"Yes." The One held Triock's hot gaze. "How?"

"The Loresraat formed this H gh Wod so that nessages may be spoken through it. | have no lore
for such work. I am a Stonedownor, and ny hands are not apt for wood. I-"

But the Unfettered One accepted Triock's explanation with a wave of his hand. "Wo," he asked,
"who in Revel stone can hear such speaki ng?"

"Hi gh Lord Moram"

"I do not know him How can | reach hin? | cannot direct ny words to himif |I do not know him?"

I nspired by urgency, Triock answered, "He is the son of Tamarantha Variol-nate. You have known
Tanmar ant ha. The thought of her will guide you to him"

"Yes," the One nused. "It is possible. | have-1 have not forgotten her."

"Tell the High Lord that Thomas Covenant has returned to the Land and seeks to attack the G ay
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Slayer. Tell himthat Thomas Covenant has sworn to destroy Foul's Creche.™

The One's eyes widened at this. But Triock went on: "The message nust be spoken now. | have
been pursued. A blizzard will not prevent any eyes which could see the H gh Wwod in my grasp.”
"Yes," the tall man said once nore. "Very well-1 will begin. Perhaps it will bring this

intrusion to an end."

He turned as if dismissing Triock fromhis thoughts, and noved into the center of his cave.
Faci ng the entrance of the chanber, he gathered the Waiths around himso that he was surrounded
inlight, and held the lomllialor rod up before his face with both hands. Quietly, he began to
sing-a delicate, alnpst wordl ess nelody that sounded strangely like a transposition, a rendering
into human tones, of the Waith song. As he sang, he closed his eyes, and his head tilted back
until his forehead was raised toward the ceiling.

"Mhoram'' he nmurmured through the pauses in his song, "Moram Son of Variol and Tamarant ha.
Open your heart to hear ne."

Triock stared at him tense and entranced.

" Tanmar ant ha- son, open your heart. NMhoram™

Slow y, power began to gleamfromthe core of the snooth rod.

The next .instant, Triock heard feet behind him Sonmething about them sonething deadly and
abomi nabl e, snatched his attention, spun himtoward the entrance to the chanber.

A voice as harsh as the breaking of stone grated, "Gve it up. He cannot open his heart to you
He is caught in our power and will never open his heart again."

Yeurquin stood just within the cave, eyes exalted with madness.

The sight stunned Triock. Yeurquin's frozen apparel had been partially torn fromhim and
wherever his flesh was bare the skin hung in frostbitten tatters. The blizzard had clawed his face
and hands to the bone. But no bl ood came from his wounds.

He bore Quirrel in his arms. Her head dangl ed abjectly from her broken neck

When he saw Yeurquin, the Unfettered One recoiled as if he had been struck-reel ed backward and
st aggered agai nst the opposite wall of the cave, gaping in soundl ess horror

Together, the Waiths fled, screamng

"Yeurquin." The death and wong which shone fromthe man nade Triock gag. He croaked the nane
as if he were strangling on it. "Yeurquin?"

Yeurquin |l aughed with a ragged, nauseating sound. In gleeful savagery, he dropped Quirrel to
the floor and stepped past her. "W neet at last," he rasped to Triock. " | have | abored for this
encounter. | think I will nake you pay for that |abor."

"Yeur qui n?" Staggering where he stood, Triock could see that the nman shoul d have been dead; the
storm danage he had suffered was too great for anyone to survive. But sone force animated him
sone ferocity that relished his death kept himnoving. He was an incarnated nightnare.

The next monent, the Unfettered One nastered his shock, rushed forward. Welding the
lomllialor before himlike a weapon, he cried hoarsely, " Turiya Raver! Tree foe! | know you-I
have seen you. Melen-kurion abatha! Leave this place. Your touch desecrates the very Earth.'

Yeurquin wi nced under the flick of the potent words. But they did not daunt him "Better dead
feet like mine than idiocy like yours," he smirked. "I think I will not leave this place until |
have tasted your blood, Unfettered wastrel. You are so quick to give your life to nothing. Now you
will giveit to ne."

The One did not flinch. "I will give you nothing but the lonmllialor test of truth. Even you
have cause to fear that, Turiya Raver. The Hi gh Wod will burn you to the core.”

"Fool!" the Raver |aughed. "You have |ived here so |ong that you have forgotten the nmeani ng of
power!"

Fearl essly, he started toward the two nen.

Wth a sharp cry, Triock threw off his stunned dismay. Sweeping his sword fromits scabbard, he
sprang at the Raver

Yeur qui n knocked himeffortlessly aside, sent himcareening to smack his head agai nst the wall
Then Turiya closed with the Unfettered One.

Pai n sl ammed t hrough Triock, flooded his mnd with blood. Gelid agony shrieked in his chest
where the Raver had struck him But for one noment, he resisted unconsciousness, lurched to his
feet. In torment, he saw turiya and the Unfettered One fighting back and forth, both grasping the
H gh Wod. Then the Raver howl ed triunphantly. Bolts of sick, red-green power shot up through the
Unfettered One's arns and shattered his chest.

When Triock plunged into darkness, the Raver had already started to disnmenber his victim He
was | aughing all the while.

[ El GHT] W nter
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Wth snow swirling around himlike pal pable mst, Thomas Covenant left Mthil Stonedown in the
conmpany of Saltheart Foanfoll ower and Lena daughter of Atiaran. The sensation of purpose ran high
in himhe felt that all his conplex rages had at |ast found an effective focus-and he strode
i mpatiently northward al ong the snow clogged road as if he were no | onger conscious of his still-
unheal ed forehead and lip, or of the damaged condition of his feet, or of fatigue. He wal ked
| eani ng ahead into the wind like a fanatic.

But he was not well, could not pretend for any length of tine that he was well. Snowfl akes
hurried around himlike subtle gray chips of Lord Foul's nalice, seeking to drain the heat of his
life. And he felt burdened by Lena. The nother of Elena his daughter stepped proudly at his side
as if his conpani onship honored her. Before he had traveled half a | eague toward the nouth of the
vall ey, his knees were trenbling, and his breath scraped unevenly past his sore lip. He was forced
to stop and rest.

Foanf ol | ower and Lena regarded himgravely, concernedly. But his fornmer resolution to accept
hel p had deserted him he was too angry to be carried like a child. He rejected with a grinace the
tacit offer in Foanfollower' s eyes.

The G ant al so was not well-his wounds gave hi m pai n-and he appeared to understand the inmpul se
behi nd Covenant's refusal. Qietly, he asked, "My friend, do you know the way"-he hesitated as if
he were searching for a short nane-"the way to Ri dj eck Thome, Foul's Creche?"

"I"'mleaving that to you."

Foanfol | ower frowned. "I know the way-I have it graven in ny heart past all forgetting. But if
we are separated-"

"I don't have a chance if we're separated,” Covenant nmuttered nordantly. He wi shed that he
could |l eave the sound of |eprosy out of his voice, but the nalady was too rife in himto be
stifled.

" Separ at ed? Who speaks of separation?" Lena protested before Foanfoll ower could reply. "Do not
utter such things, Gant. W will not be separated. | have preserved-1 will not part fromhim You
are old Gant. You do not renmenber the giving of life tolife in |ove-or you woul d not speak of
separation."

In sone way, her words twi sted the deep knife of Foanfollower's hurt. "Ad, yes." Yet after a
monent he forced a wy grin onto his lips. "And you are altogether too young for me, fair Lena.”

Covenant wi nced for them both. Have nmercy on ne, he groaned. Have nercy. He started forward
agai n, but alnobst at once he tripped on a snow hi dden roughness in the road.

Lena and Foanfol | ower caught himfromeither side and upheld him

He | ooked back and forth between them "Treasure-berries. | need aliantha."

Foanf ol | ower nodded and nmoved away briskly, as if his Gantish instincts told himexactly where
to find the nearest aliantha. But Lena retained her hold on Covenant's arm She had not pulled the
hood of her robe over her head, and her white hair hung |ike wet snow. She was gazing into
Covenant's face as if she were fam shed for the sight of him

He endured her scrutiny as long as he could. Then he carefully renoved his armfromher fingers

and said, "If I'mgoing to survive this, I'll have to learn to stand on ny own."

"Way ?'' she asked. "All are eager to aid-and none nore eager than I. You have suffered enough
for your al oneness."

Because I'mall | have, he answered. But he could not say such a thing to her. He was terrified

by her need for him

When he did not reply, she glanced down for a nonent, away fromthe fever of his gaze, then
| ooked up again with the brightness of an idea in her eyes. "Sumon the Ranyhyn."

The Ranyhyn?

"They will conme to you. They conme to ne at your command. It has hardly been forty days since
they last cane. They conme each year on"- she faltered, |ooked around at the snow with a nenory of
fear in her face-"on the nmddle night of spring.'' Her voice fell until Covenant could hardly hear
her. "This year the winter cold in ny heart would not go away. The Land forgot spring-forgot-
Sunl i ght abandoned us. | feared- feared that the Ranyhyn woul d never cone again-that all mny dreans
were folly.

"But the stallion came. Sweat and snow froze in his coat, and ice hung fromhis muzzle. Hs
breath steaned as he asked ne to nount him But | thanked himfromthe bottomof ny heart and sent
hi m home. He brought back such thoughts of you that | could not ride."

Her eyes had left his face, and now she fell silent as if she had forgotten why she was
speaki ng. But when she rai sed her head, Covenant saw that her old face was full of tears. "Ch, ny
dear one,'' she said softly, "you are weak and in pain. Sumon the Ranyhyn and ride them as you
deserve."
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"No, Lena.'' He could not accept the kind of help the Ranyhyn woul d give him He reached out
and awkwardly brushed at her tears. His fingers felt nothing. "I nade a bad bargain with them
|'ve made not hing but bad bargains.”

"Bad?" she asked as if he amazed her. "You are Thomas Covenant the Unbeliever. How could any
doi ng of yours be bad?"

Because it let me commit crimes.

But he could not say that aloud either. He reacted instead as if she had struck the touchstone

of his fury.
"'Listen, | don't know who you think I amthese days; maybe you've still got Berek Hal fhand on
the brain. But I'mnot himl'mnot any kind of hero. |I'mnothing but a broken-down |eper, and |I'm

doing this because |I've had it up to here with being pushed around. Wth or w thout your conpany
I"mgoing to start getting even regardl ess of any ni sbegotten whatever that tries to get in ny

way. |'mgoing to do it my own way. |If you don't want to wal k, you can go hone."
Bef ore she had a chance to respond, he turned away from her in shane, and found Foanfol | ower
standi ng sadly beside him "And that's another thing," he went on al nost w thout pause. "I have

also had it with your confounded misery. Either tell me the truth about what's happened to you or
stop sniveling." He enphasized his |ast two words by grabbing treasure-berries fromthe Gant's
open hands. "Hell and blood! I"'msick to death of this whole thing." Garing up at the Gant's
face, he jammed aliantha into his nouth, chewed themwi th an air of hel pl ess belligerence.

"Ah, my friend," Foanfollower breathed. "This way that you have found for yourself is a
cataract. | have felt it in nyself. It will bear you to the edge in a rush and hurl you into
abysses fromwhich there is no recovery.'

Lena's hands touched Covenant's arm again, but he threw themoff. He could not face her. Still
glaring at Foanfollower, he said, "You haven't told nme the truth.'' Then he turned and stal ked
away through the snow. In his rage, he could not forgive hinself for being so unable to
di stingui sh between hate and grief.

Treasure-berries supplied by both Foanfoll ower and Lena kept him going through nost of the
afternoon. But his pace remained slow and ragged. Finally his strength gave out when Foanf ol | ower
gui ded himoff the road and eastward into the foothills beyond the nouth of the valley. By then
he was too exhausted to worry about the fact that the snowfall was ending. He sinply lunbered into
the lee of a hill and lay down to sleep. Later, in half-conscious nonments, he discovered that the
G ant was carrying him but he was too tired to care.

He awoke sonetinme after dawn with a pl easant sensation of warnth on his face and a snell of
cooking in his nostrils. Wen he opened his eyes, he saw Foanfoll ower crouched over a graveling
pot a few feet away, preparing a nmeal. They were in a small ravine. The | eaden skies clanped over
themlike a coffin lid, but the air was free of snow. Beside him Lena |lay deep in weary sl unber.

Softly, Foanfollower said, "She is no | onger young. And we wal ked until near dawn. Let her
sleep.” Wth a short gesture around the ravine, he went on: "We will not be easily discovered
here. We should remain until nightfall. It is better for us to travel at night." He sniled
faintly. "More rest will not harmyou."”

"I don't want to rest," Covenant nuttered, though he felt dull with fatigue. "I want to keep
novi ng. "

"Rest," Foanfoll ower comanded. "You will be able to travel nore swiftly when your health has
i mproved. "

Covenant acqui esced involuntarily. He |lacked the energy to argue. Wiile he waited for the neal
he inspected hinself. Inwardly, he felt steadier; sonme of his self-possession had returned. The
swelling of his |lip had receded, and his forehead no | onger seened feverish. The infection in his
battered feet did not appear to be spreading.

But his hands and feet were as nunb as if they were being gradually gnawed off his |inbs by
frostbite. The backs of his knuckles and the tops of his arches retained sone sensitivity, but the
essenti al deadness was anchored in his bones. At first he tried to believe that the cause actually
was frosthite. But he knew better. His sight told himclearly that it was not ice which deadened
hi m

H s | eprosy was spreading. Under Lord Foul's dom nion-under the gray nalignant wi nter-the Land
no | onger had the power to give himhealth.

Dream health! He knew that it had always been a lie, that |eprosy was incurable because dead
nerves could not be regenerated, that the previous inpossible aliveness of his fingers and toes
was the one incontrovertible proof that the Land was a dream a del usion. Yet the absence of that
heal th staggered him dismayed the secret, yearning recusancy of his i medicable flesh. Not
anynore, he gaped dunbly. Now he had been bereft of that, too. The cruelty of it seened to be nore
t han he coul d bear
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"Covenant ?" Foanfol | ower asked anxiously. "My friend?" Covenant gaped at the G ant as well, and
anot her realization shook him Foanfoll ower was closed to him Except for the restless grief which
crouched behind the G ant's eyes, Covenant could see nothing of his inner condition, could not see

whet her his conpanion was well or ill, right or wong. Hi s Land-born sight or penetration had been
truncated, crippled. He nmight as well have been back in his own blind, inpervious, superficia
wor | d.

"Covenant ?" Foanf ol | ower repeated

For a tine, the fact surpassed Covenant's conprehension. He tested-yes, he could see the
interm nable corruption eating its ill way toward his wists, toward his heart. He could snell the
potential gangrene in his feet. He could feel the vestiges of poison in his lip, the residua
fever in his forehead. He could see hints of Lena's age, Foanfollower's sorrow. He could taste the
mal evol ence which hurled this winter across the Land- that he could perceive w thout question. And
he had surely seen the ill in the marauders at Mthil Stonedown.

But that was no feat; their wong was witten on themso legibly that even a child could read
it. Everything else was essentially closed to him He could not discern Foanfollower's spirit, or
Lena's confusion, or the snow s fal seness. The stubbornness whi ch shoul d have been apparent in the
rocky hillsides above himwas invisible. Even this rare gift which the Land had twi ce given him
was hal f deni ed hi m now.

"Foanfollower." He could hardly refrain fromnoaning. "It's not coming back. | can't-this
winter-it's not com ng back."

"Softly, nmy friend. | hear you. I1"-a wy smile bent his lips-"I have seen what effect this
Wi nter has upon you. Perhaps | should be grateful that you cannot behold its effect upon ne.”

"What effect?" Covenant croaked.

Foanf ol | ower shrugged as if to deprecate his own plight. "At tines- when | have been too | ong
unsheltered in this wind-1 find | cannot renenber certain precious Gantish tales. My friend,

G ants do not forget stories.”

"Hell and bl ood." Covenant's voi ce shook convul sively. But he neither cried out nor noved from
his bl ankets. "Get that food ready,” he juddered. "I've got to eat."” He needed food for strength.
Hi s purpose required strength.

There was no question in himabout what he meant to do. He was shackled to it as if his |eprosy
were an iron harness. And the hands that held the reins were in Foul's Creche.

The stew whi ch Foanfol |l ower handed to himhe ate severely, trenmorously. Then he lay back in his
bl ankets as if he were stretching hinmself on a slab, and coerced hinself to rest, to remain still
and conserve his energy. Wen the warm stew, and the | ong debt of recuperation he owed to hinself,
sent himdrifting toward slunber, he fell asleep still glowering thunderously at the bleak, gray,
cl oud- | ocked sky.

He awoke again toward noon and found Lena yet asleep. But she was nestling agai nst himnow,
smiling faintly at her dreams. Foanfollower was no | onger nearby.

Covenant gl anced around and | ocated the G ant keeping watch up near the head of the ravine. He
waved when Covenant | ooked toward him Covenant responded by carefully extricating hinmself from
Lena, clinbing out of his blankets. He tied his sandals securely onto his nunb feet, tightened his
jacket, and went to join the G ant.

From Foanfol |l ower's position, he found that he could see over the rins of the ravine into its
nat ural approaches. After a nonent, he asked quietly, "How far did we get?" Hi s breath steaned as
if his nmouth were full of snoke.

"We have rounded the northnost point of this pronmontory,” Foam follower replied. Noddi ng back
over his left shoulder, he continued, "Kevin's Watch is behind us. Through these hills we can gain
the Plains of Ra in three nore nights."

"W shoul d get going," nuttered Covenant. "I'min a hurry."

"Practice patience, ny friend. W will gain nothing if we hasten into the arns of marauders."

Covenant | ooked around, then asked, "Are the Ranmen letting narauders get this close to the
Ranyhyn? Has sonet hi ng happened to thenf"

"Perhaps. | have had no contact with them But the Plains are threatened al ong the whole | ength
of the Roansedge and Landrider rivers. And the Ranmen spend thensel ves extravagantly to preserve
the great horses. Perhaps their nunbers are too few for themto ward these hills."

Covenant accepted this as best he could. "Foanfollower," he murmured, "whatever happened to all
that G antish talk you used to be so fanobus for? You haven't actually told ne what you're worried
about. Is it those 'eyes' that saw you and Triock sumon ne? Every tine | ask a question, you act
as if you've got |ockjaw "

Wth a dimsnile, Foanfollower said, "I have lived a brusque life. The sound of ny own voice is
no | onger so attractive to ne."
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"I's that a fact?" Covenant draw ed. "I've heard worse."

"Perhaps," Foanfollower said softly. But he did not explain.

The G ant's reticence made Covenant want to ask nore questions, attack his own ignorance
sonmehow. He was sure that the issues at stake were large, that the things he did not yet know
about the Land's doom were i mensely inportant. But he renenbered the way in which he had
extracted information from Banner on the plateau of R venrock. He could not forget the
consequences of what he had done. He |eft Foanfollower's secrets al one.

Down the ravine fromhim Lena's slunber becanme nore restless. He shivered to hinself as she
began to flinch fromside to side, whinpering under her breath. An inmpulse urged himto go to her
prevent her fromthrashing about for fear that she might break her old, frail bones; but he
resisted. He could not afford all that she wanted to nmean to him

Yet when she jerked up and | ooked frantically around her, found that he was gone from her side-
when she cried out piercingly, as if she had been abandoned-he was already hal fway down the ravine
toward her. Then she caught sight of him Surging up from her blankets, she rushed to neet him
threw herself into his arns. There she clung to himso that her sobs were nuffled in his shoul der

Wth his right hand-its remaining fingers as nunb and awkward as if they should have been
anput at ed- he stroked her thin white hair. He tried to hold her consolingly to make up for his
utter lack of confortable words. Slowy, she regained control of herself. Wen he eased the
pressure of his enbrace, she stepped back. "Pardon ne, bel oved, "she said contritely. "I feared
that you had left me. | amweak and foolish, or I would not have forgotten that you are the
Unbel i ever. You deserve better trust."”

Covenant shook his head dunbly, as if he wished to deny everything and did not know where or
how to begin.

"But | could not bear to be without you," she went on. "In deep nights-when the cold catches at
nmy breast until | cannot keep it out-and the mirror lies to ne, saying that | have not kept nyself
unchanged for you-I have held to the prom se of your return. | have not faltered, no! But |
| earned that | could not bear to be w thout you-not again. | have earned-lI have- But | could not
bear it-to sneak alone into the night and crouch in hiding as if | were ashanmed-not again."

"Not again," Covenant breathed. In her old face he could see Elena clearly now, |ooking so
beautiful and lost that his love for her wenched his heart. "As long as |I'mstuck in this thing-
won't go anywhere without you."

But she seened to hear only his proviso, not his promse. Wth angui sh in her face, she asked,
"Must you depart?"

"Yes." The stiffness of his mouth nade it difficult for himto speak gently; he could not
articulate without tearing at his newy formed scabs. "I don't belong here."

She gasped at his words as if he had stabbed her with them Her gaze fell away fromhis face.
Panting, she nmurnured, "Again! | cannot_ cannot- Ch, Atiaran ny nother! | love him | have given
my life without regret. Wien | was young, | ached to follow you to the Loresraat to succeed so
boldly that you could say, 'There is the neaning of ny life, there in nmy daughter.' | ached to

marry a Lord. But | have given-"

Abruptly, she caught the front of Covenant's jacket in both hands, pulled herself close to him
thrust her gaze urgently at his face. "Thonmas Covenant, will you marry nme?"

Covenant gaped at her in horror

The excitenment of the idea carried her on in a rush. "Let us marry! Oh, dearest one, that would
restore nme. | could bear any burden. W do not need the perm ssion of the elders-I have spoken to
them many tinmes of ny desires. | know the rites, the solem pronises-l can teach you. And the
G ant can witness the sharing of our lives." Before Covenant could gain any control over his face,
she was pleading with him "Ch, Unbeliever! | have borne your daughter. | have ridden the Ranyhyn
that you sent to nme. | have waited-! Surely |I have shown the depth of ny | ove for you. Bel oved,
marry me. Do not refuse.”

Her appeal nade himcringe, nade himfeel grotesque and unclean. In his pain, he wanted to turn
hi s back on her, push her fromhimand wal k away. Part of himwas already shouting, You're crazy,
old woman! It's your daughter | |ove! But he restrained himself. Wth his shoul ders hunched like a
strangler's to choke the violence of his responses, he gripped Lena's wists and pull ed her hands
fromhis jacket. He held themup so that his fingers were directly in front of her face. "Look at
my hands,” he rasped. "Look at ny fingers."

She stared at themw I dly.

"Look at the sickness in them They aren't just cold-they're sick, nunb with sickness al nost
all the way across nmy palns. That's ny disease."

"You are closed to me," she said desol ately.
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"That's leprosy, | tell you! It's there-even if you're blind to it, it's there. And there's
only one way you can get it. Prolonged exposure. You might get it if you stayed around ne |ong
enough. And children-what's marriage w thout children?" He could not keep the passion out of his
voice. "Children are even nore susceptible. They get it nore easily--children and-and ol d peopl e.

When | get wiped out of the Land the next time, you'll be left behind, and the only absolutely
guaranteed |l egacy you'll have fromme is |leprosy. Foul will make sure of it. On top of everything
else, I'll be responsible for contanminating the entire Land."

"Covenant - bel oved, " Lena whi spered, "I beg you. Do not refuse '' Her eyes swamw th tears, torn
by a cruel effort to see herself as she really was. "Behold, | amfrail and faulty. | have neither
worth nor courage to preserve nyself alone. | have given- Please, Thomas Covenant." Before he
could stop her, she dropped to her knees. "I beg-do not shane ne in the eyes of ny whole life."

Hi s defensive rage was no nmatch for her. He snatched her up fromher knees as if he nmeant to
break her back, but then he held her tenderly, put all the gentleness of which he was capable into
his face. For an instant, he felt he had in his hands proof that he-not Lord Foul -was responsible
for the msery of the Land. And he could not accept that responsibility wi thout rejecting her
What she asked himto do was to forget-

He knew that Foanfoll ower was watching him But if Triock and Moram and Banner had been behi nd

himas well-if even Trell and Atiaran had been present-he woul d not have changed his answer.
"No, Lena,'' he said softly. "I don't love you right-I don't have the right kind of love to
marry you. |1'd only be cheating you. You're beautiful -beautiful. Any other man wouldn't wait for

you to ask him But I'mthe Unbeliever, renenber? I'mhere for a reason. Wth a sick tw sting of
his lips that was as close as he could cone to a smile, he finished, "Berek Halfhand didn't marry
his Queen, either."

His words filled himwith disgust. He felt that he was telling her a lie worse than the lie of
marryi ng her-that any confort he might try to offer her violated the severe truth. But as she
realized what he was saying, she caught hold of the idea and clasped it to her. She blinked
rapidly at her tears, and the harsh effort of holding her confusion at bay faded fromher face. In
its place, a shy smle touched her lips. "Am | your Queen then, Unbeliever?" she asked in a tone
of wonder.

Roughl 'y, Covenant hugged her so that she could not see the savagery which white-knuckled his
countenance. "Of course." He forced up the words as if they were too thick for his aching throat.
"No one else is worthy."

He held her, half fearing she would collapse if he let her go, but after a | ong nonent, she
wi thdrew fromhis enbrace. Wth a | ook that rem nded hi mof her sprightly girlhood, she said, "Let
us tell the Gant," as if she wished to announce sonething better than a betrothal

Toget her, they turned and clinbed armin armup the ravine toward Sal theart Foanfol |l ower.

When they reached him they found that his buttressed visage was still wet with weeping. G ay
i ce sheened his face, hung like beads fromhis stiff beard. H s hands were gripped and straining
across his knees. "Foanfollower," Lena said in surprise, "this is a nonent of happiness. Wy do
you weep?"

H s hands jerked up to scrub away the ice, and when it was gone, he snmiled at her with
wonder ful fondness. "You are too beautiful, ny Queen," he told her gently. "You surpass ne."

Hi s response nade her shine with pleasure. For a noment, her old flesh blushed youthfully, and
she net the Gant's gaze with joy in her eyes. Then a recollection started her. "But | amrem ss.

| have been asleep, and you have not eaten. | must cook for you." Turning lightly, she scanpered
down the ravine toward Foanfoll ower's suppli es.
The G ant glanced up at the chill sky, then | ooked at Covenant's gaunt face. H s cavernous eyes

glinted sharply, as if he understood what Covenant had been through. As gently as he had spoken to
Lena, he asked, "Do you now believe in the Land?"

"I'mthe Unbeliever. | don't change."

"Do you not?"

"l am going to"-Covenant's shoul ders hunched-"externinate Lord Foul the bl oody Despiser. Isn't
t hat enough for you?"

"Ch, it is enough for ne," Foanfollower said with sudden vehenence. "I require nothing nore.
But it does not suffice for you. What do you believe-what is your faith?"

"I don't know. "

Foanf ol | ower | ooked away again at the weather. H's heavy brows hid his eyes, but his snile
seened sad, al nost hopel ess. "Therefore | amafraid."”

Covenant nodded grimy, as if in agreenent.

Neverthel ess, if Lord Foul had appeared before himat that nonent, he, Thomas Covenant,
Unbel i ever and | eper, would have tried to tear the Despiser's heart out with his bare hands.
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He needed to know how to use the white wild magic gold.

But there were no answers in the neal Lena cooked for him and Foanfollower, or in the gray
remai nder of the afternoon, which he spent huddl ed over the fire-stones with Lena resting drowsily
against him or in the dank, suffering twilight that finally brought his waiting to an end. \Wen
Foanfol l ower |l ed the way eastward out of the ravine, Covenant felt that he understood nothing but
the wi nd which blew through himlike scorn for the inpotence of sunlight and warnth. And after
that he had no nore tine to think about it. Al his attention was occupied with the work of
stunbl i ng nunbly through the benighted hills.

Traveling was difficult for him H's body's struggle to recover frominjury and inanition
drained his strength; the bitter cold drained his strength. He could not see where to place his
feet, could not avoid tripping, falling, bruising hinmself on insensate dirt and rock. Yet he kept
goi ng, pushed hinself after Foanfoll ower until the sweat froze on his forehead and his clothing
grew crusted with stains of ice. Hs resolve held him In time, he even becane dimy grateful that
his feet were nunb, so that he could not feel the danage he was doing to hinself.

He had no sense of duration or progress; he neasured out the tinme in rest halts, in aliantha
unexpect edl y handed to himout of the darkness by Foanfollower. Such things sustained him But
eventual ly he stopped rubbing the ice fromhis nose and lips, fromhis forehead and his fanati cal
beard; he allowed the gray cold to hang like a mask on his features, as if he were beconing a
creature of winter. And he stunbled on in the G ant's wake.

When Foanfol | ower stopped at |ast, shortly before dawn, Covenant sinply dropped to the snow and
fell asleep.

Later, the G ant woke him for breakfast, and he found Lena sl eeping beside him curled against
the cold. Her lips were faintly tinged with blue, and she shivered fromtine to tine, unable to
get warm Her years showed clearly nowin the Iines of her face and in the frail, open-nouthed
rise and fall of her breathing. Covenant roused her carefully, made her eat hot food until her
lips lost their cold hue and the veins in her tenples becane | ess prom nent. Then, despite her
protests, he put her down in blankets and |ay beside her until she went back to sleep

Sonetinme |ater, he roused hinmself to finish his own breakfast. Cal cul ati ng backward, he guessed
that the G ant had been without rest for at |least the last three days and nights. So he said
abruptly, "I'Il let you know when |I can't stay awake anynore," took the graveling pot, and noved
off to find a sheltered place where he could keep watch. There he sat and watched daylight ooze
into the air |ike seepage through the scab of an old wound.

He awoke late in the afternoon to find Foanfollower sitting beside him and Lena preparing a
meal a short distance away. He jerked erect, cursing inwardly. But his conpanions did not appear
to have suffered fromhis dereliction. Foanfollower nmet his gaze with a smle and said, "Do not be
al arned. W have been safe enough-though | was greatly weary and slept until nidday. There is a
deer run north of us, and sone of the tracks are fresh. Deer would not remain here in the presence
of marauder spoor.'

Covenant nodded. His breath steaned heavily in the cold. "Foanfollower,"'
incredibly tired of being so bloody nortal ."

But that night he found the going easier. In spite of the encroachi ng nunbness of his hands and
feet, some of his strength had returned. And as Foanfoll ower |led himand Lena eastward, the
mount ai ns noved away fromthem on the south, easing the ruggedness of the hills. As a result, he
was better able to keep up the pace.

Yet the relaxation of the terrain caused another problem Since they were | ess protected from
the wind, they often had to walk straight into the teeth of Lord Foul's winter. In that w nd,
Covenant's innobst clothing seened to turn to ice, and he noved as if he were scraping his chest
raw | i ke a penitent.

Still, he had enough stanmina left at the end of the night's march to take the first watch. The
G ant had chosen to camp in a small hollow sheltered on the east by a low hill; and after they had
eaten, Foanfollower and Lena lay down to sleep while Covenant took a position under a dead,
gnarl ed juniper just belowthe crown of the knoll. Fromthere, he | ooked down at his conpanions,
resting as if they trusted himconmpletely. He was determ ned not to fail them again

Yet he knew, could not help know ng, that he was poorly equi pped for such duty. The wintry
truncation of his senses nagged at himas if it inplied disaster-as if his inability to see,
smel |, hear peril would necessarily give rise to peril. And he was not m staken. Though he was
awake, al nost alert-though the day had begun, filling the air with its gray, cold sludge- though
the attack canme fromthe east, upwind fromhimhe felt nothing until too |ate.

He had just finished a circuit of the hilltop, scanning the terrain around the hollow, and had
returned to sit in the thin shelter of the juniper, when at |ast he becane aware of danger
Sonet hi ng i mminent ran along the wind; the atnosphere over the holl ow becane suddenly intense. The

he nuttered, "I am
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next instant, dark figures rose up out of the snow around Foanfollower and Lena. As he tried to
shout a warning, the figures attacked.

He sprang to his feet, raced down into the hollow Below him Foanfollower surged to his knees,
throwi ng dark brown people aside. Wth a low cry of anger, Lena struggled agai nst the wei ght of
the attackers who pinned her in her blankets. But before Covenant could get to her, soneone hit
hi m from behi nd, knocked hi m headl ong into the snow.

He rolled, got his feet under him but inmrediately arns caught himaround the chest above the
el bows. H's own arns were trapped. He fought, threw hinself fromside to side, but his captor was
far too strong; he could not break the grip. Then a flat, alien voice said into his ear, "Remain
still or I will break your back."

H s hel pl essness infuriated him' Then break it,'' he panted under his breath as he struggl ed.
"Just let her go." Lena was resisting frantically, yelping in frustration and outrage as she
failed to free herself.

"Foanfol |l ower!" Covenant shouted hoarsely.

But he saw in shocked amazenment that the G ant was not fighting. His attackers stood back from
him and he sat notionless, regarding Covenant's captor gravely.

Covenant went linp with chagrin

Roughly, the attackers pulled Lena from her blankets. They had al ready | ashed her wists with
cords. She still struggled, but now her only aimseened to be to break | oose so that she could run
to Covenant.

Then Foanfol | ower spoke. Levelly, dangerously, he said, "Release him'"' When the arns hol di ng
Covenant did not |oosen, the Gant went on: "Stone and Sea! You will regret it if you have harnmed
him Do you not know ne?"

"The G ants are dead," the voice in Covenant's ear said dispassionately. "Only G ant-Ravers
remain."

"Let me go!" Lena hissed. "Oh, look at him you fools! Mlenkurion abatha! Is he a Raver?" But
Covenant could not tell whether she referred to Foanfoll ower or hinself.

Hi s captor ignored her. "W have seen-1 have seen The Gieve. | have made that journey to
behol d the work of Ravers."

A shadow tightened in Foanfollower's eyes, but his voice did not flicker. "Distrust ne, then
Look at him as Lena daughter of Atiaran suggests. He is Thomas Covenant."

Abruptly, the strong arns spun Covenant. He found hinself facing a conmpact man with flat eyes
and a magi sterial men. The man wore nothing but a thin, short, vellumrobe, as if he were
i npervious to the cold. In sone ways he had changed; his eyebrows were stark white against his
brown skin; his hair had aged to a nottled gray; and deep lines ran |like the erosion of tine down
his cheeks past the corners of his mouth. But still Covenant recognized him

He was Banner of the Bl oodguard.

[ NINE] Ranen Covert

The sight of him stunned Covenant. Lithe, |oamcolored forms, sone wearing |light robes shaded
to match the gray-white snow, noved closer to himas if to verify his identify; a few of them
nmuttered "Ri ngthane" in tense voices. He hardly saw them "But Noram said-"

But Moram had said that the Bl oodguard were | ost.

"Ur-Lord Covenant." Banner inclined his head in a slight bow "Pardon ny error. You are well
di sgui sed. "

"Di sgui sed?" Covenant had no conception of what Banner was tal king about. Moram s pain had
carried so nmuch conviction. Nunmbly, he glanced downward as if he expected to find two fingers
m ssing from Banner's right hand.

"A Stonedownor jacket. Sandals. A Gant for a conpanion." Banner's inpassive eyes held
Covenant's face. "And you stink of infection. Only your countenance nay be recognized."

"Recogni zed." Covenant could not stop hinself. He repeated the word because it was the | ast
thi ng Banner had said. Fighting for self-control, he croaked, "Wy aren't you with the Lords?"

"The Vow was Corrupted. W no | onger serve the Lords."

Covenant gaped at this answer as if it were nonsense. Confusion befogged his conprehension. Had
Mhoram sai d anything like this? He found that his knees were trenbling as if the ground under him
had shifted. No |onger serve the Lords, he repeated blankly. He did not know what the words neant.

But then the sounds of Lena's struggle penetrated him "You have harmed him" she gasped
fiercely. "Rel ease nme!"

He nade an effort to pull hinself together. "Let her go,
under st and who she is?"

he said to Banner. "Don't you
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"Did the G ant speak truly?"

"What ? Did he what?" Covenant al nost | apsed back into his stupor at the jolt of this distrust.
But for Lena's sake he took a deep breath, resisted. "She is the nother of High Lord Elena,'' he
grated. "Tell themto let her go."

Banner gl anced past Covenant at Lena, then said distantly, "The Lords spoke of her. They were
unabl e to heal her." He shrugged slightly. "They were unable to heal many things."

Bef ore Covenant coul d respond, the Bl oodguard signaled to his conpanions. A nonent |ater, Lena
was at Covenant's side. From sonewhere in her robes, she produced a stone knife and brandished it
bet ween Bannor and Covenant. "If you have harned him "she funed, "I will take the price of it
fromyour skin, old nman."

The Bl oodguard cocked an eyebrow at her. Covenant reached for her armto hold her back, but he
was still too staggered to think of a way to cal mher, reassure her. "Lena," he nurnured
ineffectively, "Lena." Wen Foanfollower joined them Covenant's eyes appealed to the G ant for
hel p.

"Ah, ny Queen," Foanfollower said softly. "Renenber your QCath of Peace."

"Peace!" Lena snapped in a brittle voice. "Speak to them of Peace. They attacked the
Unbel i ever."

"Yet they are not our enenies. They are the Ranen."

She jerked incredulously to face the G ant. "Ranmen? The tenders of the Ranyhyn?"

Covenant stared as well. Ramen? He had unconsciously assuned that Banner's comnpani ons were
ot her Bl oodguard. The Ramen had al ways secretly hated the Bl oodguard because so many Ranyhyn had
died while bearing the Bl oodguard in battle. Ranmen and Bl oodguard? The ground seened to |urch
pal pably under him Nothing was as he believed it to be; everything in the Land woul d either
astound or appall him if only he were told the truth.

"Yes," Foanfollower replied to Lena. And now Covenant recognized the Ranen for hinmsel f. Eight
of them nen and wonmen, stood around him They were | ean, swift people, with the keen faces of
hunters, and skin so deeply tanned fromtheir years in the open air that even this winter could
not pale them Except for their scanty robes, their canmouflage, they dressed in the Ramen fashion
as Covenant renenbered it-short shifts and tunics which left their legs and arns free; bare feet.
Seven of them had the cropped hair and roped wai sts characteristic of Cords; and the eighth was
marked as a Manethrall by the way his fighting thong tied his long black hair into one strand, and
by the small, woven circlet of yellow flowers on the crown of his head.

Yet they had changed; they were not |ike the Ramen he had known forty-seven years ago. The
easiest alteration for himto see was in their attitude toward him During his first visit to the
Land, they had | ooked at himin awed respect. He was the Ringthane, the nan to whom the Ranyhyn
had reared a hundred strong. But now their proud, severe faces regarded himwi th asperity backed
by ready rage, as if he had violated their honor by comitting sone nanel ess perfidy.

But that was not the only change in them As he scrutinized the unconpronising eyes around him
he becane conscious of a nmore significant difference, sonmething he could not define. Perhaps they
carried thenselves with | ess confidence or pride; perhaps they had been attacked so often that
they had devel oped a habitual flinch; perhaps this ratio of seven Cords to one Manethrall, instead
of three or four to one, as it should have been, indicated a crippling |oss of |ife anbng their
| eaders, the teachers of the Ranyhyn-lore. Whatever the reason, they had a haunted | ook, an aspect
of erosion, as if sone sublininal ghoul were gnawing at the bones of their courage. Studying them
Covenant was suddenly convinced that they endured Bannor, even foll owed him because they were no
| onger sel f-sure enough to refuse a Bl oodguard.

After a nonment, he becane aware that Lena was speaking, nore in confusion than in anger now.
"Way did you attack us? Can you not recognize the Unbeliever? Do you not renmenber the Rockbrothers
of the Land? Can you not see that | have ridden Ranyhyn?"

"Ri dden!" spat the Manethrall

"My Queen," Foanfoll ower said softly, "the Ranen do not ride."

"As for Gants," the nan went on, "they betray."

"Betray?" Covenant's pul se pounded in his tenples, as if he were too close to an abyss hi dden
in the snow.

"Twi ce now G ants have | ed Fangthane's rending armes north of the Plains of Ra. These
" Rockbr ot hers' have sent fangs and claws in scores of thousands to tear the flesh of Ranyhyn.
Behol d!" Wth a swift tug, he snatched his cord fromhis hair and grasped it taut like a garrote.
"Every Ranen cord is black with blood." H's knuckles tightened as if he were about to |leap at the
G ant. "Manhone is abandoned. Ranen and Ranyhyn are scattered. G ants!" He spat again as if the
very taste of the word di sgusted him

"Yet you know ne," Foanfollower said to Bannor. "You know that | am not one of the three who

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson...ant%203%20The%20Power%20That%20Preserves.txt (73 of 191) [1/19/03 11:29:29 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%203%20T he%20Power%20T hat%20Preserves.txt

fell to the Ravers."
Bannor shrugged noncommittally. "Two of the three are dead. Who can say where those Ravers have
gone?"

"I ama Gant, Bannor!'' Foanfollower insisted in a tone of supplication, as if that fact were
the only proof of his fidelity. "It was | who first brought Thonmas Covenant to Revel stone."

Bannor was unnoved. "Then howis it that you are alive?"

At this, Foanfollower's eyes glinted painfully. In a thin tone, he said, "I was absent from

Coercri-when ny kindred brought their years in Seareach to an end."

The Bl oodguard cocked an eyebrow, but did not relent. After a nonent, Covenant realized that
the resolution of this inpasse was in his hands. He was in no condition to deal with such
probl ens, but he knew he had to say sonething. Wth an effort, he turned to Bannor. "You can't
claimyou don't renenber nme. You probably have ni ghtmares about ne, even if you don't ever sleep.”

"l know you, ur-Lord Covenant." As he spoke, Bannor's nostrils flared as if they were offended
by the snell of illness.

"You know e, too," Covenant said with nounting urgency to the Manethrall. "Your people call ne
Ri ngt hane. The Ranyhyn reared to ne."

The Manethrall | ooked away from Covenant's denandi ng gaze, and for an instant the haunted | ook
filled his face |like an ongoing tragedy. "Of the R ngthane we do not speak," he said quietly. "The
Ranyhyn have chosen. It is not our place to question the choices of the Ranyhyn."

"Then back of f!" Covenant did not intend to shout, but he was too full of undefined fears to
contain hinself. "Leave us alone! Hellfirel W've got enough trouble as it is.”

Hi s tone brought back the Manethrall's pride. Severely, the man asked, "Wy have you cone?"

"I haven't 'conme.' | don't want to be here at all."
"What is your purpose?”
In a voice full of nordant inflections, Covenant said, "I intend to pay a little visit to

Foul's Creche."

H's words jolted the Cords, and their breath hissed through their teeth. The Manethrall's hands
twitched on his weapon.

A flare of savage desire wi dened Bannor's eyes nonentarily. But his flat dispassion returned at
once. He shared a clear glance with the Manethrall, then said, "Ur-Lord, you and your conpani ons
nmust accompany us. W will take you to a place where nore Ranen nay give thought to you.'

"Are we your prisoners?" Covenant gl owered.

"Ur-Lord, no hand will be raised against you in ny presence. But these matters nust be given
consi deration.”

Covenant glared hard into Bannor's expressionl essness, then turned to Foanfoll ower. "Wat do
you t hi nk?"

"I do not like this treatnment,'' Lena interjected. ''Saltheart Foanfollower is a true friend of
the Land. Atiaran ny nother spoke of all Gants with gladness. And you are the Unbeliever, the
bearer of white gold. They show di srespect. Let us |eave them and go our way."

Foanfol l ower replied to them both, "The Ranen are not blind. Bannor is not blind. They will see
me nore clearly intine. And their help is worth seeking."

"Al'l right,'' Covenant nuttered. "I'mno good at fighting anyway.'' To Bannor, he said stiffly,
"We'll go with you." Then, for the sake of everything that had happened between hinself and the
Bl oodguard, he added, "No matter what else is going on here, you' ve saved ny life too often for ne
to start distrusting you now. "

Bannor gave Covenant another fractional bow. At once, the Mane-thrall snapped a few orders to
the Cords. Two of themleft at a flat run toward the northeast, and two nore noved off to take
scouting positions on either side of the conpany, while the rest gathered small knapsacks from
hi di ng pl aces around the hollow. Watching them Covenant was amazed once again at how easily,
swiftly, they could di sappear into their surroundings. Even their footprints seemed to vanish
before his eyes. By the time Foanfoll ower had packed his | eather sack, they had effaced all signs
of their presence fromthe hollow It |ooked as untroubled as if they had never been there.

Before |1 ong, Covenant found hinself trudgi ng between Lena and Foanfol |l ower in the sanme general
direction taken by the two runners. The Manethrall and Bannor strode briskly ahead of them and
the three remaining Cords marched at their backs |ike guards. They seened to be noving openly, as
if they had no fear of enenmies. But twi ce when he | ooked back Covenant saw the Cords erasing the
traces of their passage fromthe gray drifts and the cold ground.

The presence of those three ready garrotes behind himonly aggravated his confusion. Despite
his | ong experience with hostility, he was not prepared for such distrust fromthe Ranen. Cearly,
i mportant events had taken place-events of which he had no conception. Hi s ignorance afflicted him
with a powerful sense that the fate of the Land was noving toward a crisis, a fundanental
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concatenation in which his own role was becl ouded, obscure. The facts were being kept from him
This feeling cast the whole harsh edifice of his purpose into doubt, as if it were erected on slow
qui cksand. He needed to ask questions, to get answers. But the unspoken threat of those Ranen
ropes di sconcerted him And Bannor-! He could not franme his questions, even to hinself.

And he was tired. He had already traveled all night, had not slept since the previous
afternoon. Only four days had passed since his summoning. As he |abored to keep up the pace, he
found that he | acked the strength of concentration to think

Lena was in no better condition. Al though she was healthier than he, she was old, and not
hardened to wal ki ng. Gradual ly, he becane as worried about her as he was weary hinself. Wen she
began to droop against him he told Banner flatly that he would have to rest.

They slept until mdafternoon, then traveled late into the night before canping again. And the
next morning, they were on their way before dawn. But Covenant and Lena did better now The food
whi ch the Ranen gave them was hot and nourishing. And soon after gray dimday had shanbled into
the I aden air, they reached the edge of the hills, cane in sight of the Plains of Ra. At this
poi nt, they swung northward, staying in the runbled terrain of the hills-edge rather than
venturing into the bleak, winter-bitten openness of the Plains. But still they found the going
easier. In time, Covenant recovered enough to begi n aski ng questions.

As usual, he had trouble talking to Banner. The Bl oodguard's un-breachabl e di spassi on daunt ed
him often made himmalicious or angry through sinple frustration; such reticence seened
out rageously i mune from judgnent-the antithesis of |eprosy. Now all the Bl oodguard had abandoned
the Lords, Revelstone, death refusal. Lord' s Keep would fall wi thout them And yet Bannor was
here, living and working with the Ramen. \Wen Covenant tried to ask questions, he felt that he no
| onger knew the nan to whom he spoke.

Bannor net his first tentative inquiries by introducing Covenant to the Ramen- Manethrall Kam
and his Cords, \Wane, Lal, and Puhl-and by assuring himthat they would reach their destination by
eveni ng the next day. He explained that this band of Ramen was a scouting patrol responsible for
detecti ng marauders along the western marge of Ra; they had found Covenant and his comnpani ons by
chance rat her than design. Wen Covenant asked about Rue, the Manethrall who had brought word of
Fl eshharrower's army to Revel stone seven years ago, Bannor replied flatly that she had di ed soon
after her return hone. But after that, Covenant had to westle for what he wanted to know.

At last he could find no graceful way to frame his question. "You left the Lords," he rasped
awkwardly. "Why are you here?"

"The Vow was broken. How could we remain?"

"They need you. They couldn't need you nore."

"U-Lord, | say to you that the Vow was broken. Mny things were

broken. You were present. W could not-ur-Lord, | amold now I,

Bannor, First Mark of the Bloodguard. | require sleep and hot food.

Though | was bred for nmountains, this cold penetrates ny bones. | amno fit server for

Revel st one-no, nor for the Lords, though they do not equal H gh Lord Kevin who went before them?"”

"Then why are you here? Way didn't you just go hone and forget it?"

Foanf ol | ower wi nced at Covenant's tone, but Bannor replied evenly, "That was ny purpose-when
departed Lord's Keep. But | found | could not forget. |I had ridden too nmany Ranyhyn. At night |
saw themin ny dreans they ran |like clear skies and cleanliness. Have you not beheld then? Wt hout
Vows or defiance of death, they surpassed the faith of the Bl oodguard. Therefore | returned."

"Just because you were addicted to Ranyhyn? You |let the Lords and Revel stone and all go to hel
and bl ood, but you cane here because you couldn't give up riding Ranyhyn?"

"I do not ride."

Covenant stared at him

"I have cone to share the work of the Ranen. A few of the Haruchai-lI know not how nany-a few
felt as | did. We had known Kevin in the youth of his glory, and could not forget. Terrel is here,
and Runni k. There are others. W teach our skills to the Ranen, and learn fromthemthe tendi ng of
the great horses. Perhaps we will learn to make peace with our failure before we die."

Make peace, Covenant groaned. Bannor! The very sinplicity of the Bl oodguard' s expl anation
di smayed him So all those centuries of untainted and sl eepl ess service cane to this.

He asked Bannor no nore questions; he was afraid of the answers.

For the rest of that day, he fell out of touch with his purpose. Despite the concern and
conpani onshi p of Foanfol |l ower and Lena, he wal ked between themin norose separateness. Banner's
words had nunbed his heart. And he slept that night on his back with his eyes upward, as if he did
not believe that he would ever see the sun again

But the next nmorning he renenbered. Shortly after dawn, Manethrall Kamlis party nmet another
Cord. The man was on his way to the edge of the Plains, and in his hands he carried two smal
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bouquets of yellow flowers. The gray wind nmade their frail petals flutter pathetically. After
saluting Manethrall Kam he strode out into the open, shouted shrilly against the wind in a

| anguage Covenant coul d not understand. He repeated his shout, then waited with his hands extended
as if he were offering flowers to the w nd.

Shortly, out of the shelter of a frozen gully cane two Ranyhyn, a stallion and a nmare. The
stallion's chest was scored with fresh claw marks, and the nare had a broken, hollow | ook, as if
she had just lost her foal. Both were as gaunt as skel etons; hunger had carved the pride from
their shoul ders and haunches, exposed their ribs, given their emaci ated nuscles an abj ect
starkness. They hardly seened able to hold up their heads. But they nickered to the Cord. Wth a
stunbling gait, they trotted forward, and began at once to eat the flowers he offered to them In
three bites the food was gone. He hugged them quickly, then turned away with tears in his eyes.

Wthout a word, Manethrall Kam gave the Cord the bedraggled circlet fromhis hair, so that each
of the Ranyhyn could have one nore bite. "That is amani bhavam the healing grass of Ra," he
explained stiffly to Covenant. "It is a hardy grass, not so easily daunted by this winter as the
Render might wish. It will keep life in themfor another day." As he spoke, he glared redly into
Covenant's face, as if the nisery of these two horses were the Unbeliever's doing. Wth a brusque
nod toward the Cord feeding the Ranyhyn, he went on: "He wal ked ten | eagues today to bring even
this nuch food to them'' The haunted erosion filled his face; he |ooked like the victimof a
curse. Painfully, he turned and strode away agai n northward, along the edges of the Pl ains.

Covenant renenbered; he had no trouble remenbering his purpose now Wen he followed the
Manethrall, he wal ked as if he were fighting the deadness of his feet with outrage.

In the course of that day, he saw a few nore Ranyhyn. Two were uninjured, but all were gaunt,
weak, hunbl ed. Al had gone a |l ong way down the road toward starvation

The sight of themwore heavily upon Lena. There was no confusion in the way she perceived them
no distortion or inaccuracy. Such vision consuned her. As tine passed, her eyes sank back under
her brows, as if they were trying to hide in her skull, and dark circles like bruises grew around
the orbs. She stared brittlely about her as if even Covenant were dimin her gaze-as if she beheld
not hing but the protruding ribs and fleshless |inbs of Ranyhyn.

Covenant held her armas they wal ked, guided and supported her as best he coul d. Wari ness
gradual |y became irrelevant to him even the keen wind, flaying straight toward himacross the
Pl ai ns, seened to lose its inportance. He stanped al ong behind Kamlike a wild prophet, conme to
forge the Ranen to his wll.

They reached the outposts of Kamls destination by m dafternoon. Ahead of them two Cords
abruptly stepped out of a barren copse of wattle, and saluted Manethrall Kamin the Ranmen fashion
with their hands raised °n either side of their heads and their pal n8 open, weaponl ess. Kam
returned the bow, spoke to the two briefly in a low, aspirated tongue, then notioned for Covenant,
Lena, and Foanfollower to continue on with him As they noved back into the hills, he told them
"My Cords were able to sumon only three other Manethralls. But four will be enough.”

"Enough?" Covenant asked.

"The Ranen will accept a judgnent made by four Manethralls.”

Covenant net Kanmis glare squarely. A nonment later, the Manethrall turned away with an oddly
daunted air, as if he had renenbered that Covenant's claimon himcane fromthe Ranyhyn. Hurrying
now, he led his conmpany upward with the gray wind cutting at their backs.

They clinbed across two steep bluffs which gave them a panoranic view of the Plains. The hard
open ground | ay ruined bel ow them scorched with winter and gray snow until it | ooked mai ned and
lifeless. But Manethrall Kam noved rapidly onward, ignoring the sight. He took his conpani ons past
the bluffs down into a valley cunningly hidden anong rough knolls and hilltops. This valley was
| argely sheltered fromthe wind, and faint, cultivated patches of unripe anani bhavamgrew on its
si des. Now Covenant renenbered what he had heard about amani bhavam during his previous visit to
the Plains of Ra. This grass, which held such a rare power of healing for horses, was poi sonous to
humans.

Aside fromthe grass, the valley contained nothing but three dead copses | eaning at various
poi nts agai nst the steepest of the slopes. Manethrall Kam wal ked directly toward the thickest one.
As he approached, four Cords stepped out of the wood to neet him They had a tense, frail air
about them whi ch made Covenant notice how young they were; even the two older girls seened to have
had their Cording thrust unready upon them They saluted Kam nervously, and when he had returned
their bow, they noved aside to |let himenter the copse.

Covenant followed Banner into the wood and found that at its back was a narrow rift in the
hillside. The rift did not close, but its upper reaches were so crooked that Covenant coul d not
see out the top. Under his feet, a |layer of danp, dead | eaves nuffled his steps; he passed in
silence |ike a shadow between the cold stone walls. A snell of nusty age filled his nostrils, as
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if the packed | eaves had been rotting in the rift for generations; and despite their wetness, he
felt dimwarnth radiating fromthem No one spoke. Gipping Lena's chill fingers in his nunb hand,
he noved behi nd Banner as the cleft bent irregularly fromside to side on its way through the
rock.

Then Manet hrall Kam stopped. When Covenant caught up with him he said softly, "W now enter
the secret places of a Ranen covert. Be warned, Ringthane. If we are not taught to trust you and
your compani ons, you will not leave this place. In all the Plains of Ra and the surrounding hills,
this is the last covert.

"At one tinme, the Ramen held several such hidden places of refuge. In themthe Manethralls
tended the grievous wounds of the Ranyhyn and trained Cords in the secret rites of their Mneing
But one by one in turn each covert"-Kam fixed Covenant with a denon-ridden gaze-"has been
betrayed. Though we have preserved themwi th our utterest skill, fresh-ur-viles-Cavew ghts-il
flesh in every shape-all have found our hidden coverts and ravaged them" He studied the Ri ngthane
as if he were searching for some sign which would brand Covenant as the betrayer. "W will hold
you here-we will kill your compani ons-rather than permt treachery to this place.”

Wthout allow ng Covenant tine to reply, he turned on his heel and stal ked around anot her bend
in the cleft.

Covenant followed, scowming stormily. Beyond the bend, he found hinmself in a |arge chanmber. The
air was dim but he could see well enough to discern several Ranyhyn standi ng agai nst the walls.
They were eating scant bundl es of grass, and in this closed space the sharp aroma of the
amani bhavam nmade his head ring. All of themwere injured-sone so severely that they could hardly
stand. One had lost the side of its face in a fight, another still bled froma cruel fretwork of
claw-marks in its flanks, and two others had broken | egs which hung linply, with excruciating bone-
splinters tearing the skin.

As he stared gauntly at them they becane aware of him A restless novenent passed through
them and their heads canme up painfully, turning soft, mserable eyes toward him For a |ong
monent, they |ooked at himas if they should have been afraid but were too badly hurt for fear
Then, in agony, even the horses with broken legs tried to rear

"Stop it. Stop." Covenant hardly knew that he was nmpaning aloud. H's hands flinched in front of
his face, trying to ward off an abom nable vision. "I can't stand it."

Firmy, Banner took his arm and drew hi m past the chanber into another passage through the
rock.

After a few steps, his legs failed him But Banner gripped him bore himup. Cutching with
usel ess fingers at the Bl oodguard's shoul ders, he pulled hinself around until he was facing
Bannor. "Why?" he panted into Bannor's flat visage. "Wy did they do that?"

Banner's face and voice reveal ed nothing. "You are the Ri ngthane. They have namde prom ses to
you. "

"Prom ses.'' Covenant rubbed a hand over his eyes. The proni ses of the Ranyhyn |inped across
his menmory. "Hell and blood.'' Wth an effort, he pushed away from Banner. Bracing hinself agai nst
the wall of the crevice, he clenched his trenbling fists as if he were trying to squeeze
steadi ness out of them His fingers ached for the Despiser's throat. "They should be killed!" he
raged thickly. "They should be put out of their msery! How can you be so cruel ?"

Manet hral | Kam spat, "Is that howit is done in your world, Ringthane?"

But Bannor replied evenly, "They are the Ranyhyn. Do not presume to offer them kindness. How
can any human deci de the choices of death and pain for thenP"

At this, Foanfollower reached out and touched Banner's shoulder in a gesture of respect.

Covenant's jaw nuscles junped as he bit his shouts into silence. He followed the Gant's
gesture, turned, and | ooked grayly up at Foanfollower. Both the G ant and Bannor had wi tnessed his
bargain with the Ranyhyn forty-seven years ago, when the great horses had first reared to him
Bannor and Foanfol | ower and Mhoram and Quaan might be the | ast renmining survivors of the Quest
for the Staff of Law. But they were enough. They could accuse him The Ranen could accuse him He
still did not know all the things of which they could accuse him

H s weddi ng band hung | oosely on his ring finger; he had | ost weight, and the white gold
dangled as if it were neaningless. He needed its power. Wthout power, he was afraid to guess at
t he things which were being kept from him

Abruptly, he stepped up to Kam jabbed the Manethrall's chest with one stiff finger. "By
hell,'" he muttered into Kanis glare, "if you're only doing this out of pride, |I hope you rot for
it. You could have taken them south into the nountains-you could have saved themfromthis. Pride
isn't a good enough excuse."

Agai n the ghoul -begotten hurt darkened Kamis gaze. "It is not pride," he said softly. "The
Ranyhyn do not choose to go."
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Wt hout wanting to, Covenant believed him He could not doubt what he saw in the Manethrall. He
drew back, straightened his shoul ders, took a deep breath. "Then you'd better help nme. Trust ne

whet her you want to or not. | hate Foul just as nuch as you do."

"That may be," Kamreplied, recovering his severity. "W will not contradict the Ranyhyn
concerning you. | saw |l would not have believed if | had not seen. To rear! Hurt as they are! You
need not fear us. But your conpanions are another matter. The wonman''-he made an effort to speak
calmMy-"1 do not distrust. Her love for the Manes is in her face. But this G ant-he nust prove
hi nsel f. "

"l hear you, Manethrall," said Foanfollower quietly. "I will respect your distrust as best |
can."

Kam net the G ant's | ook, then glanced over at Bannor. The Bl ood-guard shrugged i npassively.
Kam nodded and |l ed the way farther down the cleft.

Before follow ng, Covenant regained his grip on Lena's hand. She did not raise her head, and in
the gl oom he could see nothing of her eyes but the bruises under them "Be brave," he said as
gently as he could. "Maybe it won't all be this bad." She made no response, but when he drew her
forward she did not resist. He kept her at his side, and soon they stepped together out the far
end of the passage.

The cleft opened into a hidden valley which seened spacious after the constriction of its
approach. Over a flat floor of packed dirt the sheer walls rose ruggedly to a narrow swath of
eveni ng sky. The valley itself was | ong and deep; its crooked length formed a vague S, ending in
another crevice in the hills. Battered rock pillars and piles stood against the walls in severa
pl aces, and in the corners and cranni es around these i mense stones, sheltered from any snowf al
t hrough the open roof, were Ramen tents-the nonmadi ¢ hones of individual famlies. They seened
pitifully fewin the canyon.

Manet hral | Kam had announced hinself with a shout as he entered the valley, and when Covenant
and Lena caught up with him dozens of Ramen were already noving toward themfromthe tents.
Covenant was struck by how nuch they all shared Kam s haunted air. In sharp contrast to the
Ranyhyn, they were not ill-fed. The Ranen were renowned for their skill as hunters, and clearly
they were better able to provide nore neat for thenselves than grass for the horses. Neverthel ess
they were suffering. Every one of themwho was not either a child or infirmwre the apparel of a
Cord, though even Covenant's untrai ned and superficial eyes could see how unready sonme were for
the work and risk of being Cords. This fact confirned his earlier guess that the Ranen popul ation
had been dangerously reduced, by winter or war. And they all had Kam s driven, sleepless aspect,
as if they could not rest because their dreans were fraught with horror

Now Covenant knew intuitively what it was. Al of them even the children, were haunted by the
bl oody vi sage of Ranyhyn externination. They were afraid that the neaning, the reason, of their
entire race would soon be eradicated utterly fromthe Land. The Ramen had always lived for the
Ranyhyn, and now they believed they would only survive |ong enough to see the | ast Ranyhyn
sl aughtered. As long as the great horses refused to | eave the Plains, the Ranen were helpless to
prevent that end.

Only their stubborn, fighting pride kept them from despair.

They nmet Covenant, Lena, and the G ant with silence and hollow stares. Lena hardly seened to
noti ce them but Foanfollower gave thema bow in the Ranen style, and Covenant took his exanple,

t hough the salute exposed his ring for all to see.

Several Cords murrmured at the sight of the white gold, and one of the Manethralls said grimy,
"It is true, then. He has returned."” Wen Kamtold themwhat the wounded Ranyhyn had done, sone
recoil ed in pained amazenent, and others nuttered angrily under their breath. Yet they all bowed
to Covenant; the Ranyhyn had reared to him and the Ranmen could not refuse himwel cone.

Then the W nhones, the Ranen who were too young or too old or too crippled to be Cords, noved
away, and the three Manethralls Kam had nmentioned earlier came forward to be introduced. \When they
had gi ven their nanes, Manethrall Jain, the grimwnman who had just spoken, asked Kam "Was it
necessary to admt the G ant?"

"He's ny friend," Covenant said at once. "And Bannor knows he can be trusted, even if the
Bl oodguard are too thickheaded to say such things out loud. | wouldn't be here if it weren't for
Sal t heart Foanfol | ower."

"You honor nme too nuch," Foanfollower said wyly.

The Manethralls wei ghed Covenant's words as if his speech had nore than one neani ng. But Bannor
said, "Saltheart Foanfollower shared the Quest for the Staff of Law with High Lord Prothall, ur-
Lord Covenant, and Manethrall Lithe. At that tine, he was worthy of trust. But | have seen nany
trusts fall into Corruption. Perhaps nothing of the old Gantish faith renains."

"You don't believe that," Covenant snapped.
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Bannor raised one eyebrow. "Have you seen The Gieve, ur-Lord? Has Saltheart Foanfollower told
you what occurred in the Seareach hone of the G ants?"

"No. "

"Then you have been too quick with your trust."

Covenant tightened his grip on hinself. "Wy don't you tell me about it?"

"That is not ny place. | do not offer to guide you to Ri djeck Thone.

Covenant started to protest, but Foanfollower placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. In
spite of the conflicting enotions which knotted the G ant's forehead, snol dered dangerously in his
cavernous eye-sockets, his voice was steady as he said, "Is it the Ranen customto keep their
guests standing cold and hungry after a |ong journey?"

Kam spat on the ground, but Manethrall Jain replied tautly, "No, that is not our custom
Behol d." She nodded toward the head of the canyon, where the W nhones were busy around a |arge
fire under the overhang of one of the pillars. "The food will be prepared soon. It is kresh neat,
but you may eat it in safety-it has been cooked many tinmes." Then she took Lena's arm and said,
"Cone. You have suffered at the sight of the Ranyhyn. Thus you share our pain. W will do what we
can to restore you." As she spoke, she guided Lena toward the fire.

Covenant was seething with frustration and dread, but he could not refuse the warnth of the
canpfire; his flesh needed it too badly. H's fingertips and knuckles had a frosthitten look in
addition to their sick nunbness, and he knew that if he did not tend his feet soon he would be in
danger of bl ood poisoning and gangrene. The effort of self-comuand hurt him yet he foll owed Lena
and Jain to the fire. As quietly as he could, he asked one of the Wnhomes for hot water in which
to bathe his feet.

Despite his nunbness, the soaking of his feet gave himrelief. The hot water helped the fire's
warnt h thaw out his bones. And his feet were not as badly danaged as he had feared they woul d be
Both were swollen with infection, but the harmwas no worse than it had been several days ago. For
sonme reason, his flesh was resisting the illness. He was glad to discover that he was in no
i medi at e danger of losing his feet.

A short tine later, the food was ready. Kamls seven Cords sat cross-|egged around the fire with
the four Manethralls, Banner, Foanfollower, Lena, and Covenant, and the Wnhones set dry, brittle
banana | eaves in front of themas plates. Covenant found hinself positioned between Lena and
Bannor. A lame man nmuttering dimy to hinself served the three of them stew and hot w nter
pot at oes. Covenant did not relish the idea of eating kresh-he expected to find the meat rank and
stringy-but it had been cooked so long, with such potent herbs, that only a faint bitterness
remai ned. And it was hot. Hi s appetite for heat seened insatiable. He ate as if he could see |ong
days of cold, scarce provender ahead of him

He had good reason. Wthout help, he and his conpani ons woul d not be able to find enough food
for the journey to Foul's Creche. He seened to renenber having heard sonewhere that aliantha did
not grow in the Spoiled Plains. The hostility of the Ramen boded ill for himin nore ways than
one.

Though he was afraid of it, he knew he would have to penetrate to the bottomof that hostility.

He | ooked for an antidote to fear in food, but while he chewed and thought, he was interrupted
by a strange nan who strode unexpectedly into the covert. The man entered at the far end of the
canyon, and noved directly, deliberately, toward the seated men and wonen. Hi s dress vaguely
resenbl ed that of the Ramen; he used the sane materials to nmake his thin shirt and pants, his
cl oak. But he wore the cloak hanging fromhis shoulders in a way that affected his freedom of
movenent nore than any Ranen woul d have tol erated. And he bore no cords anywhere about him
Instead of a Ranen garrote, he carried a short spear like a staff in one hand; and under his belt
he wore a sharp wooden st ave.

Despite the directness with which he approached, he created an inpression of unconfortable
daring, as if he had sone reason to believe that the Ramen might jeer at him Hi s gaze flicked
fearfully about him junping away fromrather than toward what he saw.

He had an air of bl ood about himthat Covenant could not explain. He was cl ean, uninjured;
neither spear nor spi ke showed recent use. Yet sonething in himspoke of blood, of killing and
hunger. As the man reached the fire, Covenant realized that all the Ramen were sitting stiffly in
their places-not noving, not eating, not |ooking at the stranger. They knew this nman in a way that
gave them pai n.

After a nmoment, the nan said aggressively, "Do you eat without me? |, too, need food."

Manet hrall Jain's eyes did not raise thenselves fromthe ground. "You are wel come, as you know.
Join us or take what food you require."’

"Am | so wel cone? Wiere are the salutes and words of greeting? Pah! You do not even gaze at

ne.
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But when Kam glared up fromunder his angry brows at the stranger, the man w nced and | ooked
away.

Jain said softly, "You have drunk bl ood."

" Yes!" the man barked rapidly. And you are offended. You understand nothing. If | were not
the best runner and Ranyhyn-tender in the Plains of Ra, you would slay ne where | stand without a
noment's concern for your promses."

Darkly, Kamnmuttered, "W are not so swift to forget pronises."”

The stranger took no notice of Kam s assertion. "Now | see guests anong you. The Ri ngthane
hinmself. And a Gant''-he drawl ed acerbically-"if my eyes do not m stake. Are Ravers al so
wel cone?"

Covenant was surprised to hear Banner speaking before either Jain or Kamcould reply. "He is
Sal theart Foanfollower." The Bloodguard's alien inflection carried an odd note of intensity, as if
he were conmmuni cating a crucial fact.

"Sal theart Foanfollower!" the stranger jeered. But he did not neet the G ant's gaze. "Then you
are already certain that he is a Raver."

Kam said, "We are uncertain."”

Still the nman ignored him "And the Ri ngthane-the tormentor of horses. Does he al so Rave? He
hol ds his proper place-at the right hand of a Bloodguard. This is a proud feast-all the crudest
foes of the Ranyhyn together. And wel cone!"

At this, Jain's tone tightened. "You also are wel conme. Join us-or take what food you require
and go."

A Wnhome noved hesitantly toward the stranger, carrying a leaf |aden with food. He caught it
fromher hands brusquely. "I will go. | hear your heart deny your words. | amnot proud or wel cone
enough to eat with such as these.'' At once, he turned sarcastically on his heel, strode back the
way he had conme. Monents later, he had left the covert as abruptly as he had entered.

Covenant stared unconprehendingly after him then | ooked toward the Manethralls for sone
expl anation. But they sat glowering at their food as if they could not nmeet either his eyes or
each other's. Foanfoll ower also showed no understandi ng of what had happened. Lena had not noticed
it; she was half asl eep where she sat. Covenant turned to Banner

The Bl oodguard faced Covenant's question squarely, answered it with the sane di spassionate
intensity. "He is Pietten."

"Pietten," Covenant repeated dismally. And Foanfoll ower echoed thickly, "Pietten!"

"He and the Heer Llaura were saved by the Quest for the Staff of Law at the battle of Soaring
Wbhodhel ven. Do you remenber? Llaura and the child Pietten were damaged-"

"I remenber," Covenant answered bitterly. "The ur-viles did sonething to them They were used
to bait the trap. She-she-'' The nmenory appalled him Llaura had been horribly abused, and all her
great courage had not sufficed to overcone what had been done to her. And the child, Pietten-the
child, too, had been abused.

Across Covenant's di smay, Foanfollower said, "W bore both Heer Llaura and Pietten to the
Pl ai ns of Ra and Manhone." Covenant renenbered that the G ant had carried Pietten in his arns.
"There, at the request of the Ri ngthane and-and nysel f-the Ranmen took Llaura and Pietten into
their care."

Banner nodded. "That is the prom se of which he spoke."

"Ll aura?" asked Covenant weakly.

"While Pietten was yet young she died. The harm done to her cut short her years."

"And Pietten?" Foanfollower pursued. "What did the ur-viles do to hinP"

Manet hral | Kam broke his silence to nutter, "He is mad."

But Jain countered grimy, "He is the best runner and Ranyhyn-tender in the Plains of Ra-as he
said."

"He serves the Ranyhyn," Banner added. "He cares for themas entirely as any Manethrall. But
there is"-he searched briefly for a description-"a ferocity in his love. He-"

"He liked the taste of blood," Covenant interrupted. In his nmenory, he could see Pietten-hardly
nore than four years ol d-under the crinson |ight of the sick noon. Pietten had sneared his hands
on the bl oody grass, then licked his fingers and sml ed.

Bannor agreed with a nod.

"He licks the wounds of the Ranyhyn to clean them " Kam snapped in horror.

"Because of his great skill with the Ranyhyn," Bannor went on, "and because of ol d pronises
made in the days of the Quest, the Ranen share their lives and work with him But he is feared for
his wildness. Therefore he lives alone. And he abuses the Ranen as if they have outcast him"

"Yet he fights," Jain breathed a nmonent later. "I have seen that spear slay three kresh in their
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very death hold on a Ranyhyn."

"He fights," Kammurnmured. "He is nad."

Covenant took a deep breath as if he were trying to inhale courage. "And we're responsi bl e-
Foanfol l ower and I-we're the ones who gave himto you, so we're responsible. Is that it?"

At the sound of his voice, Lena stirred, blinked wearily, and Foanfol |l ower said, "No, ny
friend."

But Manethrall Jain answered in a haunted voice, "The Ranyhyn have chosen you. W do not ask
you to save them"

And Kam added, "You may call that pride if you wish. The Ranyhyn are worthy of all pride."

"And the responsibility is mne,'' Foanfollower said in a tone of pain that nade Covenant's
hearing ache. "The blame is nine. For after the battle of Soaring Wodhel ven-when all the Quest
knew t hat sone nanel ess harm had been done to the child-it was | who denied to himthe hurtl oam
whi ch nmi ght have healed him"

This al so Covenant remenbered. Stricken by renorse for all the Cavewi ghts he had slain,
Foanf ol | ower had used the last of the hurtloamto ease one of the wounded creatures rather than to
treat Pietten. In protest against the Gant's self-judgnment, Covenant said, "You didn't deny it.

You- - "

"I did not give it." Foanfollower's response was as final as an ax.

"Ch, hell!" Covenant glared around the group, searching for sone way in which to grasp the
situation. But he did not find it.

He had unintentionally roused Lena. She pulled herself erect, and asked, "Beloved, what is
am ss?"

Covenant took her hand in his nunb fingers. "Don't worry about it. I'mjust trying to figure
out what's going on here."

"My Queen," Foanfoll ower interposed. He wi ped his nouth, set aside the |eaves which had held
his meal, then clinbed to his feet. Towering over the circle of Ranen, he stepped forward to stand
beside the fire. "My Queen, our difficulty is that the Ranen mi sdoubt me. They have spoken their
respect for you, Lena Atiaran-daughter, and their acceptance of ur-Lord Thonas Covenant,
Unbel i ever and Ri ngthane. But ne they distrust."

Lena | ooked up at him "Then they are fools,'' she said with dignity.

"No." Foanfollower smled wanly. "It is true that | have been a guest at Manhome, and a
conpani on of Manethrall Lithe on the Quest for the Staff of Law And it is true that Banner of the
Bl oodguard has known nme. W fought together at the battle of Soaring Wodhel ven. But they are not
fools. They suffer a doomof G ants, and their distrust nust be respected.”

He turned to the four Manethralls. "Yet, though | acknow edge your doubt, it is hard for nme to
bear. My heart urges ne to |eave this place where | amnot trusted. You could not easily stop ne.
But | do not go. My thoughts urge me to turn to ny friend Thonmas Covenant. Perhaps he woul d conpel
you to accept ne. But | do not ask this of him | nust bring your acceptance upon nyself. | wll
strive to neet your doubt-so that the enemi es of the Despiser, Soul crusher and Fangthane, may not
be divided agai nst thensel ves. Ask anything that you require.”

The Manethralls | ooked sharply at each other, and Covenant felt the atnobsphere over the
gathering tighten. The Gant's face was onm nously calm as if he recogni zed a personal crisis and
under stood how to neet it. But Covenant did not understand. The hostility of the Ramen conti nued
to amaze him He ached to junp to the G ant's defense

He refrai ned because he saw why Foanfol | ower wanted to prove hinmsel f-and because he had a
fascinated, fearful desire to see howthe G ant would do it.

After a wordless consultation with the other Manethralls, Jain got to her feet and confronted
Foanf ol | ower across the fire. Unbidden, Bannor joined her. They regarded the G ant gravely for a
I ong monent. Then Jain said, "Saltheart Foanfollower, the Render is cunning in malice. To discover
himin all his secret treacheries requires an equal cunning. The Ranmen have no such cunni ng. How
is it possible for us to test you?"

"Inquire of ny past," Foanfoll ower responded evenly. "I was absent from G ant-w ought Coercr
when the Ravers put their hands upon ny kindred. Since that time, | have roved the Land, striKking-
sl ayi ng marauders. | have fought at the side of the Stonedownors in defense of their hones. [-"

"They had creatures which destroyed stone!" Lena cut in with sudden vehenence. "Their great,
cruel arms tore our honmes to rubble. Wthout the Gant's strength, we could not have preserved one
rock upright."

"Lena." Covenant wanted to appl aud, cheer her affirnmation, but he stopped her gently, squeezed
her armuntil she turned her angry gaze toward him "He doesn't need our help,'' he said as if he
were afraid her ire mght break the frail bones of her face. "He can answer for hinself."

Slow y, her anger turned to pain. "Wiy do they torment us? W seek to save the Ranyhyn al so.
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The Ranyhyn trust us."

Covenant steadi ed her as best he could. "They've suffered. They've got to answer for thenselves
too."

"I al so shared somewhat in the returning of Thomas Covenant to the Land," Foanfol | ower
continued. "He would not sit here now, purposing to aid the Land, had | not given of ny strength.”

"That does not suffice," said Jain sternly. "The Render would not hesitate to kill his own for
the sake of a larger goal. Perhaps you served the Stonedownors and the sunmmoning so that this
white gold mght fall into Fangthane's hands."

"And you have not given an account of The Gieve.
the question he raised were peril ous.

But Foanfol |l ower turned such issues aside with a jerk of his nassive head. "Then di scount ny
past -di scount the scars of risk which cover ny flesh. It is possible that | ama tool of the
Despi ser. Inquire of what you see. Behold nme. Do you truly believe that a Raver night disguise
hi nsel f within ne?"

"How can we answer?" Jain nuttered. "W have never seen you hale."

But Foanfol | ower was facing Bannor now, addressing his question to the Bl oodguard.

Evenly, objectively, Bannor replied, "G ant, you do not appear well. Many things are obscured
in this winter-but you do not appear well. There is a lust in you that | do not conprehend. It has
the | ook of Corruption."

The Manethralls nodded in sharp agreenent.

"Bannor!" Foanfollower breathed intently. His stiff cal mbroke nmonentarily, and a pang of
angui sh twi sted his countenance. "Do not damm nme with such short words. It nmay be that | too nuch
resenble Pietten. | have struck blows that |I cannot call back or prevent. And you have seen-there
is the blood of G ants upon ny head."

The bl ood of G ants? Covenant noaned. Foanfol | ower!

The next instant, Foanfollower regai ned mastery of hinself. "But you have known me, Bannor. You
can see that it is not ny intent to serve the Despiser. | could not-!" The words ripped thensel ves
savagely past his lips.

"' | have known you," Bannor agreed sinply. In what way do | know you now?"

The G ant's hands twitched as if they were eager for a violent answer, but he kept his
st eadi ness. Wthout dropping Banner's gaze, he knelt by the fire. Even then he was taller than
Bannor or Manethrall Jain. Hi s muscles tensed as he | eaned forward, and the orange firelight
echoed dangerously out of the dark caves of his eyes.

"You have seen the caanora, Bannor," he said tightly, "the Gantish ritual fire of grief. You
have seen its pain. | amnot prepared-this is not nmy time for such rituals. But I wll not
wi t hdraw until you acknow edge ne, Bannor of the Bl oodguard."”

He did not rel ease Banner's eyes as he thrust both his fists into the hottest coals of the
canpfire.

The Cords gasped at the sight, and the other Manethralls junped up to join Jain. Covenant
followed as if the G ant had snatched himerect.

Foanfol l ower was rigid with agony. Though the flanes did not consune his flesh, they tortured
hi m horrendously. The mnuscles of his forehead bul ged and worked as if they were tearing his skull
apart; the thews of his neck stood out l|ike cables; sweat oozed like blood down his fire-hot
cheeks; his lips drew back into a white snarl across his teeth. But his gaze did not waver. In
angui sh he kept up the demand of his pain.

Bannor stared back with a | ook of nagisterial indifference on his alien men.

The Cords were appal | ed. They gaped sickly at Foanfollower's hands. And the Manethralls
painfully, fearfully, watched Bannor and the G ant, neasuring the test of will between them But
Lena gave a low cry and hid her face in Covenant's shoul der

Covenant, too, could not bear to see Foanfollower's hurt. He turned on Banner and gasped into
the Bl oodguard's ear, "Gve it up! Adnmit you know him Hellfire! Banner-you bl oody egonaniac!
You're so proud- after the Bloodguard failed you can't stand to admt there m ght be any
faithful ness left anywhere. It's you or nothing. But he's a G ant, Bannor!'' Bannor did not nove,
but a nuscle quivered along his jaw. "Wasn't El ena enough for you?" Covenant hissed. "Are you
trying to make another Kevin out of hinP"

For an instant, Banner's white eyebrows gathered into a stark frown. Then he said flatly,
"Pardon me, Saltheart Foanfollower. | trust you."

Foanfol | ower withdrew his hands. They were rigid with pain, and he hugged themto his chest,
panti ng hoarsely.

Bannor turned to Covenant. Sonething in his pose made Covenant flinch as if he expected the
Bl oodguard to strike him "You al so caused the fall of H gh Lord Elena," Bannor said brittlely.

Bannor's voice was soft, withdrawn, as if
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"You conpelled us to reveal the unspoken nane. Yet you did not bear the burden of that nane
yoursel f. Therefore the Law of Death was broken, and Elena fell. | did not reproach you then, and
do not now. But | say to you: beware, ur-Lord Covenant! You hold too many doons in your unwel
hands. "

"I know that," nuttered Covenant. He was shaking so badly that he had to keep both arns around
Lena to support hinself. "I know that. It's the only thing | know for sure.'' He could not | ook at
Foanfol |l ower; he was afraid of the Gant's pain, afraid that the Gant night resent his
intervention. Instead, he held onto Lena while his reaction to the strain surged into anger

""But |I've had enough of this.'' His voice was too violent, but he did not care. He needed sone
outlet for his passion. "I"'mnot interested in asking for help anynore. Now I'mgoing to tell you
what to do. Manethrall Lithe prom sed that the Ranen woul d do whatever | wanted. You care about
proni ses-you keep this one. | want food, all we can carry. | want guides to take us to Landsdrop
as fast as possible. | want scouts to help us get across the Spoiled Plains.'' Wrds tunbl ed
through his teeth faster than he could control them "If Foanfollower's been crippled- By hell,
you're going to nmake it up to him"

"Ask for the noon," Mnethrall Kam nuttered

"Don't tenpt ne!" Hot shouts thronged in his throat like fire; he whirled to fling flanes at
the Manethralls. But their haunted eyes stopped him They did not deserve his rage. Like Bannor
and Foanfoll ower, they were the victins of the Despiser-the victins of the things he, Thomas
Covenant, had not done, had been unwilling or unable to do, for the Land. Again, he could feel the
ground on which he stood trenoring.

Wth an effort, he turned back to Bannor, net the Bl oodguard' s agi ng gaze. "Wat happened to
El ena wasn't your fault at all," he nunbled. "She and I-did it together. O | did it to her." Then
he pushed hinself to go to Foanfoll ower.

But as he noved, Lena caught his arm swung hi maround. He had been bracing hinself on her
wi t hout paying any attention to her; now she nade him |l ook at her. "Elena-ny daughter-what has
happened to her?" Horror crackled in her eyes. The next instant, she was clawing at his chest with
desperate fingers. "What has happened to her?"

Covenant stared at her. He had half forgotten, he had not wanted to renenber that she knew
not hi ng of Elena's end.

"He said she fell!" she cried at him "Wat have you done to her?"

He held her at armis length, backed away from her. Suddenly everything was too rmuch for him
Lena, Foanfoll ower, Bannor, the Ramen-he could not keep a grip on it all at once. He turned his
head toward Foanfollower, ignored Lena, and | ooked dunbly to the G ant for hel p. But Foanfoll ower
did not even see Covenant's stricken, silent plea. He was still wapped in his own pain,
struggling to flex his wacked fingers. Covenant |owered his head and turned back toward Lena as
if she were a wall against which he had to batter hinself.

"She's dead,"” he said thickly. "It's ny fault-she wouldn't have been in that nmess if it hadn't
been for me. | didn't save her because | didn't know how "

He heard shouts behind him but they made no inpression on him He was watching Lena. Slowy
the inmport of his words penetrated her. "Dead," she echoed enptily. "Fault." As Covenant watched
her, the light of consciousness in her eyes seened to falter and go out.

"Lena," he groaned. "Lena!"

Her gaze did not recognize him She stared blankly through himas if her soul had | apsed wthin
her .

The shouti ng behind himnounted. A voice nearby gasped out, "W are betrayed! U -viles and
Cavewi ghts-! The sentries were slain.”

The urgency in the voice reached him He turned dully. A young Cord al nost chattering with fear
stood before the Manethralls and Bannor. Behind her, in the entrance to the covert, fighting had
al ready begun. Covenant coul d hear the shouts and groans of frantic hand-to-hand conbat echoing
out of the rift.

The next instant, a tight pack of Cavew ghts burst into the canyon, whirling huge broadswords

in their powerful, spatulate hands. Wth a shrill roar, they charged the Ranen.
Bef ore Covenant could react, Bannor caught hold of himand Lena, began to drag them both
toward the other end of the valley. "Flee,'' he said distinctly as he inpelled themforward. "The

Gant and | will prevent pursuit. W will overtake you-as soon as may be. Flee north, then east.’'
The cliffs narrowed until Covenant and Lena stood in the mouth of another cleft through the

hills. Banner thrust themin the direction of the dark crevice. '' Mke haste. Keep to the left.’
Then he was gone, running toward the battle.
Hal f unconsci ously, Covenant checked to be sure that he still had Triock's knife under his

belt. Part of himyearned to run after Banner, to throw hinself |ike Banner into the absol ution of
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the fray-to seek forgiveness.
Clutching hard at Lena's arm he drew her with himinto the cleft.

[ TEN] Pariah

After the first bend, even the trailing light of the canpfires was cut off, and he coul d see
not hi ng. Lena noved |ike a puppet in his grasp- enpty and unadept. He wanted her to hold onto him
so that he would have both hands free; but when he w apped her fingers around his arm they
slipped linply off again. He was forced to grope ahead with his left hand, and retain her with his
mai med right. H s nunbness nade himfeel at every nmonent that he was about to | ose her.

The shouting pursued himalong the crevice, increased his sense of urgency yell by yell. He
cursed furiously, trying to keep hinself from becom ng frantic.
When the rift divided, he followed the left wall. In a few steps, this crevice becane so narrow

that he had to nove along it sideways, pulling Lena after him Then it began to descend. Soon it
was so steep that the noldering | eaves and | oam of the floor occasionally shifted under their
feet. There the rift becane a tunnel. The stone sealed over their heads, while the floor |eveled
until the ceiling was so close that it made Covenant duck for fear he m ght crack open his skull
The utter lightlessness of the passage dismayed him He felt that he was groping his way blindly
into the bowels of the earth, felt at every step that the tunnel might pitch himinto a chasm He
no | onger heard any sound fromthe canyon; his own |oud scrabbling filled his ears. Yet he did not
stop. The pressure of his urgency, the pressure of the blind stone inpending over the back of his
neck, conpelled hi monward.

Still Lena gave no sign of life. She stunbled, noved at his pull, bunped dumbly against the
wal l's of the tunnel; but her armin his grasp was inert. He could not even hear her breathing. He
tugged her after himas if she were a nmindless child.

At |last the tunnel ended. Wthout warning, the stone vani shed, and Covenant blundered into a
t hi cket. The stems and branches lashed at himas if he were an eneny. Protecting his eyes with his
forearm he thrust ahead until he found hinmself on open ground, sweating in the teeth of the wi nd.

The night was as dank and bitter as ever, but after the pitch blackness of the tunnel he found
that he could see vaguely. He and Lena stood bel ow a high, |Ioom ng bluff. Thickets and brush
covered nost of its base, but beyond themthe ground sloped down barrenly toward the Plains of Ra

He paused in the scything wind and tried to take stock of the situation. The tunnel fromthis
side was well disguised by the thickets and underbrush, but still the Ranen shoul d have posted
sentries here. \Were were they? He saw no one, heard nothing but the w nd.

He was tenpted to call out, but the frigid enptiness of the night restrained him I|f the Ranen
were defeated, the marauders would have no difficulty follow ng himthrough the tunnel; Cavew ghts
and ur-viles could take such passages in the dark gleefully. U-viles m ght already be watching
himfromthe thicket.

North, then east, Bannor had said. He knew he had to start noving. But he had no supplies-no
food, no bedding, no fire. Even if he were not pursued, he could hardly hope to survive in this
cold. If Bannor and the G ant did not cone soon, he and Lena were finished.

But Bannor had said that they would overtake him It's too late, he nuttered to steady his
resolve, it's too late to start worrying about the inpossible. It's all been inpossible fromthe
begi nni ng. Just get going. At |east get her out of this wnd.

He put Lena on his left, wapped his armaround her, and started north across the preternatura
current of the winter

He hurried as nuch as possible, supporting Lena, glancing fearfully back over his shoulder to
see if they were being followed. Wen he reached a break in the hills on his left, he faced a
difficult decision: Bannor and Foanfoll ower would |locate himnore easily if he stayed on the edge
of the Plains, but if he noved up anong the hills he would have a better chance of finding shelter
and aliantha. After a painful moment, he chose the hills. He would have to trust the hunting
skills of his friends; Lena was his first concern

He | abored strenuously up through the break, half carrying his companion. Once he had passed
beyond the first crests, he found a shallow valley running roughly northward which provided some
cover fromthe wind. But he did not stop; he was not far enough fromthe tunnel. Instead, he took
Lena along the valley and into the hills beyond it.

On the way, he stunbled by chance into a battered aliantha. It had few berries, but its
presence there reassured himsomewhat. He ate two berries hinself, then tried to get Lena to take
the others. But she neither saw the aliantha nor heard his denands; all her outer senses were
bl ank.

He ate the rest of the treasure-berries so that they would not be wasted, then left the bush
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behi nd and took Lena along and out of the valley. For a long time after that, he could not find an
easy way through the hills. He struggled generally northward, searching for usable valleys or
paths, but the terrain turned himinsistently east, downhill toward the plains. Now the sweat was
freezing in his beard again, and his nuscles slowy stiffened against the icy cut of the w nd.
Whenever the wind hit Lena directly, she trenbled. At |ast her need for shelter becane inperative
in his mnd. When he saw a darker shadow which | ooked like a gully in the wastel and bel ow him he
gave up on the hills and went down to it.

It had not deceived him It was a dry arroyo with sheer sides. In places its walls were nore
than ten feet high. He took Lena down an uneven slope into the gully, then guided her under the
| ee of the opposite wall and seated her with her back against the packed dirt.

As he peered at her through the darkness, her condition scared him She shivered constantly
now, and her skin was cold and clanmry. Her face held no recognition, no awareness of where she was
or what was happening to her. He chafed her wists roughly, but her arnms remained linp, as if the
cold had unmarrowed her bones. "Lena,'' he called to her hesitantly, then with nore force. "Lena!"
She did not answer. She sat slack against the wall as if she had decided to freeze to death rather
than acknow edge the fact that the man she | oved was a nurderer

"Lena!" he begged gruffly. "Don't nake me do this. | don't want to do it again."

She did not respond. The irregular noan and catch of her breathing gave no indication that she
had heard him She | ooked as brittle as frostbhitten porcel ain.

Wth a fierce grimce clenched on his face, he drew back his hal fhand and struck her hard
across the side of her head for the second time in his life.

Her head snapped soddenly to the side, swung back toward him For an instant, her breath
shuddered in her lungs, and her lips trenbled as if the air hurt her nouth. Then suddenly her
hands | eaped out like claws. Her nails dug into the flesh of his face around his eyes. She gripped
hi mthere, gouging him poised ready to tear his eyes out.

A sharp nausea of fear wrenched his guts, made him flinch. But he did not back away.

After a noment, she said starkly, "You slew El ena ny daughter.™

"Yes."

Her fingers tightened. "I could blind you."
"Yes."

"Are you not afraid?"

"I"'mafraid."

Her fingers tightened again. "Then why do you not resist? ' Her nails drew blood fromhis left
cheek.

"Because |'ve got to talk to you-about what happened to Elena. |1've got to tell you what she
did-and what | did-and why | did it. You won't listen unless you decide-"
"I will not listen at all!" Her voice shook with weepi ng. Savagely, she snatched back her hands

and returned his blow, struck his cheek with all her strength. The sting brought water to his
eyes. When he blinked themclear, he saw that she had cl anped her hands to her face to keep
hersel f from sobbi ng al oud.

Awkwar dly, he put his arns around her. She did not resist. He held her firmy while she wept,
and after a tinme she noved her head, pressed her face into his jacket. But soon she stiffened and
wi t hdrew. She wi ped her eyes, averting her face as if she were ashaned of a nonentary weakness. "I
do not want your confort, Unbeliever. You have not been her father. It is a father's place to |ove

hi s daughter, and you did not |ove her. Do not mstake nmy frail grief-1 will not forget what you
have done."

Covenant hugged hinself in an effort to contain his hurt. "I don't want you to forget.'' For
that monment, he would have been willing to lose his eyes if the pain of blindness could have
enabled himto weep. "I don't want anyone to forget."

But he was too barren for tears; the water which blurred his sight did not come fromhis heart.
Roughly, he forced hinmself to his feet. "Come on. W'll freeze to death if we don't get noving."

Bef ore she could respond, he heard feet hit the ground behind him He whirled, waving his hands
to ward off an attack. A dark figure stood opposite himin the gully. It was wapped in a cloak
he could not discern its outlines. But it carried a spear like a staff in its right hand.

"Pah!" the figure spat. "You would be dead five tines if | had not chosen to watch over you."

"Pietten?" Covenant asked in surprise. "Wat're you doing here?" Lena was at his side, but she
did not touch him

"' You are stupid as well as unskill ed, rasped Pietten. " | saw at once that the Ranmen woul d
not defend you. | took the task upon nyself. What folly nmade you deliver yourself into their
hands?"

"What happened in the fight?" Questions rushed up in Covenant. "What happened to Banner and
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Foanf ol | ower ? Where are they?"

"Cone!" the Wyodhel venni n snapped. "Those wornspawn are not far behind. W must nove swiftly if
you wish to live.™

Covenant stared. Pietten's attitude unnerved him For an instant, his jaw worked usel essly.
Then he repeated with a note of desperation in his voice, "Wat happened to Bannor and
Foanf ol | ower ?"

"You will not see themagain." Pietten sounded scornful. "You will see nothing again unless you
foll ow me now. You have no food and no skill. Remain here, and you will be dead before | have gone
a league."” Wthout waiting for answer, he turned and trotted away al ong the gully.

Covenant hesitated indecisively while contradictory fears clanored in him He did not want to
trust Pietten. His instincts shouted loudly: He drinks blood; Foul did sonmething to himand he
likes the taste of blood! But he and Lena were too hel pl ess. They could not fend for thensel ves.
Abruptly, he took Lena's armand started after Pietten

The Ranen-trai ned Whodhel venni n al | owed Covenant and Lena to catch up with him but then he set
a pace for themwhich kept Covenant from asking any questions. Traveling swiftly, he guided them
northward out of the arroyo into the open Plains, hastened themalong like a nan with a goa
clearly visible before him When they showed signs of tiring, he irritably found aliantha for
them But he reveal ed no weariness hinsel f; he noved strongly, surely, reveling in the flow of his
strides. And fromtine to tine he grinned jeeringly at Covenant and Lena, nocking themfor their
inability to match him

They followed himas if they were entranced, spellbound to himby the harsh winter and their
extrene need. Covenant nmintained the pace doggedly, and Lena |abored at his side, spurning his
every effort to help her. Her new, grimindependence seened to sustain her; she covered nearly two
| eagues before she began to weaken. Then, however, her strength rapidly deserted her.

Covenant was deeply tired hinmsel f, but he ached to aid her. Wen she stunbled for the third
time, and could hardly regain her feet, he demanded breathl essly across the wind, "Pietten, we've
got to rest. We need fire and shelter.”

"You are not hardy, Ringthane," Pietten gibed. "Wy do so many people fear you?"

"W can't go on like this."

"You will freeze to death if you stop here."

Pai nful Iy, Covenant mnustered the strength to shout, " | know that! Are you going to help us or
not ?"

Pietten's voice sounded oddly cunning as he replied, "W will be safer-beyond the river. It is
not far."” He hurried on before Covenant could question him

Covenant and Lena nade the effort to follow himand found that he had spoken the truth. Soon
t hey reached the banks of a dark river flow ng eastward out of the hills. It lay forbiddingly
across their way like a streamof black ice, but Pietten junped into it at once and waded strai ght
to the opposite bank. The current was stiff, but did not reach above his knees.

Cur sing, Covenant watched himgo. His weariness nultiplied his distrust; his instinctive
| eper's caution was yowing inside himlike a wounded aninmal. He did not know this river, but he
guessed it was the Roansedge, Ra's northern boundary. He feared that Bannor and Foanfol | ower woul d
not expect himto |leave the Plains-if they were still alive.

But he still had no choice. The Wodhel vennin was their only chance.

"WIIl you halt there?" Pietten scoffed at themfromthe far bank. "Halt and die."

Hel If ire! Covenant snarled to hinself. He took Lena's armdespite her angry efforts to pul
away, and went down the bank into the river.

H's feet felt nothing of the cold, but it burned like nunb fire into his |lower |egs. Before he
had waded a dozen yards, his knees hurt as if his calves were being shredded by the river. He
tried to hurry, but the speed of the current and the unevenness of the river bottomonly nade him
trip and stagger brokenly. He clung to Lena's arm and plowed onward with his gaze fixed on the
bank ahead.

When he stunbl ed up out of the river, his legs ached as if they had been nai ned. "Damm you
Pietten," he nuttered. "Now we have got to have a fire."

Pi etten bowed sardonically. "Watever you command, Ri ngthane." Turning on his heel, he ran
lightly away into the low hills north of the river like a sprite enticing themto perdition

Covenant lunbered in pursuit, and when he crested the hill, he saw that Pietten had already
started a fire in the hollow beyond it. Flanes crackled in a dry patch of branbles and bushes. As
Covenant and Lena descended toward it, the fire spread, junping fiendishly higher and higher as it
ran through the dead wood.

They hastened fervidly to the blaze. Lena's | egs gave way at the | ast nonent, and she fell to
her knees as if that were the only way she could prevent herself fromleaping into the flanes. And
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Covenant spread his arnms to the heat, stood on the very verge of the fire and threw open his
jacket like an acol yte enbracing vision. For |long nmonents they neither spoke nor noved.

But when the warnth nelted the ice to nake itself felt against Covenant's forehead, started to
draw the noisture in steamfromhis clothes, he stepped back a pace and | ooked about him

Pietten was | eering at himnercilessly.

He felt suddenly trapped, cornered; for reasons that he could not name, he knew he was in
danger. He | ooked quickly toward Lena. But she was absorbed in the fire, oblivious. Unwillingly he
met Pietten's gaze again. That stare held himlike the eyes of a snake, trying to paralyze him He
had to resist it. Wthout thinking, he grow ed, "That was a damm stupid thing to do." He indicated
the fire with a jerk of one hand. " Afire this big will throw light over the hill. W'Il be
seen. "

"I know." Pietten |licked his |ips.

"You know, " Covenant nuttered nmordantly. "Did it occur to you that this could bring a pack of
mar auders down on us?" He snarled the words thoughtlessly, but as soon as he had spoken them they
sent a stamer of fear through him

"Are you not grateful?" Pietten grinned naliciously. "You command fire-fire | provide. Is that
not how nmen show their devotion to the R ngthane?"

"What are we going to do if we're attacked? She and | are in no condition to fight."

"I know. "

"You know, " Covenant repeated. The upsurge of his trepidation al most made himstutter.

"But no marauders will cone," the Wodhel vennin went on inmediately. "I hate them Pah! They
sl ay Ranyhyn."

"What do you nean, they won't cone? You said"-he searched his nenory-"you said they weren't far
behi nd. How in hell do you expect themto miss us in all this light?"

"I do not want themto miss us."

"\What ?" The fear taking shape within himmade himshout. "Hell-fire! Mike sense!"

"Ri ngthane,"” Pietten shot back with sudden vehenence, "this night I will conplete the whole
sense of nmy life!™

The next instant he had returned to scorn. "I desire themto find us, yes! | desire themto see
this blaze and conme. Land friends-horse servants-pah! They tornent the Ranyhyn in the nane of
faith. I will teach themfaith." Covenant felt Lena junp to her feet behind hiny he could sense
the way she focused herself on Pietten. In the warnth of the fire, he finally noticed what had
caught her attention. It was the snell of blood. "I desire the G ant ny benefactor and Banner the
Bl oodguard to stand upon this hillside and witness ny faith."

"You said that they are dead! "Lena hissed. "You said that we would not see them again."

At the sane tine, Covenant croaked, "It was you!" Hi s apprehensions burst into clarity. "You
didit."" Inthe lurid light of the fire, he caught his first sure glinpse of his plight. "You're
the one who betrayed all those coverts!"

Lena's novenent triggered himinto novenent. He was one step ahead of her as she threw herself
at Pietten.

But Pietten was too swift for them He ained his spear and braced hinself to inpale the first
att ack.

Covenant |eaped to a stop. Gappling frantically, he caught Lena, held her fromhurling herself
onto Pietten's weapon. She struggled for one nute, furious noment, then becane still in his grasp
Her bedraggl ed white hair hung across her face like a fringe of nadness. Gimy, he set her behind
hi m
He was trenbling, but he forced hinself to face Pietten. "You want themto watch while you Kkill
us. "

Pietten | aughed sourly. "Do they not deserve it?" His eyes flashed as if a |ightning of nurder
pl ayed in back of them "If | could have ny wish, | would place the entire Ramen nation around
this hollow so that they m ght behold ny contenmpt for them Ranyhyn servants! Pah! They are
vermn."'

"Render!" Lena spat hoarsely.

Wth his | eft hand, Covenant held her behind him "You betrayed those coverts-you betrayed them
all. You're the only one who could have done it. You killed the sentries and showed those
mar auders how to get in. No wonder you stink of blood."

"It pleases ne."

"You betrayed the Ranyhyn!" Covenant raged. "Injured Ranyhyn got sl aughtered!"

At this, Pietten jerked forward, brandi shed his spear viciously. "Hold your tongue, Ringthane!"
he snapped. "Do not question ny faith. | have fought-1 would slay any living creature that raised
its hands agai nst the Ranyhyn."
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"Do you call that faith? There were injured Ranyhyn in that covert, and they were butchered!"
"They were nurdered by Ranen!" Pietten retorted redly. "Verm n! They pretend service to the
Ranyhyn, but they do not take the Ranyhyn to the safety of the south. | hold no fealty for them™
Lena tried to leap at Pietten again, but Covenant restrained her. "They are |like you-and that

G ant-and the Bl oodguard! Pah! You feast on Ranyhyn-flesh |like jackals."

Wth an effort, Covenant nmade Lena |l ook at him "Go!" he whispered rapidly. "Run. Get out of
here. Get back across the river-try to find Bannor or Foanfollower. He doesn't care about you. He
won't chase you. He wants ne."

Pietten cocked his spear. "If you take one step to flee,
Ri ngt hane where he stands and hunt you down |like a wolf."

The threat carried conviction. "All right," Covenant groaned to Lena. "All right." d owering
t hunderously, he swung back toward Pietten. "Do you renmenber ur-viles, Pietten? Soaring
Wyodhel ven? Fire and ur-viles? They captured you. Do you remenber?"

Pietten stared back Iike |ightning.

"They captured you. They did things to you. Just as they did to Llaura. Do you renenber her?
They hurt her inside so that she had to help trap the Lords. The harder she tried to break free,
the worse the trap got. Do you renmenber? It's just like that with you. They hurt you so that you
woul d- destroy the Ranyhyn. Listen to ne! Foul knew when he started this war that he wouldn't be
able to crush the Ranyhyn unl ess he found some way to betray the Ramen. So he hurt you. He made
you do what he wants. He's using you to butcher the Ranyhyn! And he's probably given you specia
orders about ne. What did he tell you to do with ny ring?" He hurled the words at Pietten with al
his strength. "How nmany bl oody tines have you been to Foul's Creche since this winter started?”

he grated, "I will kill the

For a nonent, Pietten's eyes lost their focus. Dimy, he nurnured, "I nust take it to him He
will use it to save the Ranyhyn." But the next instant, white fury flared in himagain. '' You
lie! 1 love the Ranyhyn! You are the butchers, you and those vernin!"

"That isn't true. You know it isn't true."

"Is it not?" Pietten | aughed desperately. "Do you think I amblind, Ri ngthane? | have |earned
much in-in ny journeys. Do you think the Ranen hold the Ranyhyn here out of |ove?”

"They can't help it," Covenant replied. "The Ranyhyn refuse to go."

Pietten did not hear him "Do you think the Bl oodguard are here out of |ove? You are a fool
Banner is here because he has caused the deaths of so many Ranyhyn that he has becone a betrayer.
He needs to betray, as he did the Lords. Ch, he fights-he has al ways fought. He hungers to see
every Ranyhyn slain in spite of his fighting so that his need will be fed.

Pah! "

Covenant tried to interrupt, protest, but Pietten rushed on: "Do you think the Gant is here
out of love? You are anile-sick with trust. Foanfollower is here because he has betrayed his
peopl e. Every last Gant, every nman, worman, and child of his kindred, lies dead and nol dered in
Sear each because he abandoned them He fled rather than defend them H's very bones are nmade of
treachery, and he is here because he can find no one else to betray. Al his other conpanions are
dead. "

Foanf ol | ower! Covenant cried in stricken silence. Al dead? Foanfoll ower!

"And you, Ringthane-you are the worst of all. You surpass ny contenpt. You ask what |
remenber." Hi s spear point waved patterns of outrage at Covenant's chest. "I remenber that the
Ranyhyn reared to you. | renenber that | strove to stop you. But you had al ready chosen to betray

them You bound them w th prom ses-proni ses which you knew t hey could not break. Therefore the
Ranyhyn cannot seek the safety of the nountains. They are shackled by conm tnents which you forced

fromthem you! You are the true butcher, Ringthane. | have lived nmy life for the chance to slay
you. "

"No," Covenant gasped. "I didn't know. " But he heard the truth in Pietten's accusation. Waves
of crime seenmed to spread fromhimin all directions. "I didn't know "

Bannor ? he noaned. Foanfollower? A livid orange nmist filled his sight Iike the radi ance of
bri nst one. How coul d he have done so nuch harn? He had only wanted to survive-had only wanted to
extract survival fromthe raw stuff of suicide and madness. The G ants!-lost |ike Elena. And now
the Ranyhyn were being driven down the same bl oody road. Foanfollower? Did | do this to you? He
knew t hat he was defensel ess, that he could have done nothing to ward off a spear thrust. But he
was staring into the abyss of his own actions and could not | ook away.

"We're the sane,'' he breathed without knowi ng what he was saying. "Foul and | are the sane.”

Then he becane aware that hands were pulling at him Lena had gripped his jacket and was

shaking himas hard as she could. "Is it true?" she shouted at him "Are they dying because you
made them promise to visit ne each year?"
He net her eyes. They were full of firelight; they conpelled himto recognize still another of
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his crimes. In spite of his peril, he could not refuse her the truth.
"No." His throat was clogged with grief and horror. "That's only part- Even if they went to the
mount ai ns, they could still reach you. I-1"-his voice ached thickly-"I nade them prom se to save

me-if | ever called them | did it for nyself."

Pi etten | aughed.

A cry of fury and despair tore between her lips. Wth the strength of revul sion, she thrust
Covenant from her, then started to run out of the hollow

"Stop!'' Pietten barked after her.'' You cannot escape!" He turned as she ran, follow ng her
with the tip of his spear.

In the instant that Pietten cocked his armto throw, Covenant charged. He got his hands on the
spear, heaved his weight against Pietten, tried to tear the spear away. Pietten recoiled a few
steps under the onslaught. They westled furiously. But the grip of Covenant's half hand was too
weak. Wth a violent wench, Pietten tw sted the spear free.

Covenant grappled for Pietten's arms. Pietten knocked himback with the butt of the spear and
stabbed its point at him Covenant threw hinself to the side, managed to avoid the thrust. But he
| anded heavily on one foot, with the ankl e bent under his weight.

Bones snapped. He heard themretorting through his flesh as he crashed to the ground, heard
hi nsel f scream Agony erupted in his leg. But he nade hinmself roll, trying to evade the jabs of
t he spear.

As he flopped onto his back, he saw Pietten standing over himw th the spear clenched like a
spi ke in both hands.

Then Lena sl ammed into the Wodhel vennin. She | aunched her slight format himw th such
ferocity that he fell under her, lost his grip on the spear. It |anded across Covenant.

He grabbed it, tried to lever himself to his feet with it. But the pain in his ankle held him
down as if his foot had been nailed to the ground. "Lena!" he shouted wildly. "No!"

Pietten threw her off himw th one powerful sweep of his arm She sprang up again and pulled a
knife out of her robe. Rage contorted her fragile face as she hacked at Pietten

He evaded her strokes, backed away quickly for an instant to gather his bal ance. Then
fiercely, he grinned.

"No!" Covenant shri eked.

When Lena charged again, Pietten caught her knife wist neatly and turned the bl ade away from
him Slowy, he twisted her arm forcing her down. She hammered at himw th her free hand, but he
hel d her. She could not resist his strength. She fell to her knees.

"The Ranyhyn!" she gasped to Covenant. "Call the Ranyhyn!"

"Lena!" Using the spear, he lunged to his feet, fell, tried to cram forward.

Slow y, inexorably, Pietten bent her backward until she lay withing on the ground. Then he
pul l ed his sharp wooden stave fromhis belt. Wth one savage bl ow he stabbed her in the stomach
spi ked her to the frozen earth.

Horror roared in Covenant's head. He seenmed to feel hinself shattering; stricken with pain, he
| ost consci ousness nonentarily.

When he opened his eyes, he found Pietten standing in front of him

Pietten was licking the blood of f his hand.

Covenant tried to raise the spear, but Pietten snatched it fromhim "Now, Ringthane!" he cried

ecstatically. "Now | will slay you. Kneel there-grovel before me. Bring ny dreans to life. | wll
be fair-1 will allow you a chance. Fromten paces | will hurl ny spear. You may dodge-if your
ankle permts. Do so. | relishit.”

Wth a grin like a snarl on his face, he strode away, turned and bal anced the spear on his
palm "Do you not choose to live?" he jeered. "Kneel, then. G oveling becones you."

Numbly, as if he did not know what he was doing, Covenant raised the two fingers of his right
hand to his nmouth and I et out a weak whistle.

A Ranyhyn appeared instantly over the hillcrest, and canme gall oping down into the hollow It
was m serably gaunt, reduced by the long winter to such inanition that only its chestnut coat
seenmed to hold its skeleton together. But it ran like indomtable pride straight toward Covenant.

Pietten did not appear to see it coming. He was in a personal trance, exalted by bl ood.

ol iviously, he drew back his arm bent his body until his nuscles strained with passion-
obliviously he | aunched the spear like a bolt of retribution at Covenant's heart.

The Ranyhyn veered, flashed between the two nmen, then fell tunbling |ike a sack of disnenbered
bones. Wen it cane to rest on its side, both men saw Pietten's spear jutting fromits
bl oodst ai ned coat .

The sight struck Pietten |like a blast of chaos. He gaped at what he had done in disbelief, as
if it were inconceivable, unendurable. H's shoul ders sagged, eyes stared widely. He seened to | ack
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| anguage for what he saw. His I[ips funbled over nmeani ngl ess whinpers, and the nuscles of his
throat jerked as if he could not swallow If he saw Covenant crawling terribly toward him he gave
no sign. Hs arns dangled at his sides until Covenant reared up in front of himon one | eg and
drove a sharp Stonedownor knife into his chest with both hands.

Covenant delivered the blow |ike a double fistful of hate. Its nomentum carried himforward,
and he toppled across Pietten's corpse. Bl ood punping fromaround the blade scored his jacket,
slicked his hands, stained his shirt. But he paid no attention to it. That one bl ow seened to have
spent all his rage. He pushed hinself off the body, and crawl ed away toward Lena, dragging his
broken ankle like a mllstone of pain behind him

Wien he reached her, he found that she was still alive. The whole front of her robe was soaked,
and bl ood coughed thinly between her |ips; but she was still alive. He gripped the spike to draw
it out. But the novenent drew a gasp of pain fromher. Wth an effort, she opened her eyes. They
were clear, as if she were finally free of the confusion which had shaped her life. After a
monent, she recogni zed Covenant, and tried to snile.

"Lena," he panted. "Lena."

"I love you," she replied in a voice wet with blood. "I have not changed."

"Lena." He struggled to return her smle, but the attenpt convul sed his face as if he were
about to shriek.

Her hand reached toward him touched his forehead as if to smooth away his scowl . "Free the
Ranyhyn, " she whi spered.

The plea took her last strength. She died with blood stream ng between her |ips.

Covenant stared at it as if it were vituperation. His eyes had a feverish cast, a | ook of
havi ng been blistered fromwithin. No words cane to his mind, but he knew what had happened. Rape,
treachery, now nurder-he had done themall, he had conmmitted every crime. He had broken the
prom se he had made after the battle of Soari ng Wodhel ven, when he swore that he would not kil
again. For a long nonment, he regarded his nunmb fingers as if they were things of no inportance.
Only the blood on them mattered. Then he pushed hinself away from Lena. Crawing |ike an abject
passi on, he noved toward the Ranyhyn.

Its nmuzzle was frothed with pain, and its sides heaved horridly. But it watched Covenant's
approach steadily, as if for the first time inits life it was not afraid of the bearer of white
gol d. When he reached it, he went directly to its wound. The spear was deeply enbedded; at first
he did not believe he could draw it out. But he worked at it with his hands, digging his el bows
into the Ranyhyn's panting ribs. At last the shaft tore free. Blood pul sed fromthe wound, yet the
horse lurched to its feet, stood wavering weakly on splayed |l egs, and nuzzled himas if to tel
himthat it would |ive.

"Al right," he nuttered, speaking half to himself. "Go back. Co-tell all the others. Qur
bargain is over. No nore bargains. No nore-'' The fire was falling into enbers, and his voice
faded as if he were losing strength along with it. Dark fog blewinto himalong the wind. But a
monent later, he rallied. "No nore bargains. Tell them™

The Ranyhyn stood as if it were unwilling to | eave him

"Co on," he insisted thickly. "You're free. You' ve got to tell them In the-in the nane of
Kel enbhr abanal , Father of Horses. Go."

At the sound of that name, the Ranyhyn turned painfully and started to Iinp out of the holl ow
When it reached the crest of the hill, it stopped and faced himonce nore. For an instant, he
t hought he could see it silhouetted against the night, rearing. Then it was gone.

He did not wait, did not rest. He was past taking any account of the cost of his actions. He
caught up Pietten's spear and used it as a staff to hold hinself erect. H s ankle screaned at him
as it dragged the ground, but he set his teeth and struggled away fromthe fire. As soon as he
left the range of its warnth, his wet clothing began to freeze.

He had no idea where he was headed, but he knew he had to go. On each breath that panted
through his | ocked teeth, he whispered hate as if it were a question

[ ELEVEN] The Ritual of Desecration

After Loerya left him Hi gh Lord Moram stayed on the tower for the rest of the night. He kept
hi msel f warm agai nst the bitter wind by calling up a flow of power through his staff fromtinme to
time and watched in silent dread as the pronged veins of malice in the ground pul sed at Revel stone
like sick, green-red |lava oozing its way into the Keep's courage. The ill m ght which spread from
samadhi Raver's Stone and the staves of the ur-viles |lit the night garishly; and at irregular
intervals, fervid sparks withed upward when the attack net resistance in the rock of the
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foothills.

Though it moved slowy, the hungry agony of the attack was now only scant yards from
Revel stone's walls. Through his feet, Mioramcould feel the Keep nmoaning in silent immobility, as
if it ached to recoil fromthe leering threat of those veins.

But that was not why Moram stood throughout the |ong night exposed to the i medicable gall of
the wind. He could have sensed the progress of the assault from anywhere in the Keep, just as he
did not need his eyes to tell himhow close the inhabitants of the city were to gibbering
col | apse. He watched because it was only by behol ding Satansfist's mght with all his senses,
perceiving it with all his resources in all its horror, that he could deal with it.

When he was away fromthe sight, dread seened to fall on himfrom nowhere, adunbrate agai nst
his heart |ike the knell of an unnotivated doom It confused his thoughts, paralyzed his
instincts. Wal king through the halls of Revel stone, he saw faces gray with inarticulate terror
heard above the constant, clenched nmunble of sobs children howling in panic at the sight of their
parents, felt the rigid noral exhaustion of the stalwart few who kept the Keep alive-Quaan, the
three Lords, nost of the Lorewardens, lillianrill, and rhadhamaerl. Then he could hardly naster
the passion of his futility, the passion which urged himto strike at his friends because it
blamed himfor failing the Land. A wild hopel essness noved in him shouldered its way toward the
front of his responses. And he alone of all the Lords knew how to nake such hopel essness bear
fruit.

But al one on the watchtower, with Satansfist's arny reveal ed below him he could clarify
hi nsel f, recogni ze what was being done to Revel -stone. The winter and the attack assuned a
different nmeaning. He no | onger accused hinmself; he knew then that no one could be blanmed for
bei ng i nadequate in the face of such unanswerabl e nal evol ence. Destruction was easier than
preservation, and when destruction had risen high enough, nere nen and wonen coul d not be
condemmed if they failed to throw back the tide. Therefore he was able to resist his own capacity
for desecration. H's eyes burned like yellow fury at the creeping attack, but he was searching for
def enses.

The aspect of the assault which npost daunted himwas its unwavering ferocity. He could see that
the ur-viles nmaintained their part of the power by rotating their positions, allow ng each wedge
and loremaster to rest in turn. And he knew from experience that Lord Foul's strength-his own
prodi gi ous mi ght naking use of the Illearth Stone-was able to drive arm es mad, push themto
greater savagery than their flesh could bear. But Satansfist was only one G ant, one body of
nmortal thew and bone and bl ood. Even a G ant-Raver should not have been able to sustain such an
extravagant exertion for so |ong.

In addition, while samadhi concentrated on his attack, he m ght reasonably have been expected
to lose sone of his control over his army. Yet the whole horde, |egion after |egion, remained
poi sed around Revel -stone . Each creature in its own way bent the lust of its will at the Keep
And the enerald expenditure of samadhi's strength never blinked. Cearly, Lord Foul supported his
army and its conmander with mght so i mense that it surpassed all ©Moram s previ ous conceptions
of power.

He coul d see no hope for Revel stone anywhere except in the cost of that unwavering exertion
The defenders would have to hope and pray that Satansfist's aegis broke before they did. If they
could not contrive to endure the Raver's attack, they were dooned.

When Mhoramreturned to the hollow stone halls in the first, gray, dimridicule of dawn, he was
ready to strive for that endurance

The hushed, tight wave of panic that struck himas he strode down the main passage into the
Keep al nost broke his resolve. He could feel people grinding their teeth in fear behind the walls
on either side of him Shouts reached himfroma far gallery; two parties had banded together to
def end t hensel ves from each other. Around a bend he surprised a hungry group that was attenpting
to raid one of the food storeroons; the people believed that the cooks in the refectories were
prepari ng poison.

Hi s anger blazed up in him and he surged forward, intending to strike themwhere they stood in
their folly. But before he reached them they fell into panic and fled fromhimas if he were a
ghoul . Their retreat left two of Quaan's warriors standing guard in front of the storeroomas if
they were watching each other rather than the supplies. Even these two regarded Mhoram w t h dread.

He mastered hinself, forced a smle onto his crooked lips, said a few encouragi ng words to the
guards. Then he hastened away.

He saw now that Revel stone was at the flash point of crisis. To help it, he had to provide the
city with sonething nore than nonents of tenporary aid. Gimy, 