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THE WOUNDED LAND
St ephen R Donal dson

The Chronicles O Thomas Covenant The Unbel i ever BOOK FOUR
C 1980

PROLOGUE
ONE: Daught er

WHEN Li nden Avery heard the knock at her door, she groaned al oud. She was in a black nood, and did
not want visitors. She wanted a cold shower and privacy-a chance to accustom herself to the
del i berate austerity of her surroundi ngs.

She had spent nost of the afternoon of an unnaturally nuggy day in the middle of spring noving
herself into this apartment which the Hospital had rented for her, |ugging her sparse wardrobe,
her inadequate furniture, and a back-breaki ng series of cardboard boxes containing textbooks from
her m ddl e-aged sedan up the outside stairs to the second floor of the ol d wooden house. The house
squatted anmong its weeds like a crippled toad, spavined by antiquity; and when she had unl ocked
her apartnment for the first tine, she had been greeted by three roons and a bath w th grubby
yellow wal I s, fl oorboards covered only by chi pped bei ge paint, an atnosphere of desuetude
bordering on indignity-and by a piece of paper which nust have been slipped under the door. Thick
red lines like lipstick or fresh blood marked the paper-a |large crude triangle with two words
inside it:

JESUS SAVES

She had glared at the paper for a nmonent, then had crunpled it in her pocket. She had no use for
of fers of salvation. She wanted nothing she did not earn

But the note, conbined with the turgid air, the |ong exertion of heaving her belongings up the
stairs, and the apartnent itself, left her feeling capable of nurder. The roomnms reni nded her of
her parents' house. That was why she hated the apartnent. But it was condign, and she chose to
accept it. She both | oathed and approved the aptness of her state. Its personal stringency was
appropri at e.

She was a doctor newy out of residency, and she had purposely sought a job which would bring her
to a snall half-rural, half-stagnant town |ike this one-a town |like the one near which she had
been born and her parents had di ed. Though she was only thirty, she felt old, unlovely, and
severe. This was just; she had lived an unlovely and severe life. Her father had di ed when she was
ei ght; her nother, when she was fifteen. After three enpty years in a foster hone, she had put
hersel f through coll ege, then nedical school, internship, and residency, specializing in Famly
Practice. She had been | onely ever since she could renmenber, and her isolation had |argely becone
i ngrained. Her two or three love affairs had been |ike hygi enic exercises or experinments in
physi ol ogy; they had [ eft her untouched. So now when she | ooked at herself, she saw severity, and
t he consequences of viol ence.

Hard work and cl enched enotions had not hurt the gratuitous wonanliness of her body, or dulled the
essential luster of her shoulder-length wheaten hair, or harmed the structural beauty of her face.
Her driven and self-contained |ife had not changed the way her eyes misted and ran al nost wi thout
provocation. But lines had already narked her face, |eaving her with a perpetual frown of
concentration above the bridge of her straight, delicate nose, and gullies like the inplications
of pain on either side of her mouth-a nmouth which had originally been forned for somnething nore
generous than the life which had befallen her. And her voice had becone flat, so that it sounded
nore |ike a diagnostic tool, a way of eliciting pertinent data, than a vehicle for conmunicati on.
But the way she had lived her life had given her sonething nore than loneliness and a liability to
bl ack nmoods. It had taught her to believe in her own strength. She was a physician; she had held
life and death in her hands, and had | earned how to grasp themeffectively. She trusted her
ability to carry burdens. \Wen she heard the knock at her door, she groaned al oud. But then she
strai ghtened her sweat-narked clothes as if she were tugging her enotions into order, and went to
open the door.

She recogni zed the short, wy nan who stood on the |anding. He was Julius Berenford, Chief of
Staf f of the County Hospital

He was the man who had hired her to run his Qutpatient dinic and Enmergency Room In a nore
metropolitan hospital, the hiring of a Fanmily Practitioner for such a position would have been
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unusual . But the County Hospital served a region conposed largely of farners and hill people. This
town, the county seat, had been calcifying steadily for twenty years. Dr. Berenford needed a
generali st.

The top of his head was |l evel with her eyes, and he was tw ce her age. The round bul ge of his
stomach belied the thinness of his |inbs. He gave an inpression of dyspeptic affection, as if he
found human behavi or both inconprehensi bl e and endearing. Wien he sniled below his white

noust ache, the pouches under his eyes tightened ironically.

"Dr. Avery," he said, wheezing faintly after the exertion of the stairs.

"Dr. Berenford." She wanted to protest the intrusion; so she stepped aside and said tightly, "Come
in"

He entered the apartnment, glancing around as he wandered toward a chair. "You've al ready noved
in," he observed. "Good. | hope you had help getting everything up here."

She took a chair near his, seated herself squarely, as if she were on duty. "No." Wo could she
have asked for hel p?

Dr. Berenford started to expostul ate. She stopped himwith a gesture of dismissal. "No problem
I"mused to it."
"Wl |, you shouldn't be." H's gaze on her was conplex. "You just finished your residency at a

hi ghly respected hospital, and your work was excellent. The | east you should be able to expect in
life is help carrying your furniture upstairs.”

H s tone was only half hunorous; but she understood the seriousness behind it because the question
had come up nore than once during their interviews. He had asked repeatedly why soneone wth her
credentials wanted a job in a poor county hospital. He had not accepted the glib answers she had
prepared for him eventually, she had been forced to offer himat |east an approxi nati on of the
facts. "Both ny parents died near a town like this," she had said. "They were hardly niddl e-aged
If they'd been under the care of a good Family Practitioner, they would be alive today."

This was both true and false, and it lay at the root of the anbival ence which nade her feel old.
If her nother's nelanona had been properly diagnosed in tine, it could have been treated
surgically with a ninety per cent chance of success. And if her father's depression had been
observed by anybody with any know edge or insight, his suicide nmight have been prevented. But the
reverse was true as well; nothing could have saved her parents. They had di ed because they were
sinply too ineffectual to go on living. Wenever she thought about such things, she seened to fee
her bones growing nore brittle by the hour

She had cone to this town because she wanted to try to help people like her parents. And because
she wanted to prove that she could be effective under such circunstances-that she was not |ike her
parents. And because she wanted to die.

When she did not speak, Dr. Berenford said, "However, that's neither here nor there." The
huror | essness of her silence appeared to disconfit him "lI'mglad you're here. Is there anything
can do? Help you get settled?"

Li nden was about to refuse his offer, out of habit if not conviction, when she renenbered the

pi ece of paper in her pocket. On an inpulse, she dug it out, handed it to him "This cane under
the door. Maybe you ought to tell ne what I'mgetting into."

He peered at the triangle and the witing, muttered, "Jesus saves," under his breath, then sighed.
"Cccupational hazard. |'ve been going to church faithfully in this town for forty years. But since
I"ma trained professional who earns a decent living, some of our good people-" He grimced wyly,
"-are always trying to convert me. lgnorance is the only form of innocence they understand." He
shrugged, returned the note to her. "This area has been depressed for a long tine. After a while,
depressed people do strange things. They try to turn depression into a virtue-they need sonething
to nmake thensel ves feel |ess hel pless. Wat they usually do around here is becone evangelical. I'm
afraid you're just going to have to put up with people who worry about your soul. Nobody gets much
privacy in a small town."

Li nden nodded; but she hardly heard her visitor. She was trapped in a sudden nenory of her nother,
weepi ng wi th poignant self-pity. She had bl aned Linden for her father's death-

Wth a scow, she drove back the recollection. Her revul sion was so strong that she m ght have
consented to having the nmenories physically cut out of her brain. But Dr. Berenford was watchi ng
her as if her abhorrence showed on her face. To avoid exposing herself, she pulled discipline over
her features like a surgical mask. "What can | do for you, doctor?"

"Well, for one thing," he said, forcing himself to sound genial in spite of her tone, "you can
call me Julius. I'"'mgoing to call you Linden, so you nmight as well."

She acqui esced with a shrug. "Julius."

"Linden." He smiled; but his smle did not soften his disconfort. After a nonent, he said
hurriedly, as if he were trying to outrun the difficulty of his purpose, "Actually, | cane over
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for two reasons. O course, | wanted to welcone you to town. But | could have done that later. The
truth is, I want to put you to work."

Wor k? she thought. The word sparked an involuntary protest. | just got here. I'mtired and angry,
and | don't know how I'mgoing to stand this apartnent. Carefully, she said, "It's Friday. |'m not

supposed to start until Monday."

"This doesn't have anything to do with the Hospital. It should, but it doesn't." H s gaze brushed
her face like a touch of need. "It's a personal favor. I'min over ny head. |'ve spent so nany
years getting involved in the lives of ny patients that | can't seemto nake objective decisions
anynore. Or maybe |'mjust out of date -don't have enough nedi cal know edge. Seens to ne that what
I need is a second opinion."

"About what ?" she asked, striving to sound noncommttal. But she was groaning i nwardly. She

al ready knew that she would attenpt to provide whatever he asked of her. He was appealing to a
part of her that had never |earned how to refuse.

He frowned sourly. "Unfortunately, | can't tell you. It's in confidence."
"Ch, cone on." She was in no nood for guessing ganes. "I took the sanme oath you did."
"I know." He raised his hands as if to ward off her vexation. "I know. But it isn't exactly that

ki nd of confidence."

She stared at him nonentarily nonplussed. Wasn't he tal ki ng about a nedical problen? "This sounds
like it's going to be quite a favor."

"Could be. That's up to you." Before she could nuster the words to ask himwhat he was tal king
about, Dr. Berenford said abruptly, "Have you ever heard of Thomas Covenant? He wites novels."
She felt himwatching her while she groped nentally. But she

had no way of following his line of thought. She had not read a novel since she had finished her
literature requirement in college. She had had so little tine. Striving for detachnent, she shook
her head.

"He lives around here," the doctor said. "Has a house outside town on an old property called Haven
Farm You turn right on Main." He gestured vaguely toward the intersection. "Go through the mddle
of town, and about two nmiles later you'll come to it. On the right. He's a |l eper.™

At the word | eper, her mnd bifurcated. This was the result of her training-dedication which had
made her a physician without resolving her attitude toward herself. She nmurnured inwardly,
Hansen's di sease, and began review ng infornation

Mycobacterium |l epra. Leprosy. It progressed by killing nerve tissue, typically in the extrenities
and in the cornea of the eye. In nost cases, the disease could be arrested by neans of a
conprehensi ve treatnent program pivoting around DDS: di am no-di phenyl -sul fone. If not arrested,

t he degeneration could produce nuscul ar atrophy and defornmation, changes in skin pignmentation
blindness. It also left the victimsubject to a host of secondary afflictions, the nost comobn of
whi ch was infection that destroyed other tissues, leaving the victimw th the appearance-and
consequences-of having been eaten alive. Incidence was extremely rare; |eprosy was not contagi ous
in any usual sense. Perhaps the only statistically significant way to contract it was to suffer
prol onged exposure as a child in the tropics under crowded and unsanitary living conditions.

But while one part of her brain unwound its skein of know edge, another was tangled in questions
and enotions. A leper? Here? Wiy tell nme? She was torn between visceral distaste and enpathy. The
di sease itself attracted and repell ed her because it was incurable-as i nmedi cabl e as death. She
had to take a deep breath before she could ask, "Wat do you want nme to do about it?"

"Well-" He was studying her as if he thought there were i ndeed sonething she could do about it.
"Not hing. That isn't why | brought it up." Abruptly, he got to his feet, began neasuring out his
unease on the chi pped fl oorboards. Though he was not heavy, they squeaked vaguely under him "He
was di agnosed early enough-only I ost two fingers. One of our better |ab technicians caught it,
right here at County Hospital. He's been stable for nore than nine years now. The only reason
told you is to find out if you' re- squeani sh. About |epers." He spoke with a twi sted expression
"I used to be. But |I've had time to get over it."

He did not give her a chance to reply. He went on as if he were confessing. "I've reached the
poi nt now where | don't think of himas |eprosy personified. But | never forget he's a leper." He
was tal ki ng about sonething for which he had not been able to forgive hinself. "Part of that's his
fault," he said defensively. "He never forgets, either. He doesn't think of hinmself as Thomas
Covenant the witer-the man-the human being. He thinks of hinself as Thonas Covenant the |eper."”
When she continued to stare at himflatly, he dropped his gaze. "But that's not the point. The
point is, would it bother you to go see hinP"

"No," she said severely; but her severity was for herself rather than for him |'ma doctor. Sick
peopl e are ny business. "But | still don't understand why you want ne to go out there."

The pouches under his eyes shook as if he were pleading with her. "I can't tell you."
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"You can't tell me." The qui etness of her tone belied the bl ackness of her mood. "Wat good do you
think I can possibly do if | don't even know why |I'mtal king to hinP"

"You could get himto tell you."™ Dr. Berenford s voice sounded |ike the msery of an ineffectua
old man. "That's what | want. | want himto accept you- tell you what's going on hinmself. So
won't have to break any prom ses."

"Let me get this straight," She nade no nore effort to conceal her anger. "You want ne to go out
there, and ask himoutright to tell ne his secrets. Atotal stranger arrives at his door, and
wants to know what's bothering him for no other reason than because Dr. Berenford would like a
second opinion. I'lIl be lucky if he doesn't have ne arrested for trespassing.”

For a nonent, the doctor faced her sarcasm and indignation. Then he sighed. "I know. He's like
that-he'd never tell you. He's been |ocked into hinself so | ong-"The next instant, his voice
becanme sharp with pain. "But | think he's wong."

"Then tell me what it is," insisted Linden

H s nmout h opened and shut; his hands nmade supplicating gestures. But then he recovered hinself.
"No. That's backward. First

I need to know which one of us is wong. | owe himthat. Ms. Roman is no help. This is a nedical
decision. But | can't nmake it. |'ve tried, and | can't."

The sinplicity with which he admtted his inadequacy snared her. She was tired, dirty, and bitter
and her mind searched for an escape. But his need for assistance struck too close to the driving
compul sions of her Me. Her hands were knotted together like certainty. After a nonent,, she |ooked
up at him H's features had sagged as if the nmuscles were exhausted by the weight of his
nmortality. In her flat professional voice, she said, "G ve ne sone excuse | can use to go out
there. "

She could hardly bear the sight of his relief. "That | can do," he said with a show of briskness.
Reaching into a jacket pocket, he pulled out a paperback and handed it to her. The lettering
across the drab cover said:

O | WII Sell My Soul for CGuilt

a novel by THOVAS COVENANT

"Ask for his autograph.” The ol der man had regai ned his sense of irony. "Try to get himtalking.
If you can get inside his defenses, sonething will happen."

Silently, she cursed herself. She knew nothing about novels, had never learned howto talk to
strangers about anything except their synptonms. Anticipations of enbarrassment filled her Iike
shame. But she had been nortifying herself for so long that she had no respect left for the parts
of her which could still feel shane. "After | see him" she said dully, "I'Il want to talk to you
I don't have a phone yet. Were do you live?"

Her acceptance restored his earlier manner; he became wy and solicitous again. He gave her
directions to his house, repeated his offer of help, thanked her for her wllingness to involve
herself in Thomas Covenant's affairs. Wen he left, she felt dinmy astonished that he did not
appear to resent the need which had forced himto display his futility in front of her.

And yet the sound of his feet descending the stairs gave her a sense of abandonment, as if she had
been left to carry alone a burden that she woul d never be able to understand.

For ebodi ng nagged at her, but she ignored it. She had no acceptable alternatives. She sat where
she was for a noment, glaring around the blind yellow walls, then went to take a shower.

After she had washed away as much of the blackness as she could reach with soap and water, she
donned a dull gray dress that had the effect of mnimzing her femninity, then spent a few

m nut es checking the contents of her nedical bag. They al ways seened insufficient-there were so
many t hi ngs she night conceivably need which she could not carry with her-and now t hey appeared to
be a particularly inprovident arsenal against the unknown. But she knew from experience that she
woul d have felt naked without her bag. Wth a sigh of fatigue, she | ocked the apartnent and went
down the stairs to her car.

Driving slowy to give herself tine to | earn | andmarks, she followed Dr. Berenford's directions
and soon found herself noving through the center of town.

The | ate afternoon sun and the thickness of the air nade the buildings | ook as if they were
sweati ng. The busi nesses seened to | ean away fromthe hot sidewal ks, as if they had forgotten the
ent husi asm even the accessibility, that they needed to survive; and the courthouse, with its dul
white marble and its roof supported by stone giant heads atop ersatz G eek colums, | ooked

al t oget her unequal to its responsibilities.

The sidewal ks were relatively busy-people were goi ng honme from work-but one small group in front
of the courthouse caught Linden's eye. A faded woman with three snall children stood on the steps.
She wore a shapel ess shift which appeared to have been nade from burlap; and the children were
dressed in gunny sacks. Her face was gray and blank, as if she were inured by poverty and
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weariness to the enaciation of her children. Al four of them held short wooden sticks bearing
crude signs, "

The signs were marked with red triangles. Inside each triangle was witten one word: REPENT.

The wonman and her children ignored the passershy. They stood dunbly on the steps as if they were
engaged in a penance which stupefied them Linden's heart ached uselessly at the sight of their
nmoral and physi cal penury. There was nothing she could do for such people.

Three mnutes later, she was outside the municipal linits.

There the road began to run through tilled valleys, between

wooded hills. Beyond the town, the unseasonabl e heat and hum dity were kinder to what they
touched; they made the air lanbent, so that it lay |ike i manence across the new crops, up the
tangl ed weed-arid-grass hillsides, anong the budding trees; and her nood lifted at the way the

| andscape gl owed in the approach of evening. She had spent so rmuch of her life in cities. She
continued to drive slowy; she wanted to savor the faint hope that she had found sonething she
woul d be able to enjoy.

After a couple of mles, she canme to a wide field on her right, thickly overgrown with ml kweed
and wild nustard. Across the field, a quarter of a nile away against a wall of trees, stood a
white frane house. Two or three other houses bordered the field, closer to the highway; but the
white one drew her attention as if it were the only habitable structure in the area.

Adirt road ran into the field. Branches went to the other houses, but the nmain track |ed straight
to the white one

Besi de the entrance stood a wooden sign. Despite faded paint and several old splintered holes |ike
bull et scars, the lettering was still |egible: Haven Farm

G i ppi ng her courage, Linden turned onto the dirt road

Wt hout warning, the periphery of her gaze caught a flick of ochre. A robed figure stood beside

t he sign.

What - ?

He stood there as if he had just appeared out of the air. An instant ago, she had seen not hing
except the sign.

Taken by surprise, she instinctively twitched the wheel, trying to evade a hazard she had al ready
passed. At once, she righted the sedan, stepped on the brakes. Her eyes junped to the rearview
mrror.

She saw an old man in an ochre robe. He was tall and |lean, barefoot, dirty. His long gray beard
and thin hair flared about his head like frenzy.

He took one step into the road toward her, then clutched at his chest convul sively, and coll apsed.
She barked a warni ng, though there was no one to hear it. Moving with a celerity that felt Iike
sl ownotion, she cut the ignition, grabbed for her bag, pushed open the door. Apprehension roiled
in her, fear of death, of failure; but her training controlled it. In a nmonent, she was at the old
man' s side.

He | ooked strangely out of place in the road, out of tine in the world she knew. The robe was his
only garnment; it |ooked as if he had been living in it for years. Hi s features were sharp, nade
fierce by destitution or fanaticism The declining sunlight colored his withered skin |ike dead
gol d.

He was not breat hi ng.

Her discipline made her nove. She knelt beside him felt for his pulse. But within her she wail ed.
He bore a sickening resenblance to her father. If her father had lived to beconme old and mad, he
m ght have been this stricken, preterite figure.

He had no pul se.

He revolted her. Her father had committed suicide. People who killed thensel ves deserved to die.
The old man's appearance brought back nmenories of her own scream ng which echoed in her ears as if
it could never be silenced.

But he was dying. Al ready, his muscles had sl ackened, relaxing the pain of his seizure. And she
was a doctor.

Wth the sureness of hard training, self-abnegation which mastered revul sion, her hands snapped
open her bag. She took out her penlight, checked his pupils.

They were equal and reactive.

It was still possible to save him

Qui ckly, she adjusted his head, tilted it back to clear his throat. Then she fol ded her hands
toget her over his sternum |eaned her weight on her arns, and began to apply CPR

The rhythm of cardi opul nobnary resuscitation was so deeply ingrained in her that she followed it
automatically: fifteen firmheels of her hands to his sternum then two deep exhalations into his
mout h, bl ocking his nose as she did so. But his mouth was foul, cankerous, and vile, as if his
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teeth were rotten, or his palate gangrenous. She alnost faltered. Instantly, her revul sion becane
an acute physical nausea, as if she were tasting the exudation of a boil. But she was a doctor
this was her work.

Fifteen. Two.

Fifteen. Two.

She did not pernmit herself to miss a beat.

But fear surged through her nausea. Exhaustion. Failure. CPR was so denanding that no one person
could sustain it alone for nore than a few nmnutes. If he did not come back to Iife soon-Breathe,
dam you, she nuttered along the beats. Fifteen. Two. Dam you. Breathe. There was still no pul se.
Her own breathing becane ragged; giddiness welled up in her like a tide of darkness. The air
seenmed to resist her lungs. Heat and the approach of sunset dinmed the old nan. He had | ost al
muscl e-tone, all appearance of life.

Br eat he!

Abruptly, she stopped her rhythm snatched at her bag. Her arns trenbl ed; she clenched them stil
as she broke open a disposable syringe, a vial of adrenaline, a cardiac needle. Fighting for
steadi ness, she filled the syringe, cleared out the air. In spite of her urgency, she took a
monent to swab clean a patch of the man's thin chest with al cohol. Then she slid the needle
delicately past his ribs, injected adrenaline into his heart.

Setting aside the syringe, she risked pounding her fist once against his sternum But the bl ow had
no effect.

Cursing, she resuned her CPR

She needed hel p. But she could not do anything about that. If she stopped to take himinto town,
or to go in search of a phone, he would die. Yet if she exhausted herself alone he would stil

di e.

Br eat he!

He did not breathe. His heart did not beat. H's nouth was as fetid as the maw of a corpse. The
whol e ordeal was hopel ess.

She did not relent.

Al'l the blackness of her life was in her. She had spent too nmany years teaching herself to be

ef fective against death; she could not surrender now. She had been too young, weak, and ignorant
to save her father, could not have saved her nother; now that she knew what to do and could do it,
she woul d never quit, never falsify her life by quitting.

Dark notes began to dance across her vision; the ah- swarmed with noi sture and i nadequacy. Her
arnms felt |eaden; her lungs cried out every tinme she forced breath down the old man's throat. He
lay inert. Tears of rage and need ran hotly down her face. Yet she did not relent.

She was still half conscious when a trenmor ran through him and he took a hoarse gulp of air.

At once, her will snapped. Blood rushed to her head. She did not feel herself fall away to the

si de.

When she regai ned enough sel f-command to rai se her head, her sight was a snmear of pain and her
face was slick with sweat. The old man was standing over her. His eyes were on her; the intense
blue of his gaze held her like a hand of conpassion. He | ooked inpossibly tall and healthy; his
very posture seenmed to deny that he had ever been close to death. Gently, he reached down to her
drew her to her feet. As he put his arnms around her, she slunped against him unable to resist his
enbr ace.

"Ah, mny daughter, do not fear."

Hi s voice was husky with regret and tenderness.

"You will not fail, however he may assail you. There is also love in the world."
Then he rel eased her, stepped back. Hi s eyes becane comrandnents.
"Be true."

She wat ched hi m dunbly as he turned, wal ked away fromher into the field. M| kwed and wld

must ard whi pped agai nst his robe for a nonent. She could hardly see himthrough the blurring of
her vision. A nmusky breeze stirred his hair, made it a ninbus around his head as the sun began to
set. Then he faded into the hum dity, and was gone.

She wanted to call out after him but the menory of his eyes stopped her

Be true.

Deep in her chest, her heart began to trenble.

TWO  Sonet hi ng Broken

AFTER a nmoment, the trenbling spread to her linbs. The surface of her skin felt fiery, as if the
rays of the sun were concentrated on her. The muscles of her abdonen knotted.
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The ol d man had vani shed. He had put his arnms around her as if he had the right, and then he had
vani shed.

She feared that her guts were going to rebel

But then her gaze lurched toward the dirt where the old man had lain. There she saw the used
hypoderm c, the sterile wappings, the enpty vial. The dust bore the faint inprint of a body.

A shudder ran through her, and she began to rel ax.

So he had been real He had only appeared to vani sh. Her eyes had tricked her

She scanned the area for him He should not be wal ki ng around; he needed care, observation, unti
his condition stabilized. But she saw no sign of him Fighting an odd rel uctance, she waded out
into the wild nustard after him But when she reached the place where her eyes had | ost him she
found not hi ng.

Baffl ed, she returned to the roadway. She did not like to give himup; but she appeared to have no
choice in the matter. Muttering under her breath, she went to retrieve her bag.

The debris of her treatnent she stuffed into one of the plastic specimen sacks she carried. Then
she returned to her car. As she slid into the front seat, she gripped the steering wheel with both
hands to steady herself on its hard actuality.

She did not renmenber why she had cone to Haven Farmuntil the book on the seat beside her caught
her attention

Ch, damn!

She felt intensely unready to confront Thomas Covenant.

For a nonent, she considered sinply abandoning the favor she had promised Dr. Berenford. She
started the engine, began to turn the wheel. But the exigency of the old man's eyes held her. That
bl ue woul d not approve the breaking of promi ses. And she had saved him She had set a precedent
for herself which was nore inportant than any question of difficulty or nortification. Wen she
put the sedan into notion, she sent it straight down the dirt road toward the white frane house,
with the dust and the sunset at her back.

The light cast a tinge of red over the house, as if it were in the process of being transforned
into sonething el se. As she parked her car, she had to fight another surge of reluctance. She did
not want to have anything to do with Thomas Covenant-not because he was a | eper, but because he
was sonet hi ng unknown and fierce, sonething so extravagant that even Dr. Berenford was afraid of
hi m

But she had al ready made her commitment. Picking up the book, she left her car and went to the
front door of the house, hoping to be able to finish this task before the light fail ed.

She spent a nonent straightening her hair. Then she knocked.

The house was silent.

Her shoul ders t hrobbed with the consequences of strain. Fatigue and enbarrassnent made her arnms
feel too heavy to lift. She had to grit her teeth to nake herself knock again.

Abruptly, she heard the sound of feet. They came stanping through the house toward her. She could
hear anger in them

The front door was snatched open, and a nan confronted her, a lean figure in old jeans and a T-
shirt, a fewinches taller than herself. About forty years old. He had an intense face. Hs nouth
was as strict as a stone tablet; his cheeks were lined with difficulties; his eyes were like
enbers, capable of fire. Hi s hair above his forehead was raddled with gray, as if he had been aged
nmore by his thoughts than by tine.

He was exhausted. Al npbst automatically, she noted the redness of his orbs and eyelids, the pallor
of his skin, the febrile rawness of his novements. He was either ill or under extreme stress.

She opened her mouth to speak, got no further. He registered her presence for a second, then
shapped, "Goddamm it, if | wanted visitors I'd post a sign!" and cl apped the door shut in her
face.

She blinked after himmonmentarily while darkness gathered at her back, and her uncertainty turned
to anger. Then she hit the door so hard that the wood rattled in its frane.

He canme back al nost at once. His voice hurled acid at her. "Maybe you don't speak English. [|-"
She met Ms glare with a nordant smle. "Aren't you supposed to ring a bell, or sonething?"

That stopped him H's eyes narrowed as he reconsidered her. Wen he spoke again, his words cane
more slowy, as if he were trying to neasure the danger she represented.

"I'f you know that, you don't need any warning."

She nodded. "My nane is Linden Avery. |I'ma doctor."

"And you're not afraid of |epers.”

Hi s sarcasmwas as heavy as a bl udgeon; but she matched it. "If | were afraid of sick people, |
woul dn't he a doctor,"

Hi s gl ower expressed his disbelief. But he said curtly, "I don't need a doctor," and started to
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swi ng the door shut again.

"So actually,"” she rasped, "you're the one who's afraid.”

Hi s face darkened. Enunciating each word as if it were a dagger, he said, "Wat do you want,
doct or ?"

To her dismay, his controlled vehenence nmade her falter. For the second tine in the course of the
sunset, she was held by eyes that were too potent for her. H's gaze shamed her. The book- her
excuse for being there-was in her hand; but her hand was behi nd her back. She could not tell the
lie Dr. Berenford had suggested to her. And she had no other answer. She could see vividly that
Covenant needed help. Yet if he did not ask for it, what recourse did she have?

But then a leap of intuition crossed her m nd. Speaking before she could question herself, she
said, "That old man told me to 'Be true.'"

Hs reaction startled her. Surprise and fear flared in his eyes. H's shoul ders wi nced; his jaw
dropped. Then abruptly he had cl osed the door behind him He stood before her with his face thrust
hotly forward. "Wat old man?"

She nmet his fire squarely. "He was out at the end of your driveway-an old man in an ochre robe. As
soon as | saw him he went into cardiac arrest." For an instant, a cold hand of doubt touched her
heart. He had recovered too easily. Had he staged the whol e situation? |Inpossible! H's heart had
stopped. "I had to work like hell to save him Then he just wal ked away."

Covenant's belligerence collapsed. H's gaze clung to her as if he were drowning. Hi s hands gaped
in front of him For the first time, she observed that the last two fingers of his right hand were
m ssing. He wore a weddi ng band of white gold on what had once been the middle finger of that

hand. Hs voice was a scraping of painin his throat. "He's gone?”

"Yes. "

"An old man in an ochre robe?"

"Yes."

"You saved hin?" His features were fading into night as the sun dropped bel ow the horizon

"Yes."

"What did he say?"

"I already told you.'
"He said that to you?"

Her uncertainty nade her inpatient. "He said, 'Be true.

"Yes!"

Covenant's eyes left her face. "Hellfire." He sagged as if he carried a weight of cruelty on his
back. "Have nmercy on ne. | can't bear it." Turning, he slumped back to the door, opened it. But
there he stopped.

"Way you?"

Then he had reentered his house, the door was closed, and. Linden, stood alone in the evening as
if she had been bereft.

She did not nove until the need to do sonething, take sone kind of action to restore the
famliarity of her world, inpelled her to her car. Sitting behind the wheel as if she were
stunned, she tried to think

Why you?

What kind of question was that? She was a doctor, and the old nman had needed help. It was that
sinpl e. What was Covenant tal king about?

But Be true was not all the old man had said. He had also said, You will not fail, however he nay
assail you.

He? Was that a reference to Covenant? Was the old nman trying to warn her of sonething? O did it

i mply sonme other kind of connection between himand the witer? Wiat did they have to do with each
other? O with her?

Nobody coul d fake cardiac arrest!

She took a harsh grip on her scranbled thoughts. The whole; situation made no sense. Al she could
say for certain was that Covenant had recogni zed her description of the old man. And Covenant's
mental stability was clearly open to question

Cl enching the wheel, she started her car, backed up in order to turn around. She was convi nced now
that Covenant's problem was serious; but that conviction only nade her nore angry at Dr. ;
Berenford's refusal to tell her what the problemwas. The dirt road was obscure in the twlight;
she sl apped on her headlights as she put the sedan in gear to conplete her turn

A scream | i ke a mout hful of broken glass snatched her to a halt. It pierced the nutter of her
sedan. Slivers of sound cut at her hearing. A woman screaning in agony or madness.

It had cone from Covenant's house. ?

In an instant, Linden stood beside the car, waiting for the cry to-be repeated.

She heard not hing. Lights shone fromsone of the wi ndows; but " no shadows noved. No sounds of
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vi ol ence betrayed the night. She | stood poised to race to the house. Her ears searched the air-.
But the dark held its breath. The scream did not conme again

For a | ong nonent, indecision held her. Confront Covenant-denand answers? O |eave? She had net
his hostility. What right did she have-? Every right, if he were torturing sone wonan. But how
could she be sure? Dr. Berenford had called it a nmedical problem

Dr. Berenford-

Spitting curses, she junped back into her car, stanped down on the accelerator, and sped away in a
rattl e of dust and gravel

Two mnutes later, she was back in town. But then she had to sl ow down so that she could watch for
street signs.

When she arrived at the Chief of Staffs house, all she could see was an outline against the night
sky. Its front frowned as if this, too, were a place where secrets were kept. But she did not
hesitate. Striding up the steps, she pounded on the front door

That door led to a screened veranda like a neutral zone between the dwelling itself and the
outside world. As she knocked, the porch Iights came on. Dr. Berenford opened the inner door
closed it behind him then crossed the veranda to admt her

He snmiled a welcone; but his eyes evaded hers as if he had reason to be frightened; and she coul d
see his pulse beating in the pouches bel ow t heir sockets.

"Dr. Berenford," she said grinmy.

"Pl ease."” He made a gesture of appeal. "Julius."

"Dr. Berenford." She was not sure that she wanted this man's friendship. "W is she?"

Hi s gaze flinched. "She?"

"The wonman who screaned. "

He seened unable to Iift his eyes to her face. In a tired voice, he murnmured, "He didn't tell you
anyt hi ng. "

"No. "

Dr. Berenford considered for a nonent, then notioned her toward two rocking chairs at one end of
the veranda. "Please sit down. It's cooler out here." Hs attention seenmed to wander. "This heat
wave can't last forever."

"Doctor!" she lashed at him "He's torturing that woman."

"No, he isn't." Suddenly, the older man was angry. "You get that out of your head right now He's
doi ng everything he can for her. Watever's torturing her, it isn't him"

Li nden held his glare, measuring his candor until she felt sure that he was Thomas Covenant's
friend, whether or not he was hers. Then she said flatly, "Tell ne."

By degrees, his expression recovered its habitual irony. "Wn't you sit down?"

Brusquel y, she noved down the porch, seated herself to one of the rockers. At once, he turned off
the lights, and darkness cane pouring through the screens. "I think better in the dark." Before
her eyes adjusted, she heard the chair beside her squeak as he sat down.

For a tine, the only sounds were the soft protest of his chair and the stridulation of the
crickets. Then he said abruptly, "Some things |'"mnot going to tell you. Sone | can't-sone |
won't. But | got you into this. | owe you a few answers."

After that, he spoke like the voice of the night; and she listened in a state of suspension-half
concentrating, as she would have concentrated on a patient describing synptons, half nusing on the
i mmge of the gaunt vivid nman who had said with such astoni shnent and pain, Wy you?

"El even years ago, Thomas Covenant was a witer with one bestseller, a lovely wife named Joan, and
an infant son, Roger. He hates that novel-calls it inane-but his wife and son he still loves. O
thi nks he does. Personally, | doubt it. He's an intensely loyal man. What he calls love, | cal
being loyal to his own pain.

"El even years ago, an infection on his right hand turned out to be |eprosy, and those two fingers
were anputated. He was sent down to the leprosariumin Louisiana, and Joan divorced him To
protect Roger from being raised to close proximty to a |leper. The way Covenant tells it, her

deci sion was perfectly reasonable. A nother's natural concern for a child. |I think he's
rationalizing. | think she was just afraid. | think the idea of what Hansen's disease could do to
himnot to mention to her and Roger-just terrified her. She ran away."

Hi s tone conveyed a shrug, "But |'mjust guessing. The fact is, she divorced him and he didn't
contest it. After a few nonths, his illness was arrested, and he cane back to Haven Farm Al one.
That was not a good time for him Al his neighbors noved away. Some people in this fair town
tried to force himto | eave. He was to the Hospital a couple tines, and the second tinme he was
hal f dead-" Dr. Berenford seened to wince at the nenory. "H s disease was active again. W sent

hi m back to the | eprosarium

"When he cane honme again, everything was different. He seened to have recovered his sanity. For
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ten years now he's been stable. Alittle grim maybe-not exactly what you m ght call diffident-but
accessi bl e, reasonabl e, conpassionate. Every year he foots the bill for several of our indigent
patients.”

The ol der nman sighed. "You know, it's strange. The sane people who try to convert nme seemto think
he needs saving, too. He's a | eper who doesn't go to church, and he's got noney. Sonme of our
evangel ical s consider that an insult to the Almghty."

The professional part of Linden absorbed the facts Dr. Berenford gave, and discounted his

subj ective reactions. But her musing rai sed Covenant's visage before her in the darkness.
Gradual ly, that needy face becane nore real to her. She saw the lines of |oneliness and gall on
his men. She responded to the strictness of his countenance as if she had recogni zed a conrade.
After all, she was familiar with bitterness, |oss, isolation.

But the doctor's speech also filled her with questions. She wanted to know where Covenant had

| earned his stability. Wat had changed hi n? Where had he found an answer potent enough to
preserve him against the poverty of his life? And what had happened recently to take it away from
hi n?

"Since then," the Chief of Staff continued, "he's published seven novels, and that's where you can
really see the difference. Ch, he's nmentioned sonething about three or four other nmanuscripts, but
| don't know anything about them The point is, if you didn't know better, you wouldn't be able to
believe his bestseller and the other seven were witten by the same nman. He's right about the
first one. It's fluff-self-indul gent nel odrama. But the others-

"If you had a chance to read O | WII Sell My Soul for Guilt, you'd find himarguing that

i nnocence is a wonderful thing except for the fact that it's inpotent. Quilt is power. Al

ef fective people are guilty because the use of power is guilt, and only guilty people can be

ef fective. Effective for good, mind you. Only the dammed can be saved."

Li nden was squirming. She understood at |east one kind of relationship between guilt and

ef fecti veness. She had committed nurder, and had become a doctor because she had comm tted rmurder.
She knew that people |like herself were driven to power by the need to assoil their guilt. But she
had found not hi ng-no anodyne or restitution-to verify the claimthat the dammed coul d be saved.
Per haps Covenant had fooled Dr. Berenford: perhaps he was crazy, a nmadnman wearing a cl ever nask of
stability. O perhaps he knew sonething she did not.

Sonet hi ng she needed.

That thought gave her a pang of fear. She was suddenly conscious of the night, the rungs of the
rocker pressing against her back, the crickets. She ached to retreat fromthe necessity of
confronting Covenant again. Possibilities of harm crowded the darkness. But she needed to
understand her peril. Wen Dr. Berenford stopped, she bore the silence as long as she could, then
faintly, repeated her initial question

"Who is she?"

The doctor sighed. His chair left a few splinters of agitation in the air. But he becane
completely still before he said, "H s ex-wife. Joan."

Linden flinched. That piece of information gave a world of explanation to Covenant's haggard,
febrile appearance. But it was not enough. "Wy did she cone back? Wat's wong with her?"

The ol der man began rocking again. "Now we're back to where we were this afternoon. | can't tel
you. | can't tell you why she came back because he told ne in confidence. "He's right-" H s voice
trailed away, then resuned. "I can't tell you what's wong with her because | don't know "

She stared at his unseen face. "That's why you got nme into this."

"Yes." His reply sounded |ike a recognition of nortality.

"There are other doctors around. O you could call in a specialist.” Her throat closed suddenly;
she had to swallow heavily in order to say, "Wy nme?"

"Well, | suppose-" Now his tone conveyed a wy smle. "I could say it's because you' re well
trained. But the fact is, | thought of you because you seemto fit. You and Covenant could talk to
each other-if you gave yourselves a chance.™

"l see." In the silence, she was groaning, Is it that obvious? After everything |I've done to hide
it, make up for it, does it still show? To defend herself, she got to her feet. AOd bitterness
made her sound querul ous. "I hope you |ike playing God."

He paused for a |long noment before he replied quietly, "If that's what |'m doing-no, | don't. But
I don't look at it that way. |I'mjust in over ny head. So | asked you for help."

Hel p, Linden snarled inwardly. Jesus Christ! But she did not

speak her indignation aloud. Dr. Berenford had touched her again, placed his finger on the nerves
whi ch conpel | ed her. Because she did not want to utter her weakness, or her anger, or her |ack of
choi ce, she noved past himto the outer door of the veranda. "Goodnight," she said in a flat tone.
"Goodni ght, Linden." He did not ask her what she was going to do. Perhaps he understood her. O

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (10 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

per haps he had no courage.

She got into her car and headed back toward Haven Farm

She drove slowy, trying to regain a sense of perspective. True, she had no choice now, but that
was not because she was hel pl ess. Rather, it was because she had al ready nmade the choi ce-nade it
| ong ago, when she had decided to be a doctor. She had el ected deliberately to be who she was now.
If sone of the inplications of that choice gave her pain-well, there was pain everywhere. She
deserved whatever pain she had to bear

She had not realized until she reached the dirt road that she had forgotten to ask Dr. Berenford
about the old man

She could see lights from Covenant's house. The building lay flickering against a |ine of dark
trees like a gl eam about to be swall owed by the woods and the night. The noon only confirned this
impression; its nearly-full light nade the field a | ake of silver, eldritch and fathom ess, but
coul d not touch the black trees, or the house which lay in their shadow. Linden shivered at the
danmp air, and drove with her hands tight on the wheel and her senses taut, as if she were
approaching a crisis.

Twenty yards fromthe house, she stopped, parked her car so that it stood in the open noonlight.
Be true.

She did not know how.

The approach of her headlights nust have warned him An outside |lanp cane on as she neared the
front door. He stepped out to nmeet her. Hi s stance was erect and forbidding, silhouetted by the
yellow light at his back. She could not read his face.

"Dr. Avery." His voice rasped like a saw. "Go away."

"No." The uncertainty of her respiration nade her speak abruptly, one piece at a tinme. "Not unti
| see her."

"Her?" he demanded.

"Your ex-wife."

For a nmonent, he was silent. Then he grated, "What el se did that bastard tell you?"

She ignored his anger. "You need help."

Hi s shoul ders hunched as if he were strangling retorts. "He's mistaken. | don't need help. | don't
need you. Go away."

"No." She did not falter. "He's right. You're exhausted. Taking care of her alone is wearing you

out. | can help."
"You can't," he whispered, denying her fiercely. "She doesn't need a doctor. She needs to be left
al one. "

“I''I'l believe that when | see it."

He tensed as if she had noved, tried to get past him "You're trespassing. If you don't go away,
I"1l call the Sheriff."

The fal seness of her position infuriated her. "Goddam it!" she snapped. "What are you afraid of ?"
"You." Hi's voice was gravid, cold.

"Me? You don't even know ne."

"And you don't know ne. You don't know what's going on here. You couldn't possibly understand it.
And you didn't choose it." He brandi shed words at her |ike blades. "Berenford got you into this.
That old man-" He swal | owed, then barked, "You saved him and he chose you, and you don't have any
i dea what that means. You haven't got the faintest idea what he chose you for. By hell, |I'm not
going to stand for it! Go away."

"What does it have to do with you?" She groped to understand him "Wat makes you think it has
anything to do with you?"

"Because | do know. "

"Know what ?" She could not tolerate the condescension of his refusal. "Wat's so special about
you? Leprosy? Do you think being a | eper gives you sone kind of private claimon |oneliness or
pain? Don't be arrogant. There are other people in the world who suffer, and it doesn't take being
a leper to understand them What's so goddann speci al about you?"

Her anger stopped him She could not see his face; but his posture seenmed to tw st, reconsidering
her. After a nonent, he said carefully, "Nothing about me. But I'mon the inside of this thing,
and you aren't. | knowit. You don't. It can't be explained. You don't understand what you're

doi ng. "

"Then tell me. Make ne understand. So | can make the right choice."

"Dr. Avery." His voice was sudden and harsh. "Mybe suffering isn't private. Maybe sickness and
harmare in the public domain. But this is private."

H's intensity silenced her. She westled with himin her thoughts, and could find no way to take
hold of him He knew nore than she did-had endured nore, purchased nore, |earned nore. Yet she
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could not let go. She needed sone kind of explanation. The night air was thick and humid, blurring
the nmeani ng of the stars. Because she had no other argunent, she challenged himw th her

i nconprehension itself. ""'Be true,'" she articulated, "isn't the only thing he said."

Covenant recoiled. She held herself still until the suspense drove himto ask in a nuffled tone,
"What el se?"

"He said, 'Do not fear. You will not fail, however he nay assail you.'" There she halted,

unwilling to say the rest. Covenant's shoul ders began to shake. Grimy, she pursued her advantage.
"Who was he tal ki ng about? You?"

He did not respond. Hi s hands were pressed to his face, stifling his enotion

"Or was it sonebody el se? Did sonmebody hurt Joan?"

A shard of pain slipped past his teeth before he could | ock them agai nst hinself.

"Or is sonething going to happen to ne? What does that old nan have to do with ne? Wiy do you say
he chose me?"

"He's using you." Covenant's hands occluded his voice. But he had mastered hinsel f. Wen he
dropped his arms, his tone was dull and faint, like the falling of ashes. "He's |ike Berenford.
Thinks | need help. Thinks | can't handle it this time." He should have sounded bitter; but he had
monentarily | ost even that resource. "The only difference is, he knows-what | know. "

"Then tell ne," Linden urged again. "Let me try."

By force of will, Covenant straightened so that he stood upright against the light. "No. Maybe
can't stop you, but | as sure as hell don't have to let you. I'mnot going to contribute to this.
If you're dead set on getting involved, you' re going to have to find some way to do it behind ny
back." He stopped as if he were finished. But then he raged at her, "And tell that bastard
Berenford he ought to try trusting ne for a change!"

Retorts junped into her throat. She wanted to yell back, Wiy should he? You don't trust anybody

el se!l But as she gathered force into her lungs, a screamstung the air

A woman screani ng, raw and hei nous. |npossible that anybody could feel such virulent terror and
stay sane. It shrilled like the heart-shriek of the night.

Before it ended, Linden was on her way past Covenant toward the front door

He caught her arm she broke the grip of his half-hand, flung himoff. "I'"ma doctor.'
no tine for permssion or denial, she jerked open the door, strode into the house.

The door admitted her to the living room It |ooked bare, in spite of its carpeting and bookcases;
there were no pictures, no ornanents; and the only furniture was a I ong overstaffed sofa with a
coffee table in front of it. They occupied the center of the floor, as if to nmake the space around
t hem navi gabl e.

She gave the room a gl ance, then marched down a short passage to the kitchen. There, too, a table
and two straight-backed wooden chairs occupied the center of the space. She went past them turned
to enter another hall. Covenant hurried after her as she by-passed two open doors-the bat hroom
his bedroomto reach the one at the end of the hall

It was cl osed.

At once, she took hold of the knob

He snatched at her wist. "Listen." H s voice nmust have held enotion-urgency, anguish, sonething-
but she did not hear it. "This you have to understand. There's only one way to hurt a man who's

| ost everything. G ve himback somethi ng broken."

She gripped the knob with her free hand. He let her go.

She opened the door, went into the room

Al the lights were on

Joan sat on an iron-frane bed in the nmddle of the room Her ankles and wists were tied with
cloth bonds which allowed her to sit up or lie down but did not pernmt her to bring her hands
together. The |l ong cotton ni ghtgown covering her thin |inbs had been tw sted around her by her

di stress.

A white gold wedding ring hung froma silver chain around her neck

She did not | ook at Covenant. Her gaze sprang at Linden, and a nad fury cl enched her face. She had
rabi d eyes, the eyes of a denented |ioness. Winpers noaned in her throat. Her pallid skin
stretched tightly over her bones.

Intuitive revul sion appalled Linden. She could not think. She was not accustomed to such savagery.
It violated all her conceptions of illness or harm paralyzed her responses. This was not ordinary
human i neffectuality or pain raised to the |level of despair; this was pure ferocity, concentrated
and nurderous. She had to force herself forward. But when she drew near the wonan and stretched
out a tentative hand, Joan bit at her like a baited cat. Involuntarily, Linden recoiled.

"Dear God!" she panted. "What's wrong with her?"

Joan raised her head, let out a screamlike the anguish of the damed.

Leavi ng him
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Covenant could not speak. Gief contorted his features. He went to Joan's side. Funbling over the
knot, he untied her left wist, released her arm Instantly, she clawed at him straining her
whol e body to reach him He evaded her, caught her forearm

Li nden watched with a silent wail as he let Joan's nails rake the back of his right hand. Bl ood
welled fromthe cuts

Joan sneared her fingers in his blood. Then her hand junped to her nouth, and she sucked it
eagerly, greedily.

The taste of blood seenmed to restore her self-awareness. Al nost imredi ately, the nadness faded
fromher face. Her eyes softened, turned to tears; her nmouth trenbled. "Ch, Tom" she quavered

weakly. "I"'mso sorry. | can't- He's in ny mind, and | can't get himout. He hates you. He makes-
makes nme-" She was sobbing brokenly. Her lucidity was acutely cruel to her
He sat on the bed beside her, put his arns around her. "I know " His voice ached in the room "I

under stand. "
"Tom" she wept. "Tom Help ne."

"I will." His tone prom sed that he woul d face any ordeal, nake any sacrifice, conmt any
viol ence. "As soon as he's ready. 1'll get you free."
Slowy, her frail linbs relaxed. Her sobs grew quieter. She was exhausted. Wen he stretched her

out on the bed, she closed her eyes, went to sleep with her fingers in her nmouth |like a child.

He took a tissue froma box on a table near the bed, pressed it to the back of his hand. Then
tenderly, he pulled Joan's fingers fromher nmouth and retied her wist. Only then did he | ook at
Li nden.

"It doesn't hurt," he said. "The backs of ny hands have been nunb for years."” The tornent was gone
fromhis face; it held nothing now except the | ong weariness of a pain he could not heal

Wat ching his blood soak into the tissue, she knew she should do sonething to treat that injury.
But an essential part of her had failed, proved itself inadequate to Joan; she could not bear to
touch him She had no answer to what she had seen. For a nonment, her eyes were helpless with
tears. Only the old habit of severity kept her fromweeping. Only her need kept her fromfl eeing
into the night. It drove her to say grimy, "Now you're going to' tell ne what's wong with her."
"Yes," he nurnured. "l suppose | am"

THREE: Pl i ght

HE gui ded her back to the living roomin silence. Hs hand on her armwas reluctant, as if he
dreaded that nmere hunman contact. Wen she sat on the sofa, he gestured toward his injury, and |eft
her al one. She was glad to be alone. She was stunned by her failure; she needed tine to regain
possessi on of hersel f.

What had happened to her? She understood nothing about evil, did not even believe in it as an

i dea; but she had seen it in Joan's feral hunger. She was trained to perceive the world in terns
of dysfunction and di sease, nedication and treatnment, success or death. Wrds |ike good or evi
meant nothing to her. But Joan-! Were did such malignant ferocity conme fron? And how ?

When Covenant returned, with his right hand wapped in a white bandage, she stared at him
demandi ng expl anati ons.

He stood before her, did not neet her gaze. The slouch of his posture gave hima | ook of
abandonnent; the skin at the corners of his eyes crunpled like dismay pinching his flesh. But his
nmout h had | earned the habit of defiance; it was twisted with refusals. After a nmonent, he
muttered, "So you see why | didn't want you to know about her," and began to pace.

"Nobody knows"- The words canme as if he were dredging themout of the privacy of his heart, -
"except Berenford and Roman. The | aw doesn't exactly snile on people who keep ot her people

pri soner-even in her condition. | don't have any legal rights at all as far as she's concerned.
What |' m supposed to do is turn her over to the authorities. But |'ve been living wthout the
benefit of law so long now | don't give a dam."

"But what's wong with her?" Linden could not keep her voice fromtw tching; she was too tightly
cl enched to sound steady.

He sighed. "She needs to hurt ne. She's starving for it-that's what makes her so violent. It's the
best way she can think of to punish herself."”

Wth a wench, Linden's analytical instinct began to function again. Paranoiac, she winced to
hersel f. He's paranoiac. But aloud she insisted, "But why? Wat's happened to her?"

He stopped, | ooked at her as if he were trying to gauge her capacity for the truth, then went back
to his pacing.

"Of course,"” he murmured, "that isn't how Berenford sees it. He thinks it's a psychiatric problem
The only reason he hasn't tried to get her away fromne is because he understands why | want to
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take care of her. O part of it. Hs wife is a paraplegic, and he woul d never consider dunping the
probl em of f on anyone else. | haven't told himabout her taste for blood."

He was evadi ng her question. She struggled for patience. "lIsn't it a psychiatric problenf? Hasn't
Dr. Berenford been able to rule out physical causes? What else could it be?"

Covenant hesitated, then said distantly, "He doesn't know what's going on."

"You keep saying that. It's too convenient."

"No," he retorted, "it's not convenient. It's the truth. You don't have the background to
understand it."
"How can you be so goddamm sure?" The clench of her self-comand nade her voice raw. "I've spent

half ny Iife coping with other people's pain." She wanted to add, Can't you get it through your
head that |'ma doctor? But her throat |ocked on those words. She had fail ed-

For an instant, his gaze winced as if he were distressed by the idea that she did in fact have the
necessary background. But then he shook his head sharply. Wen he resumed, she could not tell what
ki nd of answer he had deci ded to give her.

"1 wouldn't know about it nyself," he said, "if her parents hadn't called nme. About a nonth ago.
They don't have nmuch use for me, but they were frantic. They told me everything they knew.

"l suppose it's an old story. The only thing that makes it newis the way it hurts. Joan divorced
me when we found out | had | eprosy. Eleven years ago. Took Roger and went back to her family. She
t hought she was justified-ah, hell, for years | thought she was justified. Kids are nore
susceptible to |l eprosy than adults. So she divorced nme. For Roger's sake.

"But it didn't work. Deep inside her, she believed she'd betrayed nme. It's hard to forgive
yoursel f for deserting someone you | ove-soneone who needs you. It erodes your self-respect. Like

| eprosy. It gnaws away at you. Before long, you're a noral cripple. She stood it for a while. Then
she started hunting for cures.”

H s voice, and the information he was giving her, steadied Linden. As he paced, she becane

consci ous of the way he carried hinself, the care and specificity of all his nmovenents. He

navi gated past the coffee table as if it were a danger to him And repeatedly he scanned hinself
with his eyes, checking in turn each hand, each arm his legs, his chest, as if he expected to
find that he had injured hinself without knowing it.

She had read about such things. H s self-inspection was called VSE-visual surveillance of
extremties. Like the care with which he noved, it was part of the discipline he needed to keep
his illness arrested. Because of the damage | eprosy had done to his nerves, the largest single
threat to his health was the possibility that he m ght bunp, burn, scrape, cut, or bruise hinself
wi thout realizing it. Then infection would set in because the wound was not tended. So he noved
with all the caution he could rmuster. The furniture in his house was arranged to mnimze the risk
of protruding corners, obstacles, accidents. And he scanned hinmself regularly, |ooking for signs
of danger.

Watching himin this objective, professional way hel ped restore her sense of who she was. Slowy,
she became better able to listen to his indirect explanation wthout inpatience.

He had not paused; he was saying, "First she tried psychology. She wanted to believe it was all in
her m nd-and m nds can be fixed, |ike broken arns. She started goi ng through psychol ogi cal fads
the way sone people trade in cars, a new one every year. As if her problemreally was nental

i nstead of spiritual

"None of it made sense to her parents, but they tried to be tolerant, just did what they could to
gi ve Roger a stable home.

"So they thought she was finally going to be all right when she suddenly gave that up and went
churchy. They believed all along that religion was the answer. Well, it's good enough for nobst
people, but it didn't give her what she needed. It was too easy. Her di sease was progressing al
the tine. A year ago, she becane a fanatic. Took Roger and went to join a conmune. One of those

pl aces where people learn the ecstasy of humiliation, and the | eader preaches |ove and nass
sui ci de.

"She nust have been so desperate- For nost of her life, the only thing she really wanted to

beli eve was that she was perfectly all right. But after all those years of failure, she didn't
have any defenses |eft. Wat did she have to | ose?"

Li nden was not wholly convinced. She had no nore use for God than for conceptions of good and
evil. But Covenant's passion held her. Hs eyes were wet with violence and grief; his nouth was as
sharp as a bl ade. He believed what he was saying.

Her expression nust have betrayed sone of her doubt; his voice took on an echo of Joan's ferocity.
"You don't have to believe in God to grasp what she was going through. She was suffering froman
affliction for which there's no nortal cure. She couldn't even arrest the way it rotted her. Maybe
she didn't know what it was she was trying to cure. She was | ooking for magic, sone power that
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could reach into her and heal - Wen you've tried all the salves in the world and they don't work,
you start thinking about fire. Burn out the pain. She wanted to punish herself, find some kind of
abnegation to match her personal rot."

Hi s voice broke; but he controlled it instantly. "I know all about it. But she didn't have any
def enses. She opened the door for him and he saw she was the perfect tool, and he's been using
her-usi ng her, when she's too danaged to even understand what he's using her for."

Usi ng her? Linden did not conmprehend. He?

Sl ow y, Covenant suppressed his anger. "OF course, her parents didn't know anythi ng about that.
How coul d they? Al they knew was that about six weeks ago she woke themup in the mddle of the
ni ght and started babbling. She was a prophet, she'd had a vision, the Lord had given her a

m ssion. We and retribution to the wicked, death to the sick and the unbelieving. The only sense
they could make out of it was that she wanted themto take care of Roger. Then she was gone. They
haven't seen her since.

"After a couple weeks, they called ne. | hadn't seen her-that was the first I'd heard about it.
But about two weeks ago she showed up here. Sneaked into nmy roomduring the night and tried to
tear nmy face off. If she hadn't been so weak, she would have succeeded. She nust have cone all the
way on foot."

He seened too exhausted hinself to go on pacing. His red-rinmed eyes nade himlook ill, and his
hands trenbl ed. How | ong had he been without decent sleep or peace? Two weeks? When he sat down on
the opposite end of the sofa, Linden turned so that she could continue to study nun. In the back
of her mind, she began trying to conceive some way to give hima sedative

"Since then," he sighed, "Berenford and | have been taking care of her. | got himinto this
because he's the only doctor | know. He thinks |I'mwong about her, but he's helping ne. O he
was. Until he got you into this." He was too tired to sound bitter. "I'mtrying to reach her any
way | can, and he's giving her drugs that are supposed to clear her mind. O at |east calmher so
I can feed her. | leave the lights on in there all the time. Sonething happens to her when she's
al one in the dark. She goes berserk-1'mafraid she'll break an arm or sonething."

He fell silent. Apparently, he had reached the end of his story- or of his strength. Linden felt
that his explanation was inconplete, but she held her questions in abeyance. He needed aid, a
relief fromstrain. Carefully she said, "Maybe she really should be in a hospital. |'msure Dr.
Berenford's doi ng what he can. But there are all kinds of diagnostic procedures he can't use here.
If she were in a hospital -"

"If she were in a hospital”- he swng toward her so roughly that she recoiled, -"they'd keep her
in a straitjacket, and force-feed her three times a day, and turn her brain into jelly with

el ectroshock, and fill her up with drugs until she couldn't recognize her own nane if God Hinself
were calling for her, and it wouldn't do any good! Goddamm it, she was ny wife!" He brandished his
right fist. "I"'mstill wearing the bloody ring!"

"I's that what you think doctors do?" She was suddenly livid; her failure made her defensive.
"Brutalize sick people?"

He strove to contain his ire. "Doctors try to cure problenms whether they understand them or not.
It doesn't always work. This isn't sonething a doctor can cure."

"I's that a fact?" She did not want to taunt him but her own conpul sions drove her. "Tell ne what
good you're doing her."

He flinched. Rage and pain struggled in him but he fought them down. Then he said sinply, "She
came to me." -f

"She didn't know what she was doing."

"But | do," His grimess defied her. "I understand it well enough. I'mthe only one who can help
her."

Frustration boiled up in her. "Understand what ?"

He jerked to his feet. He was a figure of passion, held erect and potent in spite of weakness by
the intensity of his heart. H s eyes were chisels; when he spoke, each word fell distinctly, like
a chip of granite.

"She is possessed.”

Li nden blinked at him "Possessed?" He had staggered her. He did not seemto be tal king a | anguage
she coul d conprehend. This was the twentieth century; nedical science had not taken possession
seriously for at |least a hundred years. She was on her feet. "Are you out of your nind?"

She expected himto retreat. But he still had resources she had not plunbed. He held her glare,
and his visage-charged and purified by sone kind of sustaining conviction-made her acutely aware
of her own noral poverty. Wen he | ooked away, he did not do so because he was abashed or beaten
he | ooked away in order to spare her the inplications of his know edge.

"You see?" he murmured. "It's a question of experience. You're just not equipped to understand."”
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"By God!" she funed defensively, "that's the npst arrogant thing |'ve ever heard. You stand there
spouti ng the nost egregi ous nonsense, and when | question you, you just naturally assume there
must be something wong with ne. Wiere do you get the gall to-?"

"Dr. Avery." H's voice was | ow, dangerous. "I didn't say there was anything wong with you."

She did not listen to him "You're suffering fromclassic paranoia, M. Covenant." She bit each
word nmordantly. "You think that everybody who doubts you isn't quite right in the head. You're a
t ext book case."

Seething irrationally, she turned on her heel, stanped toward the door-fleeing fromhim and
fighting furiously to believe that she was not fleeing. But he cane after her, caught hold of her
shoul ders. She whirled on himas if he had assaul ted her

He had not. Hi s hands dropped to his sides, and twitched as if they ached to nake gestures of
supplication. His face was open and vul nerable; she sawintuitively that at that nonment she could
have asked hi m anyt hi ng, and he woul d have done his best to answer. "Please," he breathed. "You're
in an inpossible situation, and | haven't made it any easier. But please. At |east consider the
chance that | know what |'m doing."

Aretort coiled in her nouth, then frayed and fell apart. She was furious, not because she had any
right to be, but because his attitude showed her how far she had fallen into the wong. She

swal lowed to stifle a groan, alnobst reached out toward himto apol ogi ze. But he deserved sonet hi ng
better than an apol ogy. Carefully, she said, "I'lIl consider it." She could not neet his eyes. "I
won't do anything until | talk to you again."

Then she left the house, frankly escaping fromthe exigency of his inconprehensible convictions.
Her hands funbled |ike traitors as she opened the door of her car, slid behind the wheel

Wth failure in her nouth Iike the taste of sickness, she drove back to her apartnent.

She needed to be conforted; but there was no confort in those grubby walls, in the chi pped and
peeling fl oorboards which noaned |ike victins under her feet. She had accepted that apartment
preci sely because it offered her no confort; but the woman who had nmade that decision was a woman
who had never watched herself buckl e under the demands of her profession. Now, for the first tine
since that nonment of nurder fifteen years ago, when her hands had accepted the burden of bl ood,
she yearned for solace. She lived in a world where there was no sol ace.

Because she could think of no other recourse, she went to bed.

Tensi on and nuggy sheets kept her awake for a long tine; and when she finally slept, her dreans
were sweat and fear in the hot night. The old man, Covenant, Joan-all babbled of He, trying to
warn her. He who possessed Joan for purposes too cruel to be answered. He who intended to harm
themall. But at last she sank into a deeper slunber, and the evil went back Into hiding.

She was awakened by a knocking at her door

Her head felt swollen with nightmares, and the knocking had a tentative sound, as if the knocker
bel i eved the apartnent to be dangerous. But it was inperative. She was a doctor

When she uncl osed her eyes, the light of mdnmorning pierced her brain.

G oani ng, she clinbed out of bed, shrugged her arns into a bathrobe, then went to open the door.
A short timd wonman with hands that fluttered and eyes that shied stood on the |anding.

Ti norously, she asked, "Dr. Avery? Dr. Linden Avery?"

Wth an effort, Linden cleared her throat. "Yes."

"Dr. Berenford called." The wonman seened to have no i dea what she was saying. "lI'mhis secretary.
You don't have a phone. | don't work on Saturdays, but he called ne at hone. He wants you to neet
him He's supposed to be on rounds.”

"Meet hinmP" A pang of apprehensi on went through her. "Were?"

"He said you'd know where." Insistently, the woman went on, "I'mhis secretary. | don't work on
Sat urdays, but I'malways glad to help him He's a fine man-a fine doctor. Hs wife had polio. He
really should be on rounds."

Li nden shut her eyes. If she could have summoned any strength, she woul d have cried out, Wiy are
you doing this to me? But she felt drained by bad dreams and doubt. Mittering, "Thank you," she
cl osed t he door

For a nonent, she did not nove; she | eaned against the door as if to hold it shut, wanting to
scream But Dr. Berenford would not have gone to such trouble to send for her if the situation
were not urgent. She had to go.

As she dressed in the clothes she had worn the previous day and ran a conb through her hair, she
realized that she made a choice. Sonetinme during the night, she had given her allegiance to
Covenant. She did not understand what was wong with Joan, or what he thought he could do about
it; but she was attracted to him The sane intransi gence which had so infuriated her had al so
touched her deeply; she was vulnerable to the strange appeal of his anger, his extrenity, his

par adoxi cal | y savage and conpassionate determ nation to stand loyal to his ex-wife.
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She drank a quick glass of orange juice to clear her head, then went down to her car.

The day was already unnaturally hot; the sunlight hurt her eyes. She felt oddly giddy and
detached, as if she were experiencing a hallucination, as she entered the dirt roadway and
approached Covenant's house. At first, she was not sure of her vision when she descried the dark
stain on the wall.

She parked beside Dr. Berenford's car, junped out to | ook

Near the doorway, a tall, crude triangle violated the white wall. It was reddi sh-black, the color
of dried blood. The vehenence of its intent convinced her that it was bl ood.

She began to run.

Springing into the living room she saw that it, too, had been desecrated. Al the furnishings
were intact; but everything was splotched and soaked with bl ood. Buckets of blood had been thrown
into the room A sickly-sweet snmell clogged the air.

On the floor near the coffee table |l ay a shotgun

Her stomach withed. She slapped her hands to her mouth to keep herself fromcrying out. Al this
bl ood coul d not have cone from one ordi nary human body. Sonme atrocity . .

Then she saw Dr. Berenford. He sat in the kitchen at the table, with a cup between his hands. He
was | ooki ng at her.

She strode toward him started to demand, "Wat the hell-?"

He stopped her with a warning gesture. "Keep it down," he said softly. "He's sleeping."

For a nonent, she gaped at the Chief of Staff. But she was accustoned to energencies; her self-
command qui ckly reasserted itself. Mwving as if to prove to himthat she could be calm she found
a cup, poured herself sonme coffee fromthe pot on the stove, sat down in the other chair at the
old enanel -topped table. In a flat tone, she asked, "What happened?"

He sipped his own coffee. Al the hunmor was gone out of him and his hands shook. "I guess he was
right all along." He did not neet her stare. "She's gone."

"Gone?" For an instant, her control slipped. Gone? She could hardly breathe past the thudding of
her heart. "ls anybody | ooking for her?"

"The police,"” he replied. "Ms. Roman-did | tell you about her? She's his |lawer. She went back to
town after | got here-a couple hours ago. To light a fire under the Sheriff. Right now, every able-
bodi ed cop in the county is probably out |ooking. The, only reason you don't see cars is because
our Sheriff-bless his warmlittle heart-won't let his nen park this close to a | eper."

"Al'l right." Linden nustered her training, gripped it in both hands. "Tell me what happened."”

He made a gesture of hel pl essness. "I don't really know. | only know what he told Ms. Ronman-what
he told me. It doesn't nmake any sense.” He sighed. "Wll, this is what he says. Sonetine after

m dni ght, he heard people at his door. He'd spent nost of the evening trying to bathe her, but
after that he fell asleep. He didn't | wake up until these people began acting |ike they wanted to
tear the door down.

"He didn't have to ask them what they wanted. | guess he's been expecting sonething like this ever
since Joan showed up. He went and got his shotgun-did you know he had a shotgun? Had Ms. Ronan
buy it for himlast week. For self-defense-as if being a | eper wasn't nore defense than he ever
had any use for." Seeing Linden's inpatience, he went back to his story. "Anyway, he got his gun
and turned on all the lights. Then he opened the door.

"They canme in-maybe half a dozen of them He says they wore sackcloth and ashes." Dr. Berenford
grimaced. "If he recognized any of them he won't admt it. He waved the shotgun at themand told
them they couldn't have her.

"But they acted as if they wanted to be shot. And when it canme right down to it, he couldn't. Not
even to save his ex-wife." He shook his head. "He tried to fight themoff by nmain strength, but
one agai nst six, he didn't have nmuch chance.

"Sometine early this norning, he came to |ong enough to call Ms. Roman. He was incoherent-kept
telling her to start a search, only he couldn't explain why-but at |east he had sense enough to
know he needed hel p. Then he passed out again. Wen she got here, she found hi munconsci ous on the
floor. There was bl ood everywhere. Wioever they were, they nmust have bled an entire cow " He

gul ped coffee as if it were an antidote for the reek in the air. "Wll, she got himon his feet,
and he took her to check on Joan. She was gone. Restraints had been cut."

"They didn't kill her?" interjected Linden

He gl anced at her. "He says no. How he knows-your guess is as good as mine." After a nonment, he
resumed, "Anyway, Ms. Roman called nme. When | got here, she left to see what she could do about

finding Joan. |I've exam ned him and he seens to be all right. Suffering from exhaustion as nmuch
as anything else."
Li nden shrugged asi de her doubts about Covenant's condition. "I'Il watch him"

He nodded. "That was why | called for you."
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She drank sone of her coffee to steady herself, then inquired carefully, "Do you know who they

wer e?"

"l asked himthat," Dr. Berenford replied with a frown. "He said, 'How the hell should I know? "
"Well, then, what do they want with her?"

He t hought for a nonent, then said, "You know, the worst part about the whole thing is-1 think he
knows. "

Frustrati on made her querulous. "So why won't he tell us?"

"Hard to say," said the doctor slowy. "I think he thinks if we knew what was going on we'd try to
stop him™"

Li nden did not respond. She was no |longer prepared to try to prevent Thonas Covenant from doing
anything. But she was equally deternmned to learn the truth about Joan, about hi mand, yes, about
the old man in the ochre robe. For her own sake. And for Covenant's. In spite of his fierce

i ndependence, she could not shake the conviction that he was desperately in need of help.

"Which is another reason for you to stay," the older man nuttered as he rose to his feet. "l've
got to go. But sonebody has to prevent him from doi ng anything crazy. Sone days-" H s voice
trail ed away, then canme back in sudden vexation. "My God, sone days | think that nan needs a
keeper, not a doctor." For the first tinme since her arrival, he faced her squarely. "WII you keep

hi n?"

She coul d see he wanted reassurance that she shared his sense of responsibility for Covenant and
Joan. She could not nake such a promise. But she could offer himsonething simlar. "Wll, at any
rate," she said severely, "I won't let go of him"

He nodded vaguely. He was no | onger |ooking at her. As he noved toward the door, he nurnured, "Be
patient with him It's been so long since he nmet sonebody who isn't afraid of him he doesn't know
what to do about it. Wien he wakes up, nake himeat sonething." Then he |eft the house, went out
to his car.

Li nden wat ched until he disappeared in dust toward the hi ghway. Then she turned back to the living
room

VWhat to do about it? Like Covenant, she did not know But she nmeant to find out. The snell of

bl ood nade her feel unclean; but she suppressed the sensation |ong enough to fix a breakfast for
hersel f. Then she tackled the living room

Wth a scrub brush and a bucket of soapy water, she attacked the stains as if they were an affront
to her. Deep within her, where her guilt and coercion had their roots, she felt that bl ood was
life- a thing of value, too precious to be squandered and deni ed, as her parents had squandered
and denied it. Gimy, she scrubbed at the

madness or malice which had violated this room trying to eradicate it.

Whenever she needed a break, she went quietly to | ook at Covenant. Hi s bruises gave his face a

m sshapen | ook. Hi s sleep seened agitated, but he showed no sign of drifting into cona.
Cccasional ly, the novenments of his eyes betrayed that he was dreanming. He slept with his nmouth
open like a silent cry; and once his cheeks were wet with tears. Her heart went out to himas he
lay stretched there, disconsolate and vul nerable. He had so little respect for his owm nortality.
Shortly after noon, while she was still at work, he cane out of his bedroom He nobved groggily,
his gait blurred with sleep. He peered at her across the roomas if he were sumoni ng anger; but
his voi ce held nothing except resignation. "You can't help her now You might as well go hone."
She stood up to face him "I want to help you."

"I can handle it."

Li nden swal |l owed bile, tried not to sound acerbic. "Sonehow, you don't |ook that tough. You
couldn't stop themfromtaking her. How are you going to nake them give her back?"

Hi s eyes wi dened; her guess had struck home. But he did not waver. He seemed al nost inhumanly cal m
or doonmed. "They don't want her. She's just a way for themto get at nme."

"You?" WAs he paranoiac after all? "Are you trying to tell ne that this whole thing happened to
her because of you? Why?"

"l haven't found that out yet."

"No. | nean, why do you think this has anything to do with you? If they wanted you, why didn't
they just take you? You couldn't have stopped them"

"Because it has to be voluntary." Hi s voice had the fiat tinbre of over-stressed cable in a high
wi nd. He shoul d have snapped | ong ago. But he did not sound |like a nman who snapped. "He can't just
force ne. | have to choose to do it. Joan-" A surge of darkness occluded his eyes. "She's just his
way of exerting pressure. He has to take the chance that | mght refuse.”

He. Linden's breathing cane heavily. "You keep saying he, Wwo is her

H's frowmm made his face seemeven nore nal formed. "Leave it alone.” He was trying to warn her

"You don't believe in possession. How can | nmake you believe in possessors?”
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She took his warning, but not in the way he intended. Hi nts of purpose-half guesswork, half

det ermi nati on-unexpectedly lit her thoughts. A way to learn the truth. He had said, You' re going
to have to find sone way to do it behind nmy back. Well, by God, if that was what she had to do,
she would do it.

"Al'l right," she said, glaring at himto conceal her intentions. "I can't nmake you nake sense.
Just tell nme one thing. Wio was that old man? You knew him ™"

Covenant returned her stare as if he did not nmean to answer. But then he relented stiffly. "A
har bi nger. O a warni ng. When he shows up, you' ve only got two choices. G ve up everything you
ever understood, and take your chances. O run for your life. The problemis"- his tone took on a
pecul i ar resonance, as if he were trying to say nore than he could put into words, -"he doesn't
usual ly waste his tine talking to the kind of people who run away. And you can't possibly know
what you're getting into."

She wi nced inwardly, fearing that he had guessed her intent. But she held herself firm "Wy don't
you tell ne?"

"I can't." His intensity was gone, transfornmed back into resignation. "It's like signing a bl ank
check. That kind of trust, fool-hardi ness, wealth, whatever, doesn't mean anything if you know how
much the check is going to be for. You either sign or you don't. How nmuch do you think you can

af f ord?"

"Well, in any case"- she shrugged -"I don't plan to sign any blank checks. |'ve done about all

can stand to clean up this place. |I'mgoing hone." She could not neet his scrutiny. "Dr. Berenford
wants you to eat. Are you going to do it, or do | have to send hi mback out here?"

He did not answer her question. "Goodbye, Dr. Avery."

"Ch, dear God," she protested in a sudden rush of dismay at his loneliness. "I'm probably going to
spend the rest of the day worrying about you. At |east call me Linden."

"Linden." His voice denied all enpbtion. "I can handle it."

"1 know," she murnured, half to herself. She went out into the thick afternoon. |'mthe one who

needs hel p.

On her way back to her apartnent, she noticed that the wonman and chil dren who advi sed repentance
were nowhere to be seen.

Several hours later, as sunset dwindled into twilight, streaking the streets with nuggy orange and
pi nk, she was driving again. She

had showered and rested; she had dressed herself in a checked flannel shirt, tough jeans, and a
pair of sturdy hiking shoes. She drove slowy, giving the evening tine to darken. Half a nmle
before she reached Haven Farm she turned of f her headlights.

Leavi ng the hi ghway, she took the first side road to one of the abandoned houses on the Farm
There she parked her car and | ocked it to protect her nedi cal bag and purse.

On foot, she approached Covenant's house. As much as possible, she hid herself anmong the trees
along that side of the Farm She was ganbling that she was not too late, that the people who had
taken Joan woul d not have done anything during the afternoon. Fromthe trees, she hastened
stealthily to the wall of the house. There, she found a wi ndow which gave her a view of the living
room wi t hout exposing her to the door

The lights were on. Wth all her caution, she | ooked in on Thomas Covenant.

He sl ouched in the center of the sofa with his head bowed and his hands in his pockets, as if he
were waiting for something. H's bruises had darkened, giving himthe visage of a man who had

al ready been beaten. The nuscles al ong his jaw bunched, rel axed, bunched again. He strove to
possess hinself in patience; but after a nonent the tension inpelled himto his feet. He began to
wal k in circles around the sofa and coffee table. H s novenents were rigid, denying the nortality
of his heart.

So that she would not have to watch him Linden | owered herself to the ground and sat against the
wal | . Hi dden by the darkness, she waited with him

She did not like what she was doing. It was a violation of his privacy, conpletely unprofessional
But her ignorance and his stubbornness were intol erable. She had an absol ute need to understand
what had nade her quail when she had faced Joan

She did not have to wait | ong. Scant minutes after she had settled herself, abrupt feet approached
t he house.

The lurching of her heart al nbst daunted her. But she resisted it. Carefully, she raised her head
to the window just as a fist hanmered at the door.

Covenant flinched at the sound. Dread knurled his face.

The sight of his reaction stung Linden. He was such a potent individual, seened to have so many
strengt hs which she | acked. How had he been brought to this?

But an instant later he crushed his fear as if he were stanping on the neck of a viper. Defying
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his own weakness, he strode toward the door

It opened before he reached it. A lone man stepped uninvited out of the dark. Linden could see him
clearly. He wore burlap wound around himlike cerenents. Ash had been rubbed unevenly into his
hair, sneared thickly over his cheeks. It enphasized the deadness of his eyes, so that he | ooked
Ii ke a ghoul in nmasque.

"Covenant ?" Like his men, his voice was ashen, dead.

Covenant faced the man. He seened suddenly taller, as if he were elevated by his own hard grasp on
life. "Yes."

"Thomas Covenant ?"

The writer nodded inmpatiently. "Wat do you want?"

"The hour of judgment is at hand." The man stared into the roomas if he were blind. "The Master
calls for your soul. WIIl you cone?"

Covenant's mouth twisted into a snarl. "Your master knows what | can do to him"

The man did not react. He went on as if his speech had al ready been arrayed for burial. "The woman
will be sacrificed at the rising of the full nmoon. Expiation nmust be nmade for sin. She will pay if
you do not. This is the commandnent of the Master of |ife and death. WIIl you conme?"

Sacrificed? Linden gaped. Expiation? A flush of indignation burned her skin. Wat the hell-?
Covenant's shoul ders knotted. His eyes flanmed with extreme pronises, threats. "I'll cone."

No flicker of consciousness animated the nan's gray features. He turned like a marionette and
retreated into the night.

For a nonent, Covenant stood still. His arns hugged his chest as if to stifle an outcry; his head
stretched back in anguish. The bruises marked his face |ike a bereavenent.

But then he noved. Wth a violence that startled Linden, appalled her, he struck hinself across
the cheek with his half-hand. Abruptly, he threw hinself into the darkness after his summoner.

Li nden al nost | ost her chance to follow She felt stunned by disnmay. The Master-? Sacrificed?
Dreads and doubts craw ed her skin like vermin. The man in burlap had | ooked so insentient-
soul | ess nore than any aninmal. Drugs? O-?

However he may assail -

Was Covenant right? About the old nan, about possession? About the purpose-? She's just a way for
themto get at ne.

Sacrificed?

Oh, dear God! The nman in burlap appeared i nsane enough, |ost enough, to be dangerous. And Covenant -
? Covenant was capabl e of anything.

Her guess at what he was doi ng gal vani zed her. Fear for himbroke through her persona

appr ehensi on, sent her hurrying around the corner of the house in pursuit.

Hi s sumoner had | ed himaway fromthe hi ghway, away fromthe house into the woods. Linden could
hear themin the brush; without light, they were unable to nove quietly. As her eyes adjusted, she
gli npsed them ahead of her, flickering |like shadows in and out of the variegated dark. She

foll owed t hem

They traveled blindly through the woods, over hills and al ong vall eys. They used no path; Linden
had the inpression that they were cutting as straight as a plunb line toward their destination
And as they noved, the night seened to nount around her, growing steadily nore hostile as her
trepidation increased. The trees and brush becane nal evolent, as if she were passing into another
wood al together, a place of hazard and cruel intent.

Then a hill lay across their way. Covenant and his sunmoner ascended, di sappeared over the crest
in a strange flare of orange light. It picked themout of the dark, then quenched themlike an
instant of translation. Warned by that brief gleam Linden clinbed slowy. The keening of her
nerves seened loud in the blackness. The last few yards she crossed on her hands and knees,
keepi ng herself within the cover of the underbrush

As her head crested the hill, she was struck by a blaze of light. Fire invisible a foot away burst
in her face as if she had just penetrated the boundary of dreams. For an instant, she was blinded
by the light, paralyzed by the silence. The night swallowed all sound, |eaving the air enpty of
life.

Bl i nki ng furiously, she peered past the hillcrest.

Beyond her lay a deep barren hollow. Its slopes were devoid of grass, brush, trees, as if the soi
had been scoured by aci d.

A bonfire burned at the bottomof the hollow. Its flanes sprang upward like lust, withed |like
madness; but it nmade no noise. Seeing it, Linden felt that she had been stricken deaf. |npossible
that such a fire could blaze in silence.

Near the fire stretched a rough plane of native rock, perhaps ten feet across. A large triangle
had been painted on it in red-color as crinson as fresh bl ood.

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (20 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

Joan lay on her back within the triangle. She did not nove, appeared to be unconscious; only the
slow lifting of her chest against her nightgown showed that she was alive.

Peopl e clustered around her, twenty or thirty of them Men, wonen, children-all dressed in
habi | i mrents of burlap; all nasked with gray as if they had been wallowi ng in ashes. They were as
gaunt as icons of hunger. They gazed out of eyes as dead as if the mnds behind their orbs had
been extirpated-eyes which had been di spossessed of every vestige of will or spirit. Even the
children stood |ike puppets and nade no sound.

Their faces were turned toward a place on Linden's left.

Towar d Thomas Covenant.

He stood hal fway down the hillside, confronting the fire across the barrenness of the hollow His
shoul ders hunched; his hands were fists at his sides, and his head was thrust conbatively forward.
Hi s chest heaved as if he were full of denunciations.

Nobody noved, spoke, blinked. The air was intense with silence |like concentrated coercion
Abruptly, Covenant grated through his teeth, "I'mhere." The clench of his throat made each word
sound like a self-inflicted wound. "Let her go."

A novenent snatched Linden's attention back to the bottomof the hollow A nman brawnier than the
rest changed positions, took a stance on the rock at the point of the triangle, above Joan's head.
He raised his arms, revealing a |long, curved dagger gripped in his right fist. In a shrill voice
like a man on the verge of ecstasy, he shouted, "It is time! W are the will of the Master of life
and death! This is the hour of retribution and cl eansing and bl ood! Let us open the way for the
Master's presence!"

The ni ght sucked his voice out of the air, left inits place a stillness as sharp as a cut. For a
nmonent, not hi ng happened.

Covenant took a step downward, then jerked to a halt.

A woman near the fire shanbled forward. Linden nearly gasped al oud as she recogni zed the wonan who
had stood on the steps of the courthouse, warning people to repent. Wth her three children behind
her, she approached the bl aze.

She bowed to it |ike a dead wonan.

Bl ankl y, she put her right hand into the flanes.

A shriek of pain rent the night. She recoiled fromthe fire, fell in agony to the bare ground.

A red quivering ran through the flanes |like a spasmof desire. The fire seened to nmount as if it
fed on the woman's pai n.

Li nden' s muscl es bunched, ached to hurl her to her feet. She wanted to shout her horror, stop this
atrocity. But her linmbs were | ocked. |mages of desperation or evil froze her where she crouched.
Al'l these people were |ike Joan

Then the woman regai ned her feet and stood as dunbly as if the nerves to her burned hand had been
severed. Her gaze returned to Covenant |ike a conpul sion, exerting its demand agai nst him

The ol dest of her children took her place at the bonfire.

No! Linden cried, striving uselessly to break the silence.

The young boy bowed, thrust his emaciated arminto the bl aze.

H's wail broke Linden's will, left her panting in hel pl ess aboni nati on. She could not nove, could
not | ook away. Loathings for which she had no name nastered her

The boy's younger sister did what he had done, as if his agony nmeant nothing to her. And the third
wai f followed in turn, surrendering her flesh to harmlike lifeless tissue animted solely for

i Mol ation.

Then Li nden woul d have noved. The rigid abhorrence of Covenant's stance showed that he woul d have
nmoved. But the fire stopped them held them At every taste of flesh, lust flared through it;
flames raged higher

A figure began to take shape in the heart of the blaze.

More people noved to sacrifice their hands. As they did so, the figure solidified. It was
indistinct in the flanes; but the glaring red outlined a man in a flow ng robe. He stood bl ood-
limed with his arnms fol ded across his powerful chest-created by pain out of fire and self-
abandonnent .

The worshipper with the knife sank to his knees, cried out in exaltation, "Master!"

The figure's eyes were |ike fangs, carious and yellow, and they raged venonously out of the
flanmes. Their malignance cowed Linden like a personal assault on her sanity, her conception of
life. They were rabid and deliberate, |ike voluntary disease, fetid corruption. Nothing in all her
life had readied her to witness such pal pabl e hate.

Across the stillness, she heard Covenant gasp in fury, "Foul! Even children?" But his wath could
not penetrate the dread which paral yzed her. For her, the fiery silence was punctuated only by the
scream ng of the burned.
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Then the nobon began to rise opposite her. Arimas white as bone crested the hill, |ooked down
into the hollow like a |eer.

The man with the knife canme to his feet. Again he raised his arnms, brandished his dagger. Hs
personal transport was approaching its climax. In a shout |like a noban, he cried, "Now is the hour

of apocal ypse! The Master has cone! Doomis at hand for those who seek to thwart Hs will. Now we
will witness vengeance against sin and life, we who have watched and waited and suffered in H's
name. Here we fulfill the vision that was given to us. W have touched the fire, and we have been
redeened!" His voice rose until he was shrieking Iike the burned. "Now we will bring all

wi ckedness to bl ood and eternal tornment!”

He's mad. Linden clung to that thought, fought to think of these people as fanatics, driven wld
by destitution and fear. They're all crazy. This is inpossible. But she could not nove.

And Covenant did not nove. She yearned for himto do sonmething, break the trance sonehow, rescue
Joan, save Linden herself fromher extrenmity. But he remai ned notionless, watching the fire as if
he were trapped between savagery and hel pl essness.

The figure in the blaze stirred. H s eyes focused the flames like twin scars of nalice, searing
everything with his contenpt. Hs right armnade a gesture as final as a sentence of execution

At once, the brawny nan dropped to his knees. Bending over Joan, he bared her throat. She lay |linp
under him frail and l|ost. The skin of her neck seened to gleamin the firelight like a plea for
hel p.

Trenbling as if he were rapturous or terrified, the man set his bl ade against Joan's white throat.

Now t he people in the hollow stared enptily at his hands. They appeared to have lost all interest
in Covenant. Their silence was appalling. The man's hands shook
"Stop!"

Covenant's shout scourged the air

"You' ve done enough! Let her go!" ee o,

The bal eful eyes in the fire swng at him nailed himw th denigration. The worshi pper at Joan's
throat stared whitely upward. "Rel ease her?" he croaked. "Wy?"

"Because you don't have to do this!"™ Anger and supplication thickened Covenant's tone. "l don't
know how you were driven to this. | don't know what went wong with your life. But you don't have
todoit."

The man did not blink; the eyes in the fire clenched him Deliberately, he knotted his free hand
in Joan's hair.

"Al'l right!" Covenant barked i mediately. "All right. | accept. I'll trade you. Me for her."
"No." Linden strove to shout aloud, but her cry was barely a whisper. "No"

The worshi ppers were as silent as gravestones.

Slowmy, the man with the knife rose to his feet. He al one seened to have the capacity to fee
triunmph; he was grinning ferally as he said, "It is as the Master prom sed."

He stepped back. At the sane tine, a quiver ran through Joan. She raised her head, gaped around
her. Her face was free of possession. Myving awkwardly, she clinbed to her feet. Bew | dered and
afrai d, she searched for an escape, for anything she could understand.

She saw Covenant.

"Tom " Springing fromthe rock, she fled toward himand threw herself into his arns.

He hugged her, strained his arns around her as if he could not bear to | ose her. But then
roughly, he pushed her away. "Go home," he ordered. "It's over. You'll be safe now " He faced her
in the right direction, urged her into notion

She stopped and | ooked at him inploring himto go with her

"Don't worry about ne." A difficult tenderness softened his tone. "You're safe nowthat's the
important thing. I'Il be all right." Sonehow, he nanaged to snmile. H's eyes betrayed his pain. The
light fromthe fire cast shadows of self-defiance across his bruised nien. And yet his snile
expressed so nmuch valor and rue that the sight of it tore Linden's heart.

Kneeling with her head bowed and hot tears on her cheeks, she sensed rather than saw Joan | eave
the holl ow. She could not bear to watch as Covenant noved down the hillside. I'mthe only one who
can help her. He was committing a kind of suicide.

Sui cide. Linden's father had killed hinself. Her nother had begged for death. Her revul sion toward
such things was a conpelling obsession

But Thomas Covenant had chosen to die. And he had smil ed.

For Joan's sake.

Li nden had never seen one person do so nmuch for another

She could not endure it. She already had too much bl ood on her hands. Dashing the tears from her
eyes, she | ooked up

Covenant noved anong the people as if he were beyond hope. The nman with the knife guided himinto

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (22 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

the triangle of blood. The carious eyes in the fire blazed avidly.

It was too nuch. Wth a passionate wench, Linden broke the hold of her dismay, junped upright.
"Over here!" she yelled. "Police! Hurry! They're over here!" She flailed her arns as if she were
signaling to people behind her

The eyes of the fire whipped at her, hit her with withering force. In that instant, she felt
completely vulnerable, felt all her secrets exposed and devoured. But she ignored the eyes. She
sped downward, daring the worshippers to believe she was al one.

Covenant whirled in the triangle. Every line of his stance how ed, No!

People cried out. Her charge seened to shatter the trance of the fire. The worshi ppers were thrown
into confusion. They fled in all directions, scattered as if she had unpent a vast pressure of
repugnance. For an instant, she was wild w th hope.

But the man with the knife did not flee. The rage of the bonfire exalted him He slapped his arns
around Covenant, threw himto the stone, kicked himso that he lay flat.

The knife-! Covenant was too stunned to nove.

Li nden hurled herself at the man, grappled for his arms. He was slick with ashes, and strong. She
| ost her grip.

Covenant struggled to roll over. Swiftly, the nman stooped to him pinned himw th one hand, raised
the knife in the other

Li nden attacked again, blocked the knife. Her fingernails gouged the nman's face.

Yow i ng, he dealt her a bl ow which stretched her on the rock

Everything reel ed. Darkness spun at her fromall sides.

She saw the knife flash.

Then the eyes of the fire blazed at her, and she was lost in a yellow triunph that roared like the
furnace of the sun.

PART 1|: Need
FOUR: "You Are M ne"

RED agony spi ked the center of Thomas Covenant's chest. He felt that he was scream ng. But the
fire was too bright; he could not hear hinmself. Fromthe wound, flane withed through him nmapping
his nerves like a territory of pain. He could not fight it,

He did not want to fight it. He had saved Joan. Saved Joan. That thought iterated through him
consoling himfor the unanswerabl e violence of the wound. For the first time in eleven years, he
was at peace with his ex-wife. He had repaid the old debt between themto the Iimt of his
nortality; he had given everything he possessed to make restitution for the blaneless crine of his
| eprosy. Nothing nore could be asked of him

But the fire had a voice. At first, it was too loud to be understood. It retorted in his ears |like
the crushing of boulders. He inhaled it with every failing breath; it echoed al ong the
conflagration in his chest. But gradually it becane clear. It uttered words as heavy as stones.
"Your will is mne- You have no hope of life without me, Have no |ife or hope without ne.

Al is mne

"Your heart is mne-There is no |ove or peace within you, |Is no peace or |love within you

Al is mne

"Your soul is mne-

You cannot dream of your salvation, ,; Cannot plead for your salvation

You are mne."

The arrogance of the words filled himw th repudiation. He knew that voice. He had spent ten years
strengt hening hinsel f against it, tightening his grip on the truth of |ove and rage which had
enabled himto naster it. And still it had the power to appall him It thronged with relish for
the msery of lepers. It clainmed himand would not |et himgo.

Now he wanted to fight. He wanted to live. He could not bear to let that voice have its way with
hi m

But the knife had struck too deeply; the wound was conpl ete. A nunbness crept through him and the
red fire faded toward m st. He had no pul se, could not renenber breathing. Could not-

Qut of the mist, he renmenbered Linden Avery,

Hel [ fire!
She had foll owed him even though he had warned her-warned her in spite of the fact that she had
obvi ously been chosen to fulfill sonme essential role. He had been so torn- She had given an

excruciating twist to his dilemm, had dismayed and infuriated himw th her determ nation to
meddl e in nmatters she could not conprehend. And yet she was the first woman he had nmet in ten
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years who was not afraid of him

And she had fallen beside him trying to save his life. The man had struck her; the fire had
covered her as it reached for him If she were being taken to the Land-!

O course she was. Wiy el se had the old nan accosted her?

But she had neither know edge nor power with which to defend herself, had no way to understand
what was happeni ng to her

Bl i ndly, Covenant struggl ed against the nunmbness, resisted the voice. Linden had tried to save his
life. He could not |eave her to face such a doomal one. Wath at the brutality of her plight
crowded his heart. By hell! he raged. You can't do this!

Suddenly, a resurgence of fire burned out of himpure white flane, the fire of his need. It
concentrated in the knife wound, screaned through his chest |ike an apotheosis or cautery. Heat
hamered at his heart, his lungs, his half-hand. H's body arched in ire and pain.

The next instant, the crisis broke. Palpable relief poured through him The pain receded, |eaving
himlinmp and gasping on the stone. The mist swirled with nmalice, but did not touch him

"Ah, you are stubborn yet," the voice sneered, so personal in its contenpt that it nmi ght have comne
fromwithin his mnd rather than fromthe attar-laden air. "Stubborn beyond ny fondest desires. In
one stroke you have ensured your own defeat. My will conmmands now, and you are lost. Goveler!"
Covenant flinched at the virul ence of the sound.

Lord Foul .

"Do you mislike the title |I have given you?" The Despi ser spoke softly, hardly above a whi sper

but his quietness only enphasized his sharp hate. "You will nerit it absolutely. Never have you
been nore truly mne. You believe that you have been near unto death. That is fal se, groveler!

woul d not pernit you to die. | will obtain far better service fromyour life."

Covenant wanted to strike out at the mist, flail it anay fromhim But he was too weak. He lay on
the stone as if his |inbs had been bled dry. He needed all his will to dredge his voice back to
Me. "I don't believe it," he panted hoarsely. "You can't be stupid enough to try this again."

"Ah, you do not believe," jeered Lord Foul. "M sdoubt it, then. Disbelieve, and I will rend your
very soul fromyour bones!”

No! Covenant rasped in silence. |I've had ten years to understand what happened the |ast tinme. You

can't do that to nme again.

"You will grovel before nme," the Despiser went on, "and call it joy. Your victory over ne was
nothing. It serves ne well. Plans which | planted in my angui sh have cone to fruit. Time is
altered. The world is not what it was. You are changed, Unbeliever." The m st made that word,
Unbeliever, into a name of sovereign scorn. "You are no |onger free. You have sold yourself for
that paltry woman who | oat hes you. Wen you accepted her life fromne, you becane ny tool. A tool
does not choose. Did not ny Eneny expound to you the necessity of freedonf? Your very presence here
enpowers ne to naster you."

Covenant flinched. Lord Foul spoke the truth; he was not free. In trading hinself for Joan, he had
committed hinself to sonething he could neither neasure nor recall. He wanted to cry out; but he
was too angry to show that much weakness.

"W are foenen, you and |," continued Lord Foul, "enemies to the end. But the end will be yours,
Unbel i ever, not mine. That you will learn to believe. For a score of centuries | lay entonbed in
the Land which | abhor, capabl e of naught but revulsion. But in time | was restored to nyself. For
nearly as many centuries nore, | have been preparing retribution. Wen [ast comes to last, you
will be the instrument of my victory."

Bl oody hell! Covenant gagged on the thickness of the mst and Lord Foul's vitriol. But his passion
was clear. | won't let you do this!

"Now hear ne, grovel er. Hear ny prophecy. It is for your ears al one-for behold! there are none
left in the Land to whom you could deliver it."

That hurt him None? What had happened to the Lords?

But the Despiser went on renorsel essly, nocking Covenant by his very softness. "No, to you al one |
say it: trenble in your heart, for the ill that you deem nost terrible is upon you! Your forner
victory acconplished naught but to prepare the way for this noment. | am Lord Foul the Despiser
and | speak the one word of truth. To you | say it: the wild magic is no | onger potent against ne!
It cannot serve you now. No power will suffice.

"Unbel i ever, you cannot oppose nme. At the last there will be but one choice for you, and you wll
make it in all despair. O your own volition you will give the white gold into ny hand."

No! Covenant shouted. No! But he could not penetrate Lord Foul's certitude.

"Knowi ng that | wll nmake use of that power to destroy the Earth, you will place it into ny hand,
and no hope or chance under all the Arch of Tine can prevent you!

"Yes, trenble, groveler! There is despair laid up for you here beyond anything your petty norta
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heart can bear!"

The passi onate whi sper threatened to crush Covenant against the stone. He wailed refusals and
curses, but they had no force, could not drive the attar fromhis throat.

Then Lord Foul began to chuckle. The corruption of death clogged the air. For a |ong nonent,
Covenant retched as if the nuscles of his chest were breaking.

But as he gagged, the jeering drifted away fromhim Wnd sifted through it, pulling the m st

apart. The wind was cold, as if a chill of laughter rode it, echoing soundl essly; but the
at nrosphere grew bright as the mist frayed and vani shed.
Covenant lay on his back under a brilliant azure sky and a strange sun

The sun was well up in the heavens. The central glare of its light was famliar, conforting. But
it wore a blue corona like a ring of sapphire; and its radi ance deepened the rest of the sky to
the texture of sendali ne,

He squinted at it dumbly, too stunned to nove or react. OF your own volition- The sun's aurora

di sturbed himin a way he could not define. Plans which I planted in nmy anguish- Shifting as it
had a mind of its own, his right hand slowy probed toward the spot where the knife had struck
hi m

H's fingers were too nunb to tell himanything. But he could feel their pressure on his chest. He
could feel their touch when they slipped through the slit in the center of his T-shirt.

There was no pain.

He wi thdrew his hand, took his gaze out of the sky to |look at his fingers.

There was no bl ood.

He sat up with a jerk that made his head reel. For a nonment, he had to prop hinself up with his
arns. Blinking against the sun-dazzle, he forced his eyes into focus on his chest.

Hi s shirt had been cut-a slash the width of his hand just below his sternum Under it lay the
white [ine of a new scar.

He gaped at it. How ?

You are stubborn yet. Had he healed hinself? Wth wild magi c?

He did not know. He had not been conscious of w elding any power. Could he have done such a thing
unconsci ousl y? High Lord Mioram had once said to him You are the white gold. Did that nmean he was
capabl e of using power wi thout knowing it? Wthout being in control of it? Hellfire!

Long nonments passed before he realized that he was facing a parapet. He was sitting on one side of
a round stone slab encircled by a low wall, chest-high on himin this position.

A jolt of recognition brought himout of his stupor. He knew this place.

Kevin's Wat ch.

For an instant, he asked hinself, Wiy here? But then a chain of

connections junped taut in him and he whirled, to find Linden stretched unconsci ous behi nd him
He al nost panicked. She lay conpletely still. Her eyes were open, but she saw not hing. The nuscles
of her linbs hung sl ack agai nst the bones. Her hair was tangled across her face.

Bl ood seeped in slow drops from behind her left ear.

You are mne

Suddenly, Covenant was sweating in the cool air.

He gripped her shoul ders, shook her, then snatched up her left hand, started to slap her wist.
Her head rolled in protest. A whinper tightened her |ips. She began to withe. He dropped her arm
clanped his hands to the sides of her face to keep her fromhurting herself against the stone.
Abruptly, her gaze sprang outward. She drew a harsh gasp of air and screamed. Her cry sounded |ike
destitution under the inmense sky and the strange bl ue-ringed sun

"Li nden!" he shouted. She sucked air to how again. "Linden!"

Her eyes lurched into focus on him flared in horror or rage as if he had threatened her with

| eprosy.

Fi ercely, she struck him across the cheek

He recoiled, nmore in surprise than in pain.

"You bastard," she panted, surging to her knees. "Haven't you even got the guts to go on I|iving?"
She inhaled deeply to yell at him But before she could rel ease her ire, dismy knotted her
features. Her hands | eaped to her nouth, then covered her face. She gave a nmuffled groan. "Ch ny
God. "

He stared at her in confusion. Wat had happened to her? He wanted to chal |l enge her at once,
demand an answer. But the situation was too conplex. And she was totally unprepared for it. He
remenbered vividly his first appearance here. |If Lena had not extended her hand to him he would
have died in vertigo and nmadness. It was too nmuch for any mnd to accept. If only she had |istened
to him stayed out of danger-

But she had not listened. She was here, and in need. She did not yet know the extent of her need.
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For her sake, he forced a senbl ance of gentleness into his voice. "You wanted to understand, and
kept telling you you weren't equi pped. Now I think you're going to understand whet her you want to
or not."

"Covenant," she npaned through her hands. "Covenant."

"Linden." Carefully, he touched her wists, urged her to | ower her arns.

"Covenant-" She bared her face to him Her eyes were brown, deep and noist, and dark with the
repercussions of fear. They shied fromhis, then returned. "I mnust have been dreaming." Her voice
quavered, "l thought you were mny father."

He snmiled for her, though the strain made his battered bones ache. Father? He wanted to pursue
that, but did not. Other questions were nore inmedi ate.

But before he could frame an inquiry, she began to recollect herself. She ran her hands through
her hair, wi nced when she touched the injury behind her ear. For a noment, she | ooked at the trace
of blood on her fingers. Then other nenories returned. She gasped sharply. Her eyes jerked to his
chest. "The knife-" Her urgency was al nost an attack. "l saw" She grabbed for him yanked up his
shirt, gaped at the new scar under his sternum It appalled her. Her hands reached toward it,
flinched away. Her voice was a hoarse whisper. "That's not possible."

"Listen." He raised her head with his |left hand, nade her neet his gaze. He wanted to distract

her, prepare her. "Wat happened to you? That man hit you. The fire was all over us. Wat happened
after that?"

"What happened to you?"

"One thing at a tine." The exertion of keeping hinmself steady nade himsound grim "There are too
many ot her things you have to understand first. Please give me a chance. Tell nme what happened.”
She pull ed away. Her whol e body rejected his question. One trenbling finger pointed at his chest.
"That's inpossible."

I npossible. At that nonent, he could have overwhel med her with inmpossibilities. But he refrained,
permitted hinmself to say only, "So is possession."

She met his gaze miserably. Then her eyes closed. In a |ow voice, she said, "I nmust have been
unconsci ous. | was dream ng about my parents.” e
"You didn't hear anything? A voice nmaking threats?"
Her eyes snapped open in surprise. "No. Wiy would I ?"

He bowed his head to hide his turnoil. Foul hadn't spoken to her? The inplications both relieved
and frightened him Was she

sonmehow i ndependent of hin? Free of his control? O was he already that sure of her?

When Covenant | ooked up again, Linden's attention had slipped away to the parapet, the sun, the

wi de sky. Slowy, her face froze. She started to her feet. "Wiere are we?"

He caught her arns, held her sitting in front of him "Look at ne." Her head wi nced fromside to
side in frantic denial. Exigencies thronged about him questions were everywhere. But at this
nmoment the stark need in her face doninated all other issues. "Dr. Avery." There was insanity in
the air; he knew that fromexperience. If he did not help her now, she m ght never be within reach
of help again. "Look at ne."

H s demand brought her wild stare back to him

"I can explain it. Just give ne a chance."

Her voice knifed at him "Explain it."

He flinched in shanme; it was his fault that she was here-and that she was so unready. But he

forced hinself to face her squarely. "I couldn't tell you about it before." The difficulty of what
he had to say roughened his tone. "There was no way you could have believed it. And nowit's so
conplicated-"

Her eyes clung to himlike claws.

"There are two conpletely different explanations,
i nside. The outside explanation m ght be easier to accept. It goes like this." He took a deep
breath. "You and | are still lying in that triangle." A grimace strained his bruises. "W're
unconsci ous. And while we're unconscious, we're dreamng. W're sharing a dream"”

Her mien was tight with disbelief. He hastened to add, "It's not as farfetched as you think. Deep
down in their mnds-down where dreans cone from nost people have a lot in common. That's why so
many of our dreans fall into patterns that other people can recogni ze.

"I't's happening to us." He kept pouring words at her, not because he wanted to convince her, but
because he knew she needed tine, needed any answer, however inprobable, to help her survive the
first shock of her situation. "We're sharing a dream And we're not the only ones,” he went on
denying her a chance to put her incredulity into words. "Joan had fragnents of the same dream And
that old nan-the one you saved. W're all tied into the sane unconsci ous process."

Her gaze wavered. He snapped, "Keep looking at ne! | have to tell you what kind of dreamit is.

he said as evenly as he could. "CQutside and
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It's dangerous. It can hurt you. The things buried in us are powerful and violent, and they are
going to come out. The darkness in us-the destructive side, the side we keep | ocked up all our
lives-is alive here. Everybody has sone self-hate inside. Here it's personified-externalized, the
way things happen in dreans. He calls hinself Lord Foul the Despiser, and he wants to destroy us.
"That's what Joan kept tal king about. Lord Foul. And that's what the old nman neant. ' However he
may assail you. Be true.' Be true to yourself, don't serve the Despiser, don't |et himdestroy
you. That's what we have to do." He pleaded with her to accept the consequences of what he was
saying, even if she chose not to believe the explanation itself. "W have to stay sane, hang onto
oursel ves, defend what we are and what we believe and what we want. Until it's over. Until we
regai n consci ousness."

He stopped, forced hinself to give her tine.

Her eyes dropped to his chest, as if that scar were a test of what he said. Shadows of fear passed
across her countenance. Covenant felt suddenly sure that she was famliar with self-hate.

Tightly, she said, "This has happened to you before." -

He nodded.

She did not raise her head. "And you believe it?"

He wanted to say, Partially. If you put the two explanations together, they come close to what 1
believe. But in her present straits he could not trouble her with disclainers. Instead, he got to
his feet, drew her with himto | ook out fromthe Watch

She stiffened agai nst himin shock.

They were on a slab like a platformthat appeared to hang suspended in the air. An expanse of sky
as huge as if they were perched on a nountaintop covered them The weird halo of the sun gave a
di sturbing hue to the roiling gray sea of clouds two hundred feet bel ow them The clouds thrashed
I i ke thunderheads, concealing the earth fromhorizon to horizon

A spasm of vertigo wenched Covenant; he renmenbered acutely that he was four thousand feet above
the foothills. But he ignored the inmm nent reel and panic around himand concentrated on Linden
She was stunned, rigid. This leap without transition fromnight' in the woods to norning on such
an em nence staggered her. He

wanted to put his arns around her, hide her face against his chest to protect her; but he knew he
could not do so, could not give her the strength to bear things which once had al nbst shattered
him She had to achieve her own survival. Gimy, he turned her to look in the opposite direction
The mountains rising dramatically there seemed to strike her a blow. They sprang upward out of the
clouds a stone's throw fromthe Watch. Their peaks were rugged and dour. Fromthe cliff « behind
the Watch, they withdrew on both sides like a wedge, piling higher into the distance. But off to
the right a spur of the range marched back across the clouds before falling away again.

Li nden gaped at the cliff as if it were about to fall on her. Covenant could feel her ribs
straining; she was caught in the predicanent of the mad and could not find enough air in all the
open sky to enable her to cry out. Fearing that she might break away fromhim |ose herself over
t he parapet, he tugged her back down to the safety of the floor. She crunpled to her knees,
gagging silently. , Her eyes had a terrible glazed and enpty | ook

"Li nden!" Because he did not know what else to do, he barked, "Haven't you even got the guts to go
on living?"

She gasped, inhaled. Her eyes swept into focus on himlike swords |eaping fromtheir scabbards.
The odd sunlight gave her face an aspect of dark fury.

"I"'msorry," he said thickly. Her reaction nade himache as badly as hel pl essness. "You were so-"
Unwittingly, he had trespassed on sonething which he had no right to touch. "I never wanted this
to happen to you."

She rejected his regret with a violent shake of her head. "Now," " she panted, "you're going to

tell ne the other explanation."

He nodded. Slowy, he released her, withdrewto sit with his back against the parapet. He did not
under stand her strange conbinati on of strength and weakness; but at the monent his inconprehension
was uni mportant. "The inside explanation."

A deep weariness ran through him He fought it for the words he needed. "We're in a place called
the Land. It's a different world-like being on a conpletely different planet. These nountains are
the Sout hron Range, the southern edge. Al the rest of the Land is west and north and east from
us. This place is Kevin's Watch. Below us, and a bit to the west, there used to be a village
called Mthil Stonedown. Revel stone is-"But the thought of Revel stone recalled the Lords; he shied
away fromit. "1've been here before.

"Most of what | can tell you about it won't make nuch sense until you see it for yourself. But
there's one thing that's inportant right now. The Land has an eneny. Lord Foul." He studi ed her
trying to read her response. But her eyes brandi shed darkness at him nothing el se. "For thousands

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (27 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt
of years," he went on, "Foul has been trying to destroy the Land. It's-sort of a prison for him
He wants to break out." He groaned inwardly at the inpossibility of making what he had to say
acceptabl e to sonmeone who had never had the experience. "He translated us out of our world.

Brought us here. He wants us to serve him He thinks he can mani pulate us into hel ping hi mdestroy
t he Land.

"W have power here." He prayed he was speaking the truth. "Since we come fromoutside, we aren't
bound by the Law, the natural order that holds everything together. That's why Foul wants us,
wants to use us. W can do things nobody el se here can."

To spare hinself the burden of her incredulity, he | eaned his head agai nst the parapet and gazed
up at the nountains. "The necessity of freedom" he breathed. "As long as we aren't bound by any

Law, or anybody-or any explanation," he said to ease his conscience, "we're powerful." But |I'm not
free. 1've already chosen. "That's what it cones down to. Power. The power that heal ed ne.

"That old man- Somehow, he knows what's going on in the Land. And he's no friend of Foul's. He
chose you for something- | don't know what. O maybe he wanted to reassure hinmself. Find out if

you're the kind of person Foul can mani pul ate.

"As for Joan, she was Foul's way of getting at nme. She was vulnerable to him After what happened
the last tine | was here, | wasn't. He used her to get me to step into that triangle by my own
choice. So he could sumon nme here." Wat | don't understand, he sighed, is why he had to do it
that way. It wasn't |ike that before. "Maybe it's an accident that you're here, too. But | don't
think so."

Li nden gl anced down at the stone as if to verify that it was substantial, then touched the bruise
behi nd her ear. Frowning, she shifted into a sitting position. Now she did not ook at him "I
don't understand," she said stiffly. "First you tell nme this is a

dreamthen you say it's real. First you're dying back there in the woods-then you're heal ed by
sone kind of-sone kind of magic. First Lord Foul is a fignment-then he's real." In spite of her
control, her voice trenbled slightly. "Which is it? You can't have it both ways." Her fist

cl enched. "You coul d be dying."

Ah, | have to have it both ways, Covenant nmurmured. It's like vertigo. The answer is in the
contradiction-hi the eye of the paradox. But he did not utter his thought al oud.

Yet Linden's question relieved him Al ready, her restless mnd-that need which had rejected his
efforts to warn her, had driven her to follow himto his doomwas beginning to grapple with her
situation. |If she had the strength to challenge him then her crisis was past, at least for the
monent. He found hinself smiling in spite of his fear

"It doesn't matter,"” he replied. "Maybe this is real-nmaybe it isn't. You can believe whatever you
want. I'mjust offering you a frame of reference, so you'll have sone place to start."

Her hands kept noving, touching herself, the stone, as if she needed tactile sensation to assure
her of her own exi stence. After a noment, she said, "You' ve been here before." Her anger had
turned to pain. "It's your life. Tell me how to understand."

"Face it," he said without hesitation. "Go forward. Find out what happens-what's at stake. What
matters to you." He knew from experience that there was no other defense against insanity; the
Land's reality and its unreality could not be reconciled. "G ve yourself a chance to find out who
you are."

"I know who | am" Her jaw was stubborn. The lines of her nose seened precise rather than fragile;

her nouth was severe by habit. "lI'ma doctor." But she was facing sonething she did not know how
to grasp. "I don't even have nmy bag." She scrutinized her hands as if she wondered what they were
good for. When she net his gaze, her question was a demand as well as an appeal. "What do you
bel i eve?"

"I believe"- he made no effort to nuffle his hardness -"that we've got to find sone way to stop
Foul . That's nore inportant than anything. He's trying to destroy the Land. |I'mnot going to |let
himget away with that. That's who | am"

She stared at his affirmation. "Wy? What does it have to do with you? If this is a dream it

doesn't matter. And if it's-" She had difficulty saying the words. "If it's real, it's not your
problem You can ignore it"

Covenant tasted old rage. "Foul |aughs at lepers." : At that, a glare of conprehensi on touched her
eyes. Her scow

said plainly, Nobody has the right to laugh at illness. In a tight voice, she asked, "Wat do we

do now?" "Now?" He was weak with fatigue; but her question gal vanized
him She had reasons, strengths, possibilities. The old man had not
risked her gratuitously. "Now," he said grimy, "if | can hold off

my vertigo, we get down fromhere, and go find out what kind of
trouble we're in."
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"Down?" She blinked at him "I don't know how we got up." To answer her, he nodded toward the
nmount ai ns. \Wen she

turned, she noticed the gap in the curve of the parapet facing the

cliff. He watched as she crawl ed to the gap, saw what he al ready

knew was there. The parapet circled the tip of a long spire of stone which angled

toward the cliff under the Watch. There were rude stairs cut into

the upper surface of the shaft. He joined her. One glance told himthat his dizziness would not
be easily overcone. Two hundred feet below him the stairs

vani shed in the clouds Iike a fall into darkness.

FI VE: Thunder and Li ghtning

"Il go first." Covenant was trenbling deep in his bones. He did not |ook at Linden. "This stair
joins the cliff-but if we fall, it's four thousand feet down. Fmno good at heights. If | slip, |
don't want to take you with nme." Deliberately, he set hinself at the gap, feet first so that he
coul d back through it.

There he paused, tried to resist the vertigo which unnoored his nmind by giving hinmself a VSE. But
the exercise aroused a pang of leper's anxiety. Under the blue-tinged sun, his skin had a dim
purple cast, as if his |leprosy had already spread up his arns, affecting the pignentation, killing
t he nerves.

A sudden weakness yearned in his muscles, making his shoul ders quiver. The particul ar nunbness of
his dead nerves had not altered, for better or worse. But the diseased hue of his flesh | ooked
fatal and prophetic; it struck himlike a leap of intuition. One of his questions answered itself.
Wiy was Li nden here? Wiy had the ol d man spoken to her rather than to hin? Because she was
necessary. To save the Land when he fail ed.

The wild magic is no | onger potent. So much for power. He had al ready abandoned hinself to Lord
Foul's machinations. A groan escaped himbefore he could lock his teeth on it.

"Covenant ?" Concern sharpened Linden's voice. "Are you all right?"

He could not reply. The sinple fact that she was worried about him was capabl e of worryi ng about
hi m when she was under so nmuch stress, nultiplied the dismay in his bones. Hs eyes clung to the
stone, searching for strength.

"Covenant!" Her denand was like a slap in the face. "I don't know how to help you. Tell ne what to
do. "

What to do. None of this was her fault. She deserved an answer. He pulled hinself down into the
center of his fatigue and di zzi ness. Had he really dooned hinmself by taking Joan's place? Surely
he did not have to fail? Surely the power for which he had paid such a price was not so easily

di scounted? Wthout raising his head, he gritted, "At the bottomof the stairs, to ny left,
there's a ledge in the cliff. Be careful."

Coercing hinmself into nmotion, he backed through the gap

As ids head passed bel ow the I evel of the Watch, he heard her whisper fiercely, "Dam you, why do
you have to act so inpervious? All | want to do is help." She sounded as if her sanity depended on
her ability to be of help.

But he could not afford to think about her; the peril of the stairs consuned his attention. He
worked his way down themas if they were a | adder, clutching themw th his hands, kicking each
foot into themto be sure it was secure before he trusted it. H s gaze never left his hands. They
strained on the steps until the sinews stood out |ike desperation

The void around himseened fathom ess. He could hear the enptiness of the wind. And the swift

seet hing of the clouds bel ow himhad a hypnotic power, sucking at his concentration. Long plunges
yawned all around him But he knew this fear. Holding his breath, he | owered hinself into the
clouds-into the still center of his vertigo.

Abruptly, the sun faded and went out. Gray gl oomthickened toward m dnight at every step of the
descent .

A pale flash ran through the dank sea, followed al nbst at once by thunder. The w nd nounted,
rushed wetly at himas if it sought to lift himoff the spire. The stone became slick. H's nunb
fingers could not tell the difference, but the nerves in his wists and el bows registered every

sl i ppage of his grasp.

Again, a bolt of lightning thrashed past him illuninating the nmad boil and speed of the clouds.
The sky shattered. Instinctively, he flattened hinself against the stone. Sonething in himhow ed,
but he could not tell whether it how ed al oud.

Craw i ng painfully through the brutal inmpact of the storm he went on downward.

He marked his progress in the intensifying weight of the rain. The fine cold sting of spray
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agai nst his sore face becane a pelting of heavy drops |ike a shower of pebbles. Soon he was
drenched and battered. Lightning and thunder shouted across him articulating savagery. But the
prom se of the | edge drew hi m on.

At last, his feet found it. Thrusting away fromthe spire, he pressed his back to the wall of the
cliff, gaping upward.

A flail of blue-white fire rendered Linden out of the darkness. She was just above the |evel of
hi s head.

When she reached the | edge, he caught her so that she would not stunble over the precipice. She
gripped himurgently. "Covenant!" The wind ripped her shout away; he could barely hear her. "Are
you all right?"

He put his nouth to her ear. "Stay against the cliff! W've got to find shelter!"

She nodded sharply.

Cl enching her right hand in his left, he turned his back on the fall and began to shuttle west

al ong the | edge.

Li ght ni ng burned overhead, to give hima glinpse of his situation. The | edge was two or three feet
wi de and ran roughly level across the cliff face. Fromits edge, the nountain di sappeared into the
abyss of the clouds.

Thunder hamrered at himlike the voice of his vertigo, comanding himto | ose his bal ance. Wnd
and rain as shrill as chaos |lashed his back. But Linden's hand anchored him He squeezed hi nsel f
i ke yearning against the cliff and crept slowy forward.

At every lightning blast, he peered ahead through the rain, trying to see the end of the |edge.
There: a vertical line like a scar in the cliff face.

He reached it, pulled Linden past the corner, up a slope of nud and scree which gushed water as if
it were a stream bed. At once, the wind became a constricted yow. The next blue glare reveal ed
that they had entered a narrow ravi ne sluicing upward through the nountainside. Water frothed |ike
rapi ds past the boul ders which cranped the floor of the ravine.

He struggl ed ahead until he and Linden were above a boul der that appeared | arge enough to be
secure. There he halted and sat down in the current with his back braced on the wall. She joined
him Water flooded over their legs; rain blinded their faces. He did not care. He had to rest.
After a few nonents, she shifted, put her face to his ear. "Now what?"

Now what ? He did not know. Exhaustion nunbed his nind. But she was right; they could not remain
where they were. He nustered a wan shout. "There's a path sonmewhere!"

"You don't know the way? You said you' ve been here before!"

"Ten years ago!" And he had been unconscious the second tine; Saltheart Foanfoll ower had carried
hi m

Lightning lit her face for an instant. Her visage was sneared with rain. "Wat are we going to
do?"

The thought of Foanfollower, the G ant who had been his friend, gave hi mwhat he needed. "Try!"
Braci ng hinmself on her shoulder, he lurched to his feet. She seened to support his weight easily.
"Maybe 1'Il renmenber!™

She stood up beside him leaned close to yell, "I don't like this storm It doesn't feel right!"
Doesn't feel-? He blinked at her. For a noment, he did not understand. To him it was just a
storm natural violence |like any other. But then he caught her neaning. To her, the stormfelt un-

natural. It offended sone instinctive sensitivity in her
Al ready, she was ahead of him her senses were growing attuned to the Land, while his remained
flat and dull, blind to the spirit of what he perceived. Ten years ago, he had been able to do

what she had just done: identify the Tightness or wongness, the health or corruption, of physica
t hi ngs and processes, of wind, rain, stone, wood, flesh. But now he could feel nothing except the
storm s vehenmence, as if such force had no nmeaning, no inplications. No soul

He nuttered tired curses at hinself. Were his senses nerely slow in making the adjustnment? O had
he lost the ability to be in harnony with the Land? Had | eprosy and time bereft himentirely of
that sensitivity? Hell and bl ood! he rasped weakly, bitterly. If Linden could see where he was
blind-Aching at the old grief of his insufficiency, he tried to nmaster hinself. He expected Linden
to ask himwhat was wong. And that thought, too, was bitter; he did not want his frailties and
fears, his innate wongness, to be visible to her. But she did not question him She was rigid
with surprise or apprehension.

Her face was turned up the ravine.

He jerked around and tried to penetrate the downpour

At once, he sawit-a faint yellow light in the distance.

It flickered toward themslowy, picked its way with care down the spine of the ravine. As it
neared, a long blast of lightning revealed that it was a torch in the hand of a man. Then
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bl ackness and thunder crashed over them and Covenant coul d see nothing but the strange flanme. It
burned bravely, inmpossibly, in spite of the deluge and battery of the storm

It approached until it was close enough to light the man who held it. He was a short, stooped
figure wearing a sodden robe. Rain gushed through his sparse hair and tangl ed beard, streamed in
runnel s down the creases of his old face, giving hima | ook of lunacy. He squinted at Covenant and
Linden as if they had been incarnated out of nightmares to appall him

Covenant held hinself still, returned the old man's stare nutely.

Li nden touched his armas if she wanted to warn bun of somet hing.

Suddenly, the old man jerked up his right hand, raised it with the palmforward, and spread his
fingers.

Covenant copied the gesture. He did not know whether or not Lord Foul had prepared this encounter
for him But he needed shelter, food, information. And he was prepared to acknow edge anyone who
could keep a brand alight in this rain. As he lifted his

hal f-hand into the Iight, his ring gleamed dully on the second finger

The sight shocked the old man. He wi nced, nmunbled to hinself, retreated a step as if in fear. Then
he pointed trenulously at Covenant's ring. "Wite gold?" he cried. Hs voice shook

"Yes!" Covenant replied.

"Hal f hand?"

"Yes!"

"How are you naned?" the man quavered

Covenant struggled to drive each word through the storm "Ur-Lord Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and
white gold welder!"”

"I'll ender?" gasped the man as if the rain were suffocating him "Prover of Life?"

"Yes!"

The old man retreated another step. The torchlight gave his visage a di smayed | ook. Abruptly, he
turned, started scranbling frailly upward through the water and nuck

Over his shoul der, he wailed, "Come!"

"Who is that?" Linden asked al nost inaudibly.

Covenant dism ssed the question. "I don't know. "

She scrutinized him "Do you trust hinP"

"Who has a choice?" Before she could respond, he pushed away fromthe stone, used all his energy
to force hinself into notion after the old man.

H's mouth was full of rain and the sour taste of weakness. The strain of the past weeks affected
himlike caducity. But the torch hel ped himfind handhol ds on the walls and boul ders. Wth

Li nden's support, he was able to heave forward agai nst the heavy stream Slowy, they nade

progr ess.

Some di stance up the ravine, the old man entered a cut branching off to the right. A rough stair
in the side of the cut led to its bottom Freed of the torrents, Covenant found the strength to
ask himself, Do you trust hinP But the torch reassured him He knew of nobody who coul d keep a
brand burning in rain except the masters of wood-lore. Or the Lords. He was ready to trust anybody
who served wood or stone with such potent diligence.

Carefully, he followed the old man al ong the bottomof the cut until it narrowed, becane a high
sheer cleft in the nmountain rock. Then, abruptly, the cleft changed directions and opened into a
smal | dell.

Towering peaks sheltered the vale fromthe wind. But there was no escape fromthe rain. It
thrashed Covenant's head and shoul ders like a club. He could barely see the torch as the old man
crossed the valley.

Wth Linden, Covenant waded a swollen stream and noments later they arrived at a squat stone
dwel I'i ng which sat against the nountainside. The entry had no door; firelight scattered out at
them as they approached. Hurrying now, they burst bedraggled and dripping into the single room of
t he house.

The old man stood in the center of the room still clutching his torch though a bright fire bl azed
in the hearth beyond him He peered at Covenant with trepidation, ready to cringe, like a child
expecting puni shnment.

Covenant stopped. Hi s bruises ached to be near the fire; but he remained still to | ook around the
room

At once, a pang of anxiety snote him Already, he could see that sonething had changed in the
Land. Sonet hi ng fundament al

The dwel ling was furni shed with an unexpected m xture of wood and stone. Stoneware bow s and urns
sat on wooden shelves affixed to the sidewalls; wooden stools stood around a wooden table in one
stone corner. And iron-there were iron utensils on the shelves, iron nails in the stools.
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Fornerly, the people of stone and wood, Stonedownor and Wbodhel venni n, had each kept to his own

| ore-not because they wi shed to be exclusive, but rather because then- special skills and

knowl edge required all their devotion

For a nonent, he faced the nman, bore the old, half-wld gaze. Linden, too, studied the old nan
measuring himuncertainly. But Covenant knew she was asking herself questions unlike the ones

whi ch nobbed into his mind. Had the Stonedownors and Wodhel venni n grown together, blended their
lore? O had-?

The world is not what it was.

A raw sickness twi sted his heart. Wthout warning, he becane consci ous of snoke in the room
Snoke!

He thrust past the old nman, hastened to the hearth.

The wood lay on a pile of ash, burning warmy. Coals cracked and fell off the |ogs, red worms
gnawi ng the flesh of trees. At intervals, w sps of snoke curled up into the room The rain in the
chi mey made a | ow hi ssing noi se.

Hel [ firel

The peopl e he had known here woul d never have voluntarily consumed wood for any purpose. They had
al ways striven to use the life of wood, the Earthpower in it, without destroying the thing they
used. Whod, soil, stone, water-the people of the Land had cherished every nmanifestation of life.
"Ur-Lord," the old man groaned.

Covenant whirled. Gief burned like rage in him He wanted to how at the Despiser, \Wat have you
done? But both Linden and the old man were staring at him Linden's eyes showed concern, as if she
feared he had slipped over the edge into confusion. And the old man was in the grip of a private
angui sh. Fiercely, Covenant contained the yelling of his passion. But the strain of suppression
bristled in his tone. "Wat keeps that torch burning?"

"I am ashaned!" The man's voice broke as if he were on the verge of weeping. He did not hear
Covenant's question; his personal distress devoured him "This tenple," he panted, "built by the
nmost ancient fathers of ny father's father-in preparation. W have done not hing! O her roons
fallen to ruin, sanctuaries-" He waved his brand fervidly. "W did nothing. In a score of
generations, nothing. It is a hovel-unworthy of you. W did not believe the prom se given into our
trust-generation after generation of Unfettered too craven to put faith in the proudest
prophecies. It would be right for you to strike ne."

"Strike you?" Covenant was taken aback. "No." There were too many things here he did not
understand. "Wat's the matter? Wiy are you afraid of nme?"

"Covenant," Linden breathed suddenly. "Hi s hand. Look."

Water dripped fromthe old man; water ran fromthemall. But the drops falling fromthe butt of
the torch were red.

"Ur-Lord!" The nman plunged to his knees. "I amunworthy." He quivered with dismay. "I have
trafficked in the know edge of the wi cked, gaining power against the Sunbane fromthose who scorn
the prom ses | have sworn to preserve. Ah, spare ne! | am shaned." He dropped his brand, opened
his left hand to Covenant.

The torch went out the instant he released it. As it struck the floor, it fell into ash

Across his palmlay two long cuts. Blood ran fromthemas if it could not stop

Covenant flinched. Thunder nuttered angrily to itself in the distance. Nothing was left of the
torch except ash. It had been held together, kept whole and burning, only by the power the old man
had put into it. The power of his bl ood?

Covenant's brain reel ed. A sudden nmenory of Joan stung him Joan claw ng the back of his hand,
licking his fingers. Vertigo reft himof balance. He sat down heavily, slunped against the nearest

wal|l. The rain echoed in his ears. Blood? Bl ood?
Li nden was exanining the old man's hand. She turned it to the firelight, spread the fingers; her
grip on his wist slowed the flow of blood. "It's clean." Her voice was flat, inpersonal. "Needs a

bandage to stop the bleeding. But there's no infection."

No i nfection, Covenant breathed. Hi s thoughts |inped like cripples. "How can you tell?"

She was concentrating on the wound. "What?"

He | abored to say what he neant. "How can you tell there's no infection?"

"I don't know." Hi's question seened to trigger surprise in her. "l can see it. | can see"- her
astoni shment nmounted -"the pain. But it's clean. How? Can't you?"

He shook his head. She confirmed his earlier inpression; her senses were already becom ng attuned
to the Land.

H's were not. He was blind to everything not witten on the surface. Wiy? He closed his eyes. Ad
rue throbbed in him He had forgotten that nunmbness could hurt so nuch.

After a monment, she noved; he could hear her searching around the room Wen she returned to the
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old man's side, she was tearing a piece of cloth to form bandages.

You will not fail- Covenant felt that he had al ready been given up for lost. The thought was salt
to his sore heart.

Snmoke? Bl ood? There's only one way to hurt a man. G ve hi m back sonethi ng broken. Damati on

But the old man demanded his attention. The nan had bowed his wet gray head to the stone. His
hands groped to touch Covenant's boots. "Ur-Lord," he noaned, "Ur-Lord. At last you have cone. The
Land is saved."

That obei sance pull ed Covenant out of his inner gyre. He could not afford to be overwhel med by

i gnorance or |oss. And he could not bear to be treated as if he were sone kind of saviour; he
could

not live with such an inmage of hinself. He clinbed erect, then took hold of the old man's arns and
drew himto his feet

The man's eyes rolled fearfully, gleaning in the firelight. To reassure him Covenant spoke
evenly, quietly.

"Tell me your nane."

"I am Nassic son of Jous son of Prassan," the old man replied in a funbling voice. "Descended in
direct lineage son by son fromthe Unfettered One."

Covenant winced. The Unfettered Ones he had known were hernits freed fromall norma
responsibilities so that they could pursue their private visions. An Unfettered One had once saved
his life-and di ed. Another had read his dreans-and told himthat he dreamed the truth. He took a
stringent grip on hinself. "What was his calling?"

"Ur-Lord, he saw your return. Therefore he cane to this place -to the vale below Kevin's Watch

whi ch was given its nane in an age so |ong past that none renenber its neaning."

Briefly, Nassic's tone stabilized, as if he were reciting sonething he had nenorized | ong ago. "He
built the tenple as a place of welcome for you, and a place of healing, for it was not forgotten
anong the people of those years that your own world is one of great hazard and strife, inflicting
harm even upon its heroes. In his vision, he beheld the severe doom of the Sunbane, though to him
it was nanel ess as nightmare, and he foresaw that the Unbeliever, ur-Lord Illender, Prover of
Life, would return to conbat it. Fromson to son he handed down his vision, faith un-"

Then he faltered. "Ah, shame," he nuttered. "Tenple-faith-healing-Land. Al ruins." But

i ndignation stiffened him "Fools will cry for mercy. They deserve only retribution. For |o! The
Unbel i ever has cone. Let the Clave and all its works wail to be spared. Let the very sun trenble
inits course! It will avail them nothing! We unto you, w cked and aboni nabl e! The-"

"Nassic." Covenant forced the old man to stop. Linden was watching them keenly. Questions crowded
her face; but Covenant ignored them "Nassic," he asked of the nan's white stare, "what is this
Sunbane?"

"Sunbane?" Nassic lost his fear in amazenent. "Do you ask-? How can you not-?" Hi s hands tugged at
his beard. "Wy el se have you conme?"

Covenant tightened his grip. "Just tell ne what it is.”

"It is-why, it is-yes, it-" Nassic stunbled to a halt, then cried in a sudden appeal, "Ur-Lord,
what is it not? It is sun and rain and bl ood and desert and fear and the screaming of trees." He
squirmed with renewed abasenent. "It was-it was the fire of my torch. U -Lord!" Msery clenched
his face like a fist. He tried to drop to his knees agai n.

"Nassic." Covenant held himerect, hunted for some way to reassure him "W're not going to harm
you. Can't you see that?" Then anot her thought occurred to him Renenbering Linden's injury, his
own bruises, he said, "Your hand's still bleeding. W' ve both been hurt. And I-" He al nost said, |
can't see what she sees. But the words stuck in his throat. "I've been away for a long tinme. Do
you have any hurtl oan®?"

Hurtl oan? Linden's expression asked.

"Hurtl oan?" queried Nassic. "Wat is hurtl oan"

What is-? Distress lurched across Covenant's features. What-? Shouts flared in himlike screans,
Hurtl oam Earthpower! Life! "Hurtloam" he rasped savagely. "The nud that heals." H's grasp shook
Nassic's frail bones.

"Forgive ne, U-Lord. Be not angry. |-"

"I't was here! In this valley!" Lena had healed himwith it.

Nassi ¢ found a nonent of dignity. "I know nothing of hurt-loam | aman old man, and have never
heard the nanme spoken."

"Dammation!" Covenant spat. "Next you're going to tell ne you' ve never heard of Earthpower!"

The ol d man sagged. "Earthpower?" he breathed. "Earth-power?"

Covenant's hands ground his giddy dismay into Nassic's thin arms. But Linden was at his side,
trying to | oosen his grip. "Covenant! He's telling the truth!"
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Covenant jerked his gaze like a whip to her face.

Her lips were tight with strain, but she did not let herself flinch. "He doesn't know what you're
tal ki ng about."

She silenced him He believed her; she could hear the truth in Nassic's voice, just as she could
see the lack of infection in his cuts. No hurtloan? He bled inwardly. Forgotten? Lost? |nages of
desecrati on poured through him Have nercy. The Land without hurtloam W thout Earthpower? The
wei ght of Nassic's revelation was too rmuch for him He sank to the floor Iike an invalid.

Li nden stood over him She was groping for decision, insight;

but he could not help her. After a nonent, she said, "Nassic." Her tone was severe. "Do you have
any food?"

"Food?" he replied as if she had rem nded himof his inadequacy. "Yes. No. It is unworthy."

"W need food."

Her statenent brooked no argument. Nassic bowed, went at once to the opposite wall, where he began
lifting down crude bow s and pots fromthe shel ves.

Li nden canme to Covenant, knelt in front of him "Wat is it?" she asked tightly. He could not keep
the despair out of his face. "Wat's wrong?"

He did not want to answer. He had spent too nmany years in the isolation of his |eprosy; her desire
to understand himonly aggravated his pain. He could not bear to be so exposed. Yet he could not
refuse the denmand of her hard nouth, her soft eyes. Her life was at issue as much as his. He nade
an effort of will. "Later." Hi s voice ached through his teeth. "I need tine to think about it."
Her jaws | ocked; darkness wounded her eyes. He | ooked away, so that he would not be |led to speak
before he had regai ned his self-mastery.

Shortly, Nassic brought bowl s of dried neat, fruit, and unl eavened bread, which he offered
tentatively, as if he knew they deserved to be rejected. Linden accepted hers with a difficult
smile; but Nassic did not nove until Covenant had nustered the strength to nod his approval. Then
the old man took pots and collected rainwater for themto drink

Covenant stared blindly at his food without tasting it. He seemed to have no reason to bother
feeding hinself. Yet he knew that was not true; in fact, he was foundering in reasons. But the

i mpossibility of doing justice to themall nade his resolution falter. Had he really sold his soul
to the Despiser-?

But he was a |l eper; he had spent |ong years |earning the answer to his hel pl essness. Leprosy was
i ncurabl e. Therefore | epers disciplined thenselves to pay meticulous attention to their i mediate
needs. They ignored the abstract imensity of their burdens, concentrated instead on the present,
monment by monment. He clung to that pragmati c wi sdom He had no other answer.

Nunbly, he put a piece of fruit in his nouth, began to chew.

After that, habit and hunger cane to his aid. Perhaps his answer was not a good one; but it
defined him and he stood by it.

Stood or fell, he did not know which

Nassi ¢ waited hunbly, solicitously, while Covenant and Linden ate; but as soon as they finished,
he said, "U-Lord."” He sounded eager. "I amyour servant. It is the purpose in ny life to serve
you, as it was the purpose of Jous ny father and Prassan his father throughout the long |ine of
the Unfettered." He seened unm ndful of the quaver in his words. "You are not conme too soon. The
Sunbane nmultiplies in the Land. Wat will you do?"

Covenant sighed. He felt unready to deal with such questions. But the ritual of eating had
steadi ed him And both Nassic and Linden deserved some kind of reply. Slowy, he said, "W'Ill have
to go to Revel stone-" He spoke the nanme hesitantly. Wuld Nassic recognize it? If there were no
nore Lords- Perhaps Revel -stone no |onger existed. O perhaps all the nanes had changed. Enough
time had passed for anything to happen

But Nassic crowed i medi ately, "Yes! Vengeance upon the Clave! It is good!"

The O ave? Covenant wondered. But he did not ask. Instead, he tested another familiar nane. "But
first we'll have to go to Mthil Stonedown-"

"No!" the man interrupted. Hi s vehenence turned at once into protest and trepidation. "You nust
not. They are w cked-w cked! Wirshi ppers of the Sunbane. They say that they abhor the O ave, but
they do not. Their fields are sown with blood!"

Bl ood agai n; Sunbane; the C ave. Too many things he did not know He concentrated on what he was
trying to ascertain. Apparently, the names he renmenbered were known to Nassic in spite of their
age. That ended his one di m hope concerning the fate of the Earthpower. A new surge of futility
beat at him How could he possibly fight Lord Foul if there were no Earthpower? No, worse- if
there were no Earthpower, what was left to fight for?

But Nassic's distraught stare and Linden's clenched, arduous sil ence demanded responses.

Ginmaci ng, he thrust down his sense of futility. He was intinmately acquai nted with hopel essness,
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i mpossibility, gall; he knew how to linmt their power over him

He took a deep breath and said, "There's no other way. W can't get out of here w thout going
through Mthil Stonedown.™”

"Ah, true," the old man groaned. "That is true." He seened al nost desperate. "Yet you nust not-
They are wi cked! They harken to the words of the O ave-words of abonination. They

nock all old pronises, saying that the Unbeliever is a madness in the nminds of the Unfettered. You
nmust not go there.”

"Then how ?" Covenant frowned grimy. Wat's happened to then? | used to have friends there.
Abruptly, Nassic reached a decision. "I will go. To ny son. H's nane is Sunder. He is wi cked, like
the rest. But he is ny son. He cones to ne when the nmood is upon him and | speak to him telling
himwhat is proper to his calling. He is not altogether corrupted. He will aid us to pass by the
St onedown. Yes." At once, he threw hinself toward the entryway.

"Wait!" Covenant junped to his feet. Linden joined him

"I must go!" cried Nassic urgently.

"Wait until the rain stops." Covenant pleaded against the frenzy in Nassic's eyes. The nan | ooked
too decrepit to endure any nore exposure. "We're not in that nuch of a hurry."

"I't will not halt until nightfall. | nust make haste!"
"Then at | east take a torch!"
Nassic flinched as if he had been scourged. "Ah, you shane ne! | know the path. | nust redeem ny

doubt." Before Covenant or Linden could stop him he ran out into the rain.
Li nden started after nun; but Covenant stayed her. Lightning blazed overhead. In the glare, they

saw Nassic stunbling frenetically toward the end of the dell. Then thunder and bl ackness hit, and
he di sappeared as if he had been snuffed out. "Let himgo," sighed Covenant. "H we chase him
we'll probably fall off a cliff sonewhere." He held her until she nodded. Then he returned wearily

to the fire.

She followed him When he placed his back to the hearth, she confronted him The danpness of her
hai r darkened her face, intensifying the Iines between her brows, on either side of her nmouth. He
expect ed anger, protest, sone outburst against the insanity of her situation. But when she spoke,
her voice was flat, controlled.

"This isn't what you expected."

"No." He cursed hinself because he could not rise above his dismay. "No. Something terrible has
happened, "

She did not waver. "How can that be? You said the last tine you were here was ten years ago. \Wat
can happen in ten years?”

Her query remi nded himthat he had not yet told her about Lord Foul's prophecy. But now was not
the tine: she was suffering fromtoo nmany other inconprehensions. "Ten years in our world." For
her sake, he did not say, the real world. "Tinme is different here. It's faster-the way dreans are

al nost i nstantaneous sonetinmes. |'ve-" He had difficulty neeting her stare; even his know edge
felt like shame. "l1've actually been here three tines before. Each tine, | was unconscious for a
few hours, and nonths went by here. So ten years for me- Oh, bloody hell!" The Despiser had said,
For a score of centuries. For nearly as nmany centuries nore, "If the ratio stays the sane, we're
tal ki ng about three or four thousand years."

She accepted this as if it were just one nore detail that defied rationality. "Well, what could

have happened? What's so inportant about hurtl oan?"

He wanted to hide his head, conceal his pain; he felt too nuch exposed to the new penetration of
her senses. "Hurtloamwas a special mud that coul d heal -al nost anything.” Twice, while in the
Land, it had cured his | eprosy. But he shied away fromthe whole subject of healing. If he told
her what hurtl oam had done for himin the past, he would al so have to explain why it had not done
hi many | asting good. He would have to tell her that the Land was physically self-contained-that
it had no tangible connection to their world. The healing of his chest nmeant nothing. Wen they
regai ned consci ousness, she would find that their bodily continuity in their world was conpl ete.
Everyt hing woul d be the sane.

If they did not awaken soon, she would not have tine to treat his wound.

Because she was al ready under so nmuch stress, he spared her that know edge. Yet he coul d not
contain his bitterness. "But that's not the point. Look." He pointed at the hearth. "Snoke. Ashes.
The people | knew never built fires that destroyed wood. They didn't have to. For them everything
around t hem wood, water, stone, flesh-every part of the physical world-was full of what they
cal l ed Earthpower. The power of life. They could raise fire-or nake boats flow upstream or send
messages- by using the Earthpower in wood instead of the wood itself.

"That was what nade them who they were. The Earthpower was the essence of the Land." Menories
thronged in him visions of the Lords, of the masters of stone- and wood-lore. "It was so vital to
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them so sustaining, that they gave their lives to it. Did everything they could to serve it,
rather than exploit it. It was

strength, sentience, passion. Life. Afire like this would have horrified them™

But words were inadequate. He could not convey his longing for a world where aspen and granite,
wat er and soil, nature itself, were understood, revered for their potency and | oveliness. A world
with a soul, deserving to be treasured. Linden gazed at himas if he were babbling. Wth a silent
snarl, he gave up trying to explain. "Apparently," he said, "they've lost it. It's forgotten. O
dead. Now t hey have this Sunbane. If | understand what |'ve been hearing-which | doubt-the Sunbane
was what kept Nassic's torch burning in the rain. And he had to cut his hand to do it. And the
wood was still consumed.

"He says the Sunbane is causing this rain." Covenant shuddered involuntarily; firelight reflecting
of f the downpour beyond the entryway nade the storm | ook vicious and intol erable.

Her eyes searched him The bones of her face seened to press against the skin, as if her skul

itself protested against so many alien circunstances. "l don't know anything about it. None of
this makes sense."” She faltered. He could see fears crowdi ng the edges of her vision. "It's al
impossible. | can't. . ." She shot a harried glance around the room thrust her hands into her
hair as though she sought to pull immnent hysteria off her features. "I'mgoing crazy."

"I know." He recogni zed her desperation. Hi s own w ldness when he was first taken to the Land had
led himto conmit the worst crinmes of his life. He wanted to reach out to her, protect her; but

t he nunbness of his hands prevented him Instead, he said intensely, "Don't give up. Ask
questions. Keep trying. 1'll tell you everything |I can."

For a nonent, her gaze ached toward himlike the arnms of an abandoned child. But then her hands
bunched into fists. A grinmace like a clench of intransigence knotted her men. "Questions," she
breat hed through her teeth. Wth a severe effort, she took hold of herself. "Yes."

Her tone accused himas if he were to blame for her distress. But he accepted the responsibility.
He coul d have prevented her fromfollowing Mninto the woods. |If he had had the courage.

"Al'l right," she gritted. "You' ve been here before. Wiat makes you so imnportant? Wat did you do?
Wy does Foul want you? Wat's an ur-Lord?"

Covenant sighed inwardly-an exhalation of relief at her determination to survive. That was what he
wanted from her. A sudden weariness dimed his sight; but he took no account of it.

"I was Berek reborn."

The menory was not pleasant; it contained too rmuch guilt, too much sorrow and harm But he
accepted it. "Berek was one of the ancient heroes-thousands of years before I came al ong.
According to the | egends, he discovered the Earthpower, and nade the Staff of Lawto wield it. Al
the lore of the Earthpower came down fromhim He was the Lord-Fatherer, the founder of the
Council of Lords. They led the defense of the Land agai nst Foul ."

The Council, he groaned to hinself, renmenbering Moram Prothall, Elena. Hell and blood! Hi's voice
shook as he continued. "Wen | showed up, they wel comed ne as a sort of avatar of Berek. He was
known to have lost the last two fingers of his right hand in a war." Linden's gaze sharpened

monmentarily; but she did not interrupt. "So | was nmade an ur-Lord of the Council. Mst of those
other titles cane later. After | defeated Foul

"But Unbeliever was one | took for nmyself. For a long tine here, I was sure | was dream ng, but |
didn't know what to do about it." Sourly, he nuttered, "I was afraid to get involved. It had

sonething to do with being a I eper." He hoped she woul d accept this non-explanation; he did not
want to have to tell her about his crinmes. "But | was wong. As |long as you have sone idea of
what's happening to you, 'real' or 'unreal' doesn't matter. You have to stand up for what you care
about; if you don't, you lose control of who you are." He paused, net her scrutiny so that she
could see the clarity of his conviction. "I ended up caring about the Land a lot."

"Because of the Earthpower?"

"Yes." Pangs of loss stung his heart. Fatigue and strain had shorn himof his defenses. "The | and
was incredibly beautiful. And the way the people loved it, served it-that was beautiful, too.
Lepers,"” he concluded nordantly, "are susceptible to beauty.” In her own way, Linden seened
beautiful to him

She listened to himlike a physician trying to diagnose a rare di sease. Wen he stopped, she said,
"You cal l ed yourself, 'Unbeliever and white gold w elder.' Wat does white gold have to do with
it?"

He scow ed involuntarily. To cover his pain, he | owered hinself

to the floor, sat against the wall of the hearth. That question touched hi mdeeply, and he was too
tired to give it the courage it deserved. But her need for know edge was perenptory. "M/ weddi ng
ring," he murnured. "Wen Joan divorced ne, | was never able to stop wearing it. | was a | eper-|I
felt that 1'd lost everything. | thought ny only link with the human race was the fact that | used
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to be married.
"But here it's some kind of talisman. A tool for what they call wild magic-'the wild magic that

destroys peace.' | can't explain it." To hinself, he cursed the paucity of his valor.

Li nden sat down near him kept watching his face. "You think | can't handle the truth."

He wi nced at her percipience. "I don't know. But | know how hard it is. It sure as hell isn't easy
for nme."

Qutside, the rain beat with steady ire into the valley; thunder and |ightning pumrel ed each ot her
anong the nountains. But inside the hut the air was warm tinged with snoke |ike a faint
soporific. And he had gone for nmany days without rest. He closed his eyes, partly to acknow edge
his exhaustion, partly to gain a respite from Linden's probing.

But she was not finished. "Nassic-" Her voice was as direct as if she had reached out and touched
him "He's crazy."

Wth an effort of will, Covenant forced hinself to ask, "Wat makes you say that?"
She was silent until he opened his eyes, |ooked at her. Then, defensively, she said, "I can fee
it-the inbalance in him Can't you? It's in his face, his voice, everything. | saw it right away.

When he was coming down the ravine."

Gimy, he put off his fatigue. "Wat are you trying to tell ne? That we can't trust hinP Can't
bel i eve hi n?"

"Maybe." Now she could not neet his gaze. She studied the clasp of her hands on her knees. "I'm
not sure. Al | knowis, he's denented. He's been lonely too |long. And he believes what he says."
"He's not the only one," Covenant nuttered. Deliberately, he stretched out to make hinsel f nore
confortable. He was too tired to worry about Nassic's sanity. But he owed Li nden one other answer.
Before he let go of hinself, he replied, "No, | can't."

As weari ness washed over him he was dimy aware that she stood up and began to pace beside his
recunbent form

He was awakened by silence. The rain had stopped. For a nmonent, he remained still, enjoying the
end of the storm The rest had done himgood; he felt stronger, nore capable.

When he raised his head, he saw Linden in the entryway, facing the vale and the clear cool night.
Her shoul ders were tense; strain nmarked the way she | eaned agai nst the stone. As he got to his
feet, she turned toward him She nust have replenished the fire while he slept. The room was
bright; he could see her face clearly. The corners of her eyes were lined as if she had been
squinting for a long tine at sonething which disconfited her.

"It stopped at nightfall." She indicated the absence of rain with a jerk of her head. "He was

ri ght about that."

The trouble in her worried him He tried to sound casual as he asked, "Wat have you been

t hi nki ng?"
She shrugged. "Nothing new. 'Face it. Go forward. Find out what happens.'" Her gaze was bent
inward on nenories. "l've been living that way for years. It's the only way to find out how much

what you're trying to get away from costs."”

He searched her for sone glinpse of what she neant. "You know," he said slowy, "you haven't told
me nmuch about yoursel f."

She stiffened, drew severity across her countenance like a shield. Her tone denied his question
"Nassic isn't back yet."

For a monment, he considered her refusal. Did she have that nuch past hurt to hide? Were her
defenses ainmed at him or at herself? But then the inport of her words penetrated him "He isn't?"
Even an ol d nman shoul d have been able to make the trip twice in this amunt of tine.

"I haven't seen him"

"Dammation!" Covenant's throat was suddenly dry. "Wat the hell happened to hin®"

"How shoul d |I know?" Her ire betrayed the fraying of her nerves. "Renenber nme? |I'mthe one who
hasn't been here before.”

He wanted to snap at her; but he held hinself back grimy. "I didn't nean it that way. Maybe he
fell off the cliff. Maybe Mthil Stonedown is even nore dangerous than he thought. Maybe he
doesn't even have a son."

He coul d see her swallow ng her vexation, w shing herself inmmune to pressure. "What are we going
to do?"

"What choi ce have we got? We have to go down there ourselves." Sternly, he conmpelled hinself to
face her doubt of Nassic. "It's hard for me to believe we can't trust those people. They were ny
friends when | didn't deserve to have any friends."

She considered him "That was three thousand years ago."

Yes, he nuttered bleakly. And he had given themlittle in return except harm If they renenbered
himat all, they would be justified in remenbering only the harm
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Wth a sudden nausea, he realized that he was going to have to tell Linden what he had done to
Mthil Stonedown, to Lena Atiaran-daughter. The doctor was the first woman he had net in ten years
who was not afraid of him And she had tried to save his life. Wiat other protection could he give
her agai nst hinsel f?

He | acked the courage. The words were in his mind, but he , could not utter them To escape her
eyes, he noved abruptly past her out of Nassic's stone dwelling.

The night was a vault of crystal. Al the clouds were gone. The air was cold and sharp; and stars
glittered Iike flecks of joy across the i mmacul ate deeps. They gave sone visibility. Below the
dark crouch of the peaks, he could see the streamflowi ng turgidly down the length of the dell. He
followed it; he remenbered this part of the way well enough. But then he slowed his pace as he
realized that Linden was not behind him

"Covenant!"

Her cry scaled the night. Echoes repeated agai nst the nmountain- ; sides.

He went back to her at a wild run

She knelt on a pile of rubble like a cairn beside the hut-the broken remains of Nassic's tenple,
fallen into desuetude. She was exanm ning a dark formwhich lay strangely atop the debris. |,
Covenant sprang forward, peered at the body. ', -

Bl oody hell, he npaned. Nassic. .;.

The old man lay enbracing the ruins. Fromthe center of his back protruded the handl e of a knife.

"Don't touch that," Linden panted. "It's still hot." Her nmouth was full of crushed horror
Still-? Covenant Kkicked aside his dismay. "Take his legs. W'll carry himinto the house.”

She did not nove. She | ooked small and abject in the night.

To make her nove, he |ashed at her, "I told you it was dangerous. Did you think I was kidding?
Take his legs!"

Her voice was a still cold articulation of darkness. "He's dead. There's nothing we can do."

The sound of her desol ati on choked his protests. For one keening nmonent, he feared that he had

| ost her-that her mnd had gone over the edge. But then she shifted. Her hair fell forward, hid
her face, as she bent to slip her arns under Nassic's |egs.

Covenant lifted himby the shoul ders. Together, they bore himinto his house.

He was al ready stiff.

They set himdown gently in the center of the floor. Covenant inspected him Hi s skin was cold.
There was no blood in his robe around the knife; it nmust have been washed away by the rain. He
must have lain dead in the rain for a long tine.

Li nden did not watch. Her eyes clinched the black iron knife. "It didn't kill himright away," she
said hoarsely. "It didn't hit himright. He bled to death." The bones of her face seened to throb
with vehenence. "This is evil."

The way she uttered that word evil sent cold fear scrabbling down Covenant's spine. He knew what
she neant; he had fornerly been able to perceive such things hinmself. She was |ooking at the
cruelty of the hand which had held that knife, seeing the eager malice which had inspired the
blow. And if the iron were still hot- He swallowed harshly. Nassic's killer nust have been soneone
of great and brutal power.

He scranbl ed for explanations. "Woever did it knew we were here. O else why | eave himout there?
He wanted us to find the body-after he got away." He closed his eyes, forced some clarity onto his
spi nni ng thoughts. "Nassic was killed because of us. To keep himfromtalking to the Stonedown. O
fromtalking to us. By hell, this stinks of Foul."

Li nden was not listening; her own reaction dom nated her. "Nobody does this." She sounded | orn

f ear-ravaged.

He heard the strangeness of her protest; but he could not stop hinself. H's old anger for the
victins of Despite drove him "It takes a special kind of killer," he growed, "to | eave a hot

kni fe behind. Foul has plenty of that kind of help. He's perfectly capable of having Nassic killed
just to keep us fromgetting too nuch information. O to mani pul ate us sonehow. "

"Nobody kills like this. For pleasure.” Dull anguish blunted her tone, blinded her face. "People
don't do that."

"Of course they don't" Her dismay reached him but the frailty of Nassic's dead |inbs affronted
himto the marrow of his bones, nade his reply savage. "He probably decided to take a nap in the
rain, and this knife just fell on himout of nowhere."

She was deaf to his sarcasmtoo intimately shocked to recognize himat all. "People kill because
they're hungry. Afraid." She struggled for certitude against the indefeasible iron. "Driven.
Because soneone, sonething, forces them" Her tone sharpened as if she were gathering screans.
"Nobody likes it."
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"No." The sight of her distress pulled Covenant to her. He tried to confront her nmounting
repudi ati on. "Everybody likes it. Everybody |ikes power. But npbst people control it. Because they
hate it, too. This is no different than any other murder. It's just nore obvious."

A flinch of revulsion twi sted her face; his assertion seened to hurt her. For an instant, he

feared that her mind was going to fail. But then her eyes clinbed to his face. The effort of self-
mast ery darkened them|like blood. "I want-" Her voice quavered; she crushed it flat. "I want to
nmeet the sonofabitch who did this. So | can see for nyself."

Covenant nodded, gritted his own black ire. "I think you' re going to get the chance." He, too,

wanted to neet Nassic's slayer. "W can't try to second-guess Foul. He knows nore than we do. And
we can't stay here. But we've |ost our guide-our only chance to | earn what's happening. W have to
go to Mthil Stonedown." Gimy, he concluded, "Since the killer didn't attack us here, he's
probably waiting for us in the village."

For a | ong nonent, she renained notionless, nustering her resources. Then she said tightly, "Let's
go."

He did not hesitate. Nassic had not even been given the dignity of a clean death. Wth Linden at
his side, he marched out into the night.

But in spite of the violence in him he did not allow hinself to rush. The stars did not shed an
abundance of light; and the rain had left the floor of the dell slick with nud. The path to Mthil
St onedown was hazardous. He did not intend to come to harm through reckl essness.

He made his way strictly down the valley; and at its end, he followed the streaminto a crooked
file between sheer walls, then turned away along a crevice that ascended at right angles to the
file. The crevice was narrow and crude, difficult going in the star-bl ocked dark; but it |eveled
after a while, began to tend downward. Before | ong, he gained a steep open slope-the eastern face
of the Mthil valley.

DimMy in the distance below him the valley wi dened |ike a wedge northward toward an expanse of

pl ai ns. A deeper bl ackness along the valley bottom | ooked like a river.

Beside the river, somewhat to his right, lay a cluster of tiny lights.

"Mthil Stonedown," he murnmured. But then vertigo forced himto turn away | eftward along a faint
path. He could not repress his nenory of the time he had wal ked this path with Lena. Until he told
Li nden what he renenbered, what he had done, she would not know who he was, would not be able to
choose how she wi shed to respond to him O to the Land.

He needed her to understand his relationship to the Land. He needed her support, her skills, her
strength. Wiy el se had she been chosen?

A col d, penetrating danpness thickened the air; but the exertion of wal king kept himwarm And the
path becane steadily less difficult as it descended toward the valley bottom As the nbon began to
crest the peaks, he gave up all pretense of caution. He was hunting for the courage to say what
had to be said.

Shortly, the path curved off the slopes, doubled back to follow the river outward. He gl anced at
Linden fromtine to tine, wondering where she had | earned the toughness, unwi sdom or desperation
whi ch enabl ed or drove her to acconpany him He ached for the capacity to descry the truth of her
det erm ne whether her severity cane fromconviction or dread.

She did not believe in evil.

He had no choice; he had to tell her

Conpel ling hinmself with excoriations, he touched her arm stopped her. She | ooked at him

"Li nden." She was al abaster in the nmoonlight-pale and not to be touched. Hi s nouth wi nced.
"There's sonething |I've got to say."” His visage felt like old granite. "Before we go any farther."
Pai n made hi m whi sper.

"The first time | was here, | net a girl. Lena. She was just a kid,

-but she was nmy friend. She kept nme alive on Kevin's Watch, when | was so afraid it could have
killed me." His long loneliness cried out against this self-betrayal

"I raped her."

She stared at him Her |ips forned soundl ess words: Raped-? In her gaze, he could see hinself
becom ng hei nous.

He did not see the shadow pass over their heads, had no warning of their danger until the net

| anded on them tangling theminstantly together. Figures surged out of the darkness around them
One of the attackers hit themin the faces with sonething which broke open and stank like a rotten
mel on.

Then he could no | onger breathe. He fell with Linden in his arns as if they were | overs.

SI X: The Gravel er
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HE awoke urgently, with a suffocating nmuck on his face that made himstrain to nove his arns to
clear the stuff away. But his hands were tied behind his back. He gagged hel plessly for a nonent,
until he found that he coul d breat he.

The dry, chill air was harsh in his lungs. But he relished it. Slowy, it drove back the nausea.
From somewhere near him he heard Linden say flatly, "You'll be all right. They nust have hit us
with some kind of anesthetic. It's like ether-makes you feel sick. But the nausea goes away. |
don't think we've been hurt."

He rested briefly on the cold stone, then rolled off his chest and struggled into a sitting
position. The bonds made the novenent difficult; a wave of dizziness went through him "Friends,"
he nuttered. But the air steadied him "Nassic was right."

"Nassic was right," she echoed as if the words did not interest her

They were in a single room as constricted as a cell. A heavy curtain covered the doorway; but
opposite the entrance a barred wi ndow |l et the pale gray of dawn into the room the |late dawn of a
sunri se del ayed by nmountains. The bars were iron

Li nden sat across fromhim Her arns angl ed behind her; her wists, too, were bound. Yet she had
managed to clean the pulp fromher cheeks. Shreds of it clung to the shoul ders of her shirt.

H s own face wore the dried nuck |ike a | eper's nunbness.

He shifted so that he could | ean against the wall. The bonds cut into his wists. He closed his
eyes. Atrap, he murnmured. Nassic's death was a trap. He had been killed so that Covenant and

Li nden woul d bl under into Mthil Stonedown's defenses and be captured. What's Foul trying to do?
he asked the darkness behind his eyelids. Make us fight these people?

"Why did you do it?" Linden said. Her tone was level, as if she had already hamered all the
enotion out of it. "Wiy did you tell ne about that girl?"

Hi s eyes junped open to look at her. But in the dun light he was unable to discern her expression
He wanted to say, Leave it alone, we've got other things to worry about. But she had an absol ute
right to know the truth about him

"I wanted to be honest with you." H's guts ached at the nenory. "The things | did when | was here
before are going to affect what happens to us now. Foul doesnb5t forget. And | was afraid'- he
faltered at the cost of his desire for rectitude -"you mght trust ne w thout know ng what you
were trusting. | don't want to betray you- by not being what you think | am"

She did not reply. Her eyes were shadows which told himnothing. Abruptly, the pressure of his
unassuaged bitterness began to force words out of himlike barbs.

"After ny | eprosy was diagnosed, and Joan divorced ne, | was inpotent for a year. Then | cane
here. Something | couldn't understand was happeni ng. The Land was healing parts of ne that had
been dead so long I'd forgotten | had them And Lena-" The pang of her stung himlike an acid.
"She was so beautiful | still have nightmares about it. The first night- It was too nuch for ne.
Lepers aren't supposed to be potent."

He did not give Linden a chance to respond; he went on, reliving his old self-judgment. "Everybody

paid for it. |I couldn't get away fromthe consequences. Her nother ended up commtting a kind of
suicide. Her father's Me was warped. The nman who wanted to marry her | ost everything. Her own m nd
cane apart.

"But | didn't stop there. | caused her death, and the death of her daughter, El ena-ny daughter
Because | kept trying to escape the consequences. Everybody refused to punish nme. | was Berek
reborn. They wanted nme to save the Land. Lena"- oh, Lena! -"got butchered trying to save ny life."
Li nden listened wi thout nmoving. She |ooked like a figure of stone against the wall, blank and

unforgiving, as if no mere recitation of guilt could touch her. But her knees were pressed
tightly, defensively, to her chest. \Wen he ceased, she said thickly, "You shouldn't have told
ne.
"I had to." What else could he say? "It's who I am"

"No." She protested as if an accusation of evil had been raised between them "It isn't who you
are. You didn't do it intentionally, did you? You saved the Land, didn't you?"

He faced her squarely. "Yes. Eventually."

"Then it's over. Done with." Her head dropped to her knees. She squeezed her forehead agai nst them
as if to restrain the pounding of her thoughts. "Leave ne al one."

Covenant studied the top of her head, the way her hair fell about her thighs, and sought to
conprehend. He had expected her to denounce himfor what he had done, not for having confessed it.
Why was she so vulnerable to it? He knew too little about her. But how could he ask her to tel

hi m t hi ngs whi ch she believed peopl e should not know about each other?

"I don't understand.” His voice was gruff with uncertainty. "If that's the way you feel-why did
you keep comi ng back? You went to a |lot of trouble to find out what | was hiding."
She kept her face concealed. "I said, |eave nme alone."
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"I can't." A vibration of anger ran through him "You wouldn't be here if you hadn't followed ne.
I need to know why you did it. So |I can decide whether to trust you."

Her head snapped up. "I'ma doctor."

"That's not enough,"” he said rigidly.

The light fromthe wi ndow was growi ng slowy. Now he could read parts of her countenance-her nouth
cl enched and severe, her eyes |ike dark gouges bel ow her forehead. She regarded himas if he were
trespassing on her essential privacy.

After a long nonent, she said softly, "I followed you because | thought you were strong. Everytinme
| saw you, you were practically prostrate on your feet. You were desperate for help. But you stood
there acting as if even exhaustion couldn't touch you." Her « words were fraught with gall. "I

t hought you were strong. But now it turns out you were just running away fromyour guilt, Iike
anybody el se. Trying to nmake yourself innocent again, by selling yourself for Joan. Wat was |
supposed to do?" Quiet fury whetted her tone. "Let you conmit suicide?"

Bef ore he coul d respond, she went on, "You use guilt the same way you use | eprosy. You want people
to reject you, stay away fromyou-nmake a victimout of you. So you can recapture your innocence."
Gradual ly, her intensity subsided into a dull rasp. "I've already seen nore of it than | can
stand. If you think I"msuch a threat to you, at |east |eave ne alone."

Agai n she hid her face in her knees.

Covenant stared at her in silence. Her judgnent hurt himlike a denponstration of nmendacity. Ws
that what he was doi ng-giving her a noral reason to repudi ate hi m because she was unnoved by the
physi cal reason of his | eprosy? Was he so nuch afraid of being hel ped or trusted? Cared about?
Gaping at this vision of hinself, he heaved to his feet, lurched to the window as if he needed to
defend his eyes by | ooking at sonething el se.

But the view only gave credence to his nenories. It verified that he and Linden were in Mthi

St onedown. The wal |l and roof of another stone dwelling stood directly in front of nun; and on
either side of it he could see the corners of other buildings. Their walls were ancient, weathered
and battered by centuries of use. They were made without nortar, fornmed of |arge slabs and chunks
of rock held together by their own weight, topped by flat roofs. And beyond the roofs were the
nount ai ns.

Above them the sky had a brown tinge, as if it were full of dust.

He had been here before, and could not deny the truth; he was " indeed afraid. Too many people who
cared about himhad al ready paid horrendously to give him help.

Li nden's silence throbbed at his back |like a bruise; but he remained still, and watched the
sunrise flow down into the valley.? Wien the tension in himbecane insistent, he said wthout
turning,' "I wonder what they're going to do with us."

As if in answer, the room brightened suddenly as the curtain" was thrust aside. He swung around
and found a man in the doorway.

The Stonedownor was about Linden's height, but broader and nore nuscul ar than Covenant. Hi s bl ack
hai r and dark skin were enphasized by the color of his stiff |leather jerkin and | eggi ngs. He wore
nothing on his feet. In his right hand he held a | ong, wooden staff as if it articulated his

aut hority.

He appeared to be about thirty. His features had a youthful cast; but they were contradicted by
two deep frown |ines above the bridge of his nose, and by the dullness of his eyes, which seened
to have been worn di mby too nmuch accunul ated and usel ess regret. The nuscles at the corners of
his jaw bulged as if he had been grinding his teeth for years.

Hs Ieft armhung at his side. Fromelbow to knuckle, it was intaglioed with fine white scars.

He did not speak; he stood facing Covenant and Linden as if he expected themto know why he had
cone.

Li nden lurched to her feet. Covenant took two steps forward, so that they stood shoul der-to-

shoul der before the Stonedownor

The man hesitated, searched Covenant's face. Then he noved into the room Wth his |left hand, he
reached out to Covenant's battered cheek

Covenant wi nced slightly, then held hinself still while the Stonedownor carefully brushed the
dried pulp fromhis face.

He felt a pang of gratitude at the touch; it seenmed to accord himnore dignity than he deserved.
He studied the man's brown, strong mien closely, trying to deci pher what lay behind it.

When he was done, the Stonedownor turned and left the room holding the curtain open for Covenant
and Li nden.

Covenant | ooked toward her to see if she needed encouragenent. But she did not neet his gaze. She
was al ready noving. He took a deep breath, and followed her out of the hut.

He found hinmself on the edge of the broad, round, open center of Mthil Stonedown. It matched his

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (41 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

menory of it closely. Al the houses faced inward; and the ones beyond the inner ring were
positioned to give as many as possible direct access to the center. But now he could see that
several of themhad fallen into serious disrepair, as if their occupants did not know how to nend
them If that were true-- He snarled to hinself. How could these people have forgotten their stone-
| ore?

The sun shone over the eastern ridge into his face. Squinting at it indirectly, he saw that the
orb had lost its blue aurora. Now it wore pale brown |like a translucent cymar.

The Stonedown appeared deserted. Al the door-curtains were closed. Nothing noved-not in the
village, not on the nountainsides or in the air. He could not even hear the river. The valley |ay
under the dry dawn as if it had been stricken dunb.

A sl ow scrapi ng of fear began to abrade his nerves.

The man with the staff strode out into the circle, beckoning for Covenant and Linden to follow him
across the bare stone. As they did so, he gazed norosely around the village. He | eaned on his
staff as if the thews which held his life together were tired.

But after a nonent he shook hinself into action. Slowy, he raised the staff over his head. In a
determ ned tone, he said, "This is the center."

At once, the curtains opened. Men and wonen stepped purposefully out of their hones.

They were all solid dark people, apparelled in | eather garnents. They formed a ring |like a noose
around the rimof the circle, and stared at Covenant and Linden. Their faces were wary, hostile,
shrouded. Sone of them bore blunt javelins like jerrids; but no other weapons were visible.

The man with the staff joined them Together, the ring of Stonedownors sat down cross-|egged on
the ground.

Only one man renai ned standi ng. He stayed behind the others, |eaning against the wall of a house
with his arnms folded negligently across his chest. His |ips wore a rapacious smle |like an

antici pation of bl oodshed.

Covenant guessed instinctively that this man was Mthil Stone-down's executioner

The vill agers made no sound. They watched Covenant and Linden wi thout noving, alnmost w thout
blinking. Their silence was loud in the air, like the cry of a throat that had no voice.

The sun began to draw sweat from Covenant's scal p.

"Sonmebody say sonething," he nuttered through his teeth.

Abruptly, Linden nudged his arm "That's what they're waiting for. We're on trial. They want to
hear what we've got to say for ourselves."

"Terrific." He accepted her intuitive explanation at once; she had eyes which he | acked. "Wat're
we on trial for?"

Ginmy, she replied, "Maybe they found Nassic."

He groaned. That nade sense. Perhaps Nassic had been killed precisely so that he and Linden woul d
be blanmed for the crine. And yet- He tugged at his bonds, w shing his hands were free so that he
could wipe the sweat fromhis face. And yet it did not explain why they had been captured in the
first place.

The silence was intol erabl e. The nmountai ns and the houses cupped the center of the village |ike an
arena. The Stonedownors sat inpassively, like icons of judgnent. Covenant scanned them nustered
what little dignity he possessed. Then he began to speak

"My nane is ur-Lord Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold wi elder. My conpanion is Linden
Avery." Deliberately, he gave her a title. "The Chosen. She's a stranger to the Land." The dark
peopl e returned his gaze blankly. The man | eaning against the wall bared his teeth. "But |I'm no
stranger," Covenant went on in sudden anger. "You threaten ne at your peril."

"Covenant," Linden breathed, reproving him

"I know," he muttered. "I shouldn't say things like that." Then he addressed the people again. "W
were wel comed by Nassic son of Jous. He wasn't a friend of yours-or you weren't friends of his,
because God knows he was harm ess."” Nassic had | ooked so lorn in death- "But he said he had a son
here. A man named Sunder. |s Sunder here? Sunder?" He searched the ring. No one responded.
"Sunder," he rasped, "whoever you are-do you know your father was rurdered? We found hi moutside
his house with an iron knife in his back. The knife was still hot."

Soneone in the circle gave a | ow nban; but Covenant did not see who it was. Linden shook her head;
she al so had not seen.

The sky had becone pale brown fromedge to edge. The heat of the sun was as arid as dust.

"I think the killer lives here. | think he's one of you. O don't you even care about that?"
Nobody reacted. Every face regarded himas if he were sone kind of ghoul. The silence was
absol ut e.

"HellIfire." He turned back to Linden. "lI'mjust naking a fool out of nyself. You got any ideas?"
Her gaze wore an aspect of supplication. "I don't know|'ve never been here before."
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"Neither have |." He could not suppress his ire. "Not to a place like this. Courtesy and
hospitality used to be so inportant here that people who couldn't provide themwere ashaned."
Renenbering the way Trell and Atiaran, Lena' s parents, had welconed himto their home, he ground
his teeth. Wth a silent curse, he confronted the Stonedownors. "Are the other villages I|ike
this?" he denmanded. "Is the whole Land sick with suspicion? Or is this the only place where sinple
decency has been forgotten?"

The man with the staff |owered his eyes. No one el se noved.

"By God, if you can't at least tolerate us, let us go! W'll walk out of here, and never | ook
back. Some other village will give us what we need."

The man behind the circle gave a grin of malice and triunph.

"Damation," Covenant nuttered to hinself. The silence was naddeni ng. Hi s head was beginning to
throb. The valley felt like a desert. "I w sh Moramwas here."

Dul Iy, Linden asked, "VWo is MoranP" Her eyes were fixed on the standing nman. He commanded her
attention |Iike an open wound.

"One of the Lords of Revel stone." Covenant wondered what she was seeing. "Also a friend. He had a
talent for dealing with inpossible situations."”

She wrenched her gaze fromthe gloating man, glared at Covenant. Frustration and anxi ety nmade her
tone sedul ous. "He's dead. Al your friends are dead." Her shoul ders strained involuntarily at her
bonds. "They've been dead for three thousand years. You're living in the past. How bad do things
have to get before you give up thinking about the way they used to be?"

"I"'mtrying to understand what's happened!" Her attack shamed him It was unjust-and yet he
deserved it. Everything he said denonstrated his inadequacy. He swung away from her

"Listen to ne!" he beseeched the Stonedownors. "I've been here before-long ago, during the great
war agai nst the Gray Slayer. | fought him So the Land could be heal ed. And nmen and wonen from
Mthil Stonedown hel ped me. Your ancestors. The Land was saved by the courage of Stonedownors and
Wyodhel venni n and Lords and G ants and Bl oodguard and Ranyhyn

"But sonething' s happened. There's sonething wong in the Land. That's why we're here."
Renenbering the old song of Kevin Landwaster, he said formally, "So that beauty and truth should
not pass utterly fromthe Earth."

Wth tone, face, posture, he begged for sone kind of response, acknow edgnent, fromthe circle.
But the Stonedownors refused

every appeal. His exertions had tightened the bonds on his wists, aggravating the nunbness of his
hands. The sun began to raise heat-waves in the distance. He felt giddy, futile.

"l don't know what you want," he breathed thickly. "I don't know what you think we're guilty of.
But you're wrong about her." He indicated Linden with his head. "She's never been here before.
She's innocent."

A snort of derision stopped him

He found hinself staring at the man who stood behind the circle. Their eyes cane together like a
cl ash of weapons. The man had |l ost his grin; he glared scorn and denunci ati on at Covenant. He held
vi ol ence folded in the crooks of his el bows. But Covenant did not falter. He straightened his
back, squared his shoul ders, net the naked threat of the man's gaze.

After one taut nonent, the nman | ooked away.

Softly, Covenant said, "W're not on trial here. You are. The doom of the Land is in your hands,
and you're blind to it."

An instant of silence covered the village; the whole valley seened to hold its breath. Then the

|l one man cried suddenly, "Mist we hear nore?" Contenpt and fear collided in his tone. "He has
uttered foul ness enough to dam a score of strangers. Let us pass judgrment now "

At once, the man with the staff sprang to his feet. "Be still, Marid," he said sternly. "I amthe
G aveler of Mthil Stonedown. The test of silence is nmine to begin-and to end."
"It is enough!" retorted Marid. "Can there be greater ill than that which he has al ready spoken?"

A dour crepitating of assent ran through the circle.

Li nden noved cl oser to Covenant. Her eyes were locked to Marid as if he appalled her. Nausea

twi sted her nouth. Covenant |ooked at her, at Marid, trying to guess what |ay between them

"Very well." The Gravel er took a step forward. "It is enough." He planted his staff on the stone
" St onedownors, speak what you have heard."

For a monent, the people were still. Then an old man rose slowy to his feet. He adjusted his
jerkin, pulled his gravity about him "I have heard the Rede of the na-Mioram as it is spoken by
the Riders of the Cave. They have said that the conming of the man with the hal fhand and the white
ring bodes unending ruin for us all. They have said that it is better to slay such a nan in his
slumber, allowing the blood to fall wasted to the earth, than to permt himone free breath with
which to utter evil. Only the ring nmust be preserved, and given to the Riders, so that al
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bl aspheny may be averted fromthe Land."

Bl aspheny? C ave? Covenant grappl ed uselessly with his inconprehensi on. Who besides Nassic's
Unfettered ancestor had foretold the return of the Unbeliever?

The old man concluded with a nod to the Graveler. Opposite him a m ddl e-aged woman stood. Jabbi ng
her hand toward Covenant, she said, "He spoke the nanme of the na-Mhoramas a friend. Are not the
na- Mhoram and all his Gave bitter to Mthil Stone-down? Do not his R ders reave us of bl ood-and
not of the old whose deaths are nigh, but of the young whose lives are precious? Let these two
die! Qur herd has already suffered | ong days without forage."

"Folly!" the old nman replied. "You will not speak so when next the Rider cones. It will be soon-
our time nears again. In all the Land only the O ave has power over the Sunbane. The burden of
their sacrificing is heavy to us-but we would lack Iife altogether if they failed to spend the

bl ood of the villages."

"Yet is there not a contradiction here?" the Gaveler interposed. "He nanes the na-Moram as
friend-and yet the nost dire Rede of the O ave speaks against him"

"For both they nust die!" Marid spat i mediately. "The na-Mhoramis not our friend, but his power
is sure.”

"True!" voices said around the ring.

"Yes."

"True."

Li nden brushed Covenant with her shoul der. "That man," she whispered. "Marid. There's sonething-
Do you see it?"

"No," responded Covenant through his teeth. "I told youl can't. Wat is it?"

"I don't know." She sounded frightened. "Sonething-"

Then anot her woman stood. "He seeks to be released so that he may go to another Stonedown. Are not
all other villages our foes? Twi ce has Wndshorn Stonedown raided our fields during the fertile
sun, so that our bellies shrank and our children cried in the night. Let the friends of our foes
die."

Agai n the Stonedownors growl ed, "Yes."

"True."

Wt hout warning, Marid shouted over the grunble of voices, "They slew Nassic father of Sunder! Are
we a people to permt nmurder unavenged? They nust diel"

"No!" Linden's instantaneous denial cracked across the circle like a scourge. "W did not kil

that harm ess old man!"

Covenant whirled to her. But she did not notice him her attention was consunmed by Marid.

In a tone of acid nockery, the man asked, "Do you fear to die, Linden Avery the Chosen?"

"What is it?" she gritted back at him "Wat are you?"

"What do you see?" Covenant urged. "Tell ne"

" Somet hi ng-" Her voice groped; but her stare did not waver. Perspiration had darkened her hair
along the Iine of her forehead. "It's like that storm Sonething evil."

Intuitions flared Iike spots of sun-blindness across Covenant's mind. "Sonething hot."

"Yes!" Her gaze accused Marid fiercely. "Like the knife."
Covenant spun, confronted Marid. He was suddenly calm "You,
"No, Marid," conmanded the G aveler.

"Hell and bl ood!" Covenant rasped |like deliberate ice. "My hands are tied. Are you afraid to find
out the truth?" He did not glance at the Graveler; he held Marid with his will. "Come here. I'l
show you who killed Nassic."

"Watch out," Linden whispered. "He wants to hurt you."

Scorn twisted Marid's face. For a nonent, he did not nove. But now all the eyes of the Stonedown
were on him watching his reaction. And Covenant gave himno rel ease. A spasm of fear or glee

ti ghtened Marid's expression. Abruptly, he strode forward, halted in front of Covenant and the

he said. "Marid. Come here."

G avel er. "Speak your lies," he sneered. "You will choke upon them before you die."
Covenant did not hesitate. "Nassic was stabbed in the back," he said softly, "with an iron knife.
It was a lousy job-he bled to death. Wien we left him the knife was still hot."

Marid swal | owed convul sively. "You are a fool. Wat nman or wonman of Mthil Stonedown could wield a
knife with the fire yet within it? Qut of your own nmouth you are condemed. "

"Gravel er,"” Covenant said, "touch himwth your staff."

Around him the Stonedownors rose to their feet.

"For what purpose?" the Gavel er asked uncertainly. "It is nere wood. It has no virtue to
determ ne guilt or innocence."

Covenant clinched Marid in his gaze. "Do it."

Hesitantly, the G avel er obeyed.
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As the tip of the staff neared him Mrid shied. But then a savage exaltation lit his face, and he
remai ned still.

The staff touched his shoul der

Instantly, the wood burst into red fire.

The Graveler recoiled in astoni shnment. Stonedownors gasped, gripped each other for reassurance.
Wth an expl osive novenent, Marid backhanded Covenant across the side of Ms head.

The unnatural power of the bl ow catapulted Covenant backward. He tunmbled heavily to the ground.
Pain |ike acid burned through his sore skull.

"Covenant!" Linden cried fearfully.

He heard the Graveler protest, "Marid!"-heard the fright of the Stonedownors turn to anger. Then
the pain becane a roaring that deafened him For a nonent, he was too dizzy to nove. But he fought
the fire, heaved hinmself to his knees so that everyone could see the mark of Marid's bl ow anong
his bruises. "Nice work, you bastard," he rasped. H s voice seened to make no sound. "Wat were
you afraid of? Did you think he was going to help us that nuch? O were you just having fun?"

He was aware of a | ow buzzing around him but could not nmake out words. Marid stood with arns
across his chest, grinning.

Covenant thrust his voice through the roar. "Wy don't you tell us your real nane? Is it Herenf®
Jehannun®? Maybe Sheol ?"

Li nden was beside him She strove fervidly to free her hands; but the bonds held. Her nouth chewed
dunmb curses

"Cone on," he continued, though he could barely see Marid beyond the pain. "Attack me. Take your
chances. Maybe |'ve forgotten howto use it."

Abruptly, Marid began to |augh: laughter as gelid as hate. It penetrated Covenant's hearing,
resounded in his head |ike a concussion. "It will avail you nothing!" he shouted. "Your death is
certain! You cannot harm me!"

The Gravel er brandi shed his flanming staff at Marid. Dimy, Covenant heard the nman rage, "Have you
sl ain Nassic ny father?"

"Wth joy!" laughed the Raver. "Ah, howit fed ne to plant ny blade in his back!"

A woman shrieked. Before anyone could stop her, she sped in a blur of gray hair across the open
space, hurled herself at Marid.

He collapsed as if the inpact had killed him

Covenant's strength gave out. He fell to his back, lay panting heavily on the stone.

Then a stench of burned flesh sickened the air. One of the Stonedownors cried out, "Sunder! Her
hands!"

Anot her demanded, "Is he slain?"

"No!" canme the reply.

Li nden was yelling. "Let me go! I'ma doctor! | can help her!" She sounded frantic. "Don't you
know what a doctor is?"

A nonment |ater, hands gripped Covenant's arms, lifted himto his feet. A Stonedownor swam toward

hi mthrough the hurt; slowy, the face resol ved, becane the Graveler. H's brow was a knot of anger
and grief. Stiffly, he said, "Marid sleeps. My nother is deeply burned. Tell ne the neaning of
this."

"A Raver." Covenant's breathing shuddered in his lungs. "Bloody hell." He could not think or find
t he words he needed.

The Gravel er bunched his fists in Covenant's shirt. "Speak!"

From sormewher e nearby, Linden shouted, "Goddam it, |eave himalone! Can't you see he's hurt?"
Covenant fought for clarity. "Let her go," he said to the Graveler. "She's a healer."

The muscles along the Graveler's jaw knotted, released. "I have not been given reason to trust
her. Speak to me of Marid."

Marid, Covenant panted. "Listen." Sweating and dizzy, he squeezed the pain out of his mind. "It
was a Raver."

The Graveler's glare reveal ed no conprehensi on

"When he wakes up, he'll probably be nornal again. May not even renenber what happened. He was
taken over. That Raver could be anywhere. It isn't hurt. You need a | ot of power to knock one of
them out, even tenporarily. You' ve got to watch for it. It could take over anybody. Watch for
sonmebody who starts acting strange. Violent. Stay away fromthem | nean it."

The Graveler listened first with urgency, then with disgust. Exasperation pulsed in the veins of
his tenpl es. Before Covenant finished, the Stonedownor turned on his heel, strode away.

| medi ately, the hands hol di ng Covenant's arns dragged hi mout of the center of the village.

Li nden was ahead of him She struggl ed usel essly between two burly nmen. They inpelled her back
into their jail
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"Damation," Covenant said. His voice had no force. "I'mtrying to warn you."

H s captors did not respond. They thrust himinto the hut after Linden, and let himfall

He sank to the floor. The cool dimmess of the roomwashed over him The suddenness of his rel ease
fromthe sun's brown pressure made the fl oor wheel. But he rested his pain on the soothing stone;
and gradually that quiet touch steadied him

Li nden was cursing bitterly in the stillness. He tried to raise his head. "Linden."

At once, she noved to his side. "Don't try to get up. Just let nme see it."

He turned his head to show her his hurt.

She bent over him He could feel her breath on his cheek. "You' re burned, but it doesn't |ook
serious. First-degree." Her tone twitched with nausea and hel pl essness. "None of the bones are
cracked. How do you feel ?"

"Dizzy," he nmurnured. "Deaf. I'Il be all right."

"Sure you will," she grated. "You probably have a concussion. I'll bet you want to go to sleep.”
He nmunbl ed assent. The darkness in his head offered himcool peace, and he longed to let hinself
drown init.

She took a breath through her teeth. "Sit up."

He did not nove; he | acked the strength to obey her

She nudged himw th her knee. "lI'mserious. If you go to sleep, you nmight drift into a coma, and
won't be able to do anything about it. You' ve got to stay awake. Sit up."

The ragged edge in her voice sounded like a threat of hysteria. Gitting his teeth, he tried to
rise. Hot pain flayed the bones of his head; but he pried hinself erect, then slunped to the side
so that his shoul der was braced agai nst the wall

"Good, " Linden sighed. The pounding in his skull fornmed a gulf between them She seened snall and
| onely, aggrieved by the | oss of the world she understood. "Now try to stay alert. Talk to ne."
After a nmoment, she said, "Tell me what happened."”

He recogni zed her need. Marid incarnated the fears which Nassic's death had raised for her. A
being who lived on hate, relished violence and angui sh. She knew not hi ng about such things.

"A Raver." Covenant tried to slip his voice quietly past the pain. "I should have known. Marid is
just a Stonedownor. He was possessed by a Raver."
Li nden backed away from him conposed herself against the opposite wall. Her gaze held his face.

"What's a Raver?"

"Servant of Foul." He closed his eyes, |leaned his head to the stone, so that he could concentrate
on what he was saying. "There are three of them Herem Sheol, Jehannumthey have a | ot of

di fferent names. They don't have bodies of their own, so they take over other peopl e-even ani mals,
| guess. Whatever they can find. So they're always in disguise." He sighed-gently, to ninimze the

effect on his head. "I just hope these peopl e understand what that neans."

"So," she asked carefully, "what | saw was the Raver inside Marid? That's why he | ooked so-so
wrong?"

"Yes." When he focused on her voice, his hurt becane | ess demanding; it grew hotter, but also nore

specific and limted. As a fire in his skin rather than a cudgel in his brain, it crippled his
thinking less. "Marid was just a victim The Raver used himto kill Nassic-set us up for this.
What | don't know is why. Does Foul want us killed here? Or is there sonething el se going on? |f
Foul wants us dead, that Raver nmade a big nistake when it let itself get caught. Now the Stonedown
has somet hi ng besi des us to think about."

"What | don't know," Linden said in a lorn voice |ike an appeal, "is how!| was able to see it.
None of this is possible.”

Her tone sparked unexpected nenories. Suddenly, he realized that the way she had stared at Marid
was the sanme way she had regarded Joan. That encounter with Joan had shaken her visibly.

He opened his eyes, watched her as he said, "That's one of the few things that seens natural to
me. | used to be able to see what you're seeing nowthe other tinmes | was here." Her face was
turned toward him but she was not |ooking at him Her attention was bent inward as she struggl ed
with the lunacy of her predicanent. "Your senses,” he went on, trying to help her, "are becom ng
attuned to the Land. You're beconmi ng sensitive to the physical spirit around you. More and nore,
you're going to |l ook at sonmething, or hear it, or touch it, and be able to tell whether it's sick
or healthy-natural or unnatural." She did not appear to hear him Defying his pain, he rasped,
"Which isn't happening to me." He wanted to pull her out of herself before she |ost her way. "For
all I can see, | mght as well be blind."

Her head flinched fromside to side. "What if |I'mwong?" she breathed mserably. "What if |I'm

| osing ny m nd?"

"No! That part of you is never going to be wong. And you can't |ose your nmind unless you let it
happen." W1 dness knuckl ed her features. "Don't give up"
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She heard him Wth an effort that wung his heart, she conpelled her body to rel ax, nuscle by

muscl e. She drew a breath that trenbl ed; but when she exhal ed, she was calner. "I just feel so
hel pl ess. "

He said nothing, waited for her.

After a monent, she sniffed sharply, shook her hair away from her face, net his gaze. "If these

Ravers can possess anybody," she said, "why not us? If we're so inportant-if this Lord Foul is
what you say he is-why doesn't he just nake us into Ravers, and get it over wth?"

Wth a silent groan of relief, Covenant allowed hinself to sag. "That's the one thing he can't do.
He can't afford it. He'll nmanipulate us every way he can, but he has to accept the risk that we
won't do what he wants. He needs our freedom Wat he wants fromus won't have any value if we
don't do it by choice." Also, he went on to hinself, Foul doesn't dare |let a Raver get ny ring.
How coul d he trust one of themw th that nmuch power?

Li nden frowned. "That m ght nake sense-if | understood what makes us so inportant. Wat we' ve got
that he could possibly want. But never mnd that now. " She took a deep breath. "If | could see the
Raver-why coul dn't anybody el se?"

Her question panged Covenant. "That's what really scares nme," he said tautly. "These peopl e used
to be like you. Now they aren't.” And |'mnot. "I'mafraid even to think about what that neans.
They' ve |l ost-" Lost the insight which taught themto |ove and serve the Land-to care about it
above everything else. Ch, Foul, you bastard, what have you done? "If they can't see the

di fference between a Raver and a norrmal nan, then they won't be able to see that they should trust
us."

Her nouth tightened. "You nean they' re still planning to kill us?"

Bef ore Covenant could reply, the curtain was thrust aside, and the G aveler entered the room

Hi s eyes were glazed with trouble, and his brow wore a scow of involition and nourning, as if his
essential gentl eness had been harned. He had left his staff behind; his hands hung at his sides.
But he could not keep themstill. They noved in slight jerks, half gestures, as if they sought
unconsci ously for something he could hold onto.

After a nonent of awkwardness, he sat down on his heels near the entryway. He did not |ook at his
prisoners; his gaze lay on the floor between them

"Sunder," Covenant said softly, "son of Nassic."

The Gravel er nodded without raising his eyes.

Covenant waited for himto speak. But the Graveler remained silent, as if he were abashed. After a
monent, Covenant said, "That woman who attacked Marid. She was your nother."

"Kal i na Nassic-nmate, daughter of Allonma." He held hinself harshly quiet. "My nother."

Li nden peered intently at Sunder. "How is she?"

"She rests. But her injury is deep. W have little healing for such hurts. It may be that she wll
be sacrificed."”

Covenant saw Linden poised to demand to be allowed to help the woman. But he forestalled her
"Sacrificed?"

"Her blood belongs to the Stonedown."” Sunder's voice |inped under a weight of pain. "It nust not
be wasted. Only Nassic ny father would not have accepted this. Therefore"- his throat knotted -"it
is well he knew not that | amthe Gaveler of Mthil Stonedown. For it is | who will shed the
sacrifice."

Li nden recoil ed. Aghast, Covenant exclainmed, "You're going to sacrifice your own nother?"

"For the survival of the Stonedown!" croaked Sunder. "W nust have bl ood." Then he cl anped down Ms
enotion. "You also will be sacrificed. The Stonedown has nade its judgrment. You will be shed at
the rising of the norrow s sun.”

Covenant glared at the Graveler. Ignoring the throb in his head, he rasped, "Wy?"

"I have cone to make answer." Sunder's tone and his downcast eyes reproved Covenant. The G avel er
plainly |oathed his responsibility; yet he did not shirk it. "The reasons are nany. You have asked
to be rel eased so that you may approach another village."

"I"'mlooking for friends," Covenant countered stiffly. "If | can't find themhere, 1'Il try
sonewhere el se."

"No." The Graveler was certain. "Another Stonedown would do as we do. Because you cane to them
fromMthil Stonedown, they would sacrifice you. In addition," he continued, "you have spoken
friendship for the na-Mhoram who reaves us of blood."

Covenant blinked at Sunder. These accusations forned a pattern he coul d not decipher. "I don't
know any na- Mhoram The Mioram | knew has been dead for at |east three thousand years."

"That is not possible." Sunder spoke wi thout raising his head. "You have no nore than twoscore
years." His hands twisted. "But that signifies little beside the Rede of the Cave. Though the

Ri ders are loathly to us, their power and know edge is beyond doubt. They have foretold your
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comng for a generation. And they are nigh. A Rider will arrive soon to enforce the will of the
Clave. Retribution for any disregard would be sore upon us. Their word is one we dare not defy.
Qur sole concern is that the shedding of your blood may aid the survival of the Stonedown.”
"Wait," Covenant objected. "One thing at a tinme." Pain and exasperation vied in his head. "Three
t housand years ago, a man with a halfhand and a white gold ring saved the Land from bei ng

conmpl etely destroyed by the Gray Slayer. Do you nean to tell nme that's been forgotten? Nobody
renenbers the story?"

The G aveler shifted his weight unconfortably. "I have heard such a tale-perhaps | alone in Mthi
St onedown. Nassic mny father spoke of such things. But he was mad-lost in his wits |ike Jous and
Prassan before him He woul d have been sacrificed to the need of the Stonedown, had Kalina his
wife and | permitted it."

Sunder's tone was a revelation to Covenant. It provided hima glinpse of the Gaveler's self-
conflict. Sunder was torn between what his father had taught himand what the Stonedown accepted
as truth. Consciously, he believed what his people believed; but the convictions of Ms half-nad
father worked on himbel ow the surface, eroding his confidence. He was a man unreconciled to

hi msel f.

This insight softened Covenant's vexation. He sensed a range ofl possibilities in Sunder
intuitions of hope; but he handled thenl gingerly. "All right," he said. "Let that pass. Howis
killing us going to help you?"

"I amthe Gaveler. Wth blood | amable to shape the Sun-bane." The rnuscles along his jaw

cl enched and rel axed wi thout rhythmor purpose. "Today we lie under the desert sun-today, and for
perhaps as many as three days nore. Before this day, the sun of rain was upon us, and it foll owed
the sun of pestilence. Qur herd needs forage, as we need crops. Wth your blood, | will be able to
draw water fromthe hard earth. | will be able to raise an acre, perhaps two acres, of grass and
grain. Life for the Stone-down, until the fertile sun comes again."

This made no sense to Covenant. Funbling for conprehension, he asked, "Can't you get water out of
the river?"

"There is no water in the river."

Abruptly, Linden spoke. "No water?" The words conveyed the depth of her incredulity. "That's not
possible. It rained yesterday."

"I have said," Sunder snapped like a man in pain, "that we lie under the desert sun. Have you not
behel d it?"

In his astoni shnment, Covenant turned to Linden. "Is he telling the truth?"

Sunder's head jerked up. H s eyes nicked back and forth between Covenant and Li nden

Through her teeth, she said, "Yes. It's true."

Covenant trusted her hearing. He swung back to the Gaveler. "So there's no water." Steadi ness
rose in hima nustering of his resources. "Let that pass, too." The throb in his head insisted on
hi s hel pl essness; but he closed his ears to it. "Tell me how you do it. How you shape the
Sunbane. "

Sunder's eyes expressed his reluctance. But Covenant held the Graveler with his demand. Watever
strength of will Sunder possessed, he was too unsure of hinself nowto refuse. How many tines had
his father told hi mabout the Unbeliever? After a nonent, he acceded. "I amthe G aveler." He
reached a hand into his jerkin. "I bear the Sunstone."

Al nost reverently, he drew out a piece of rock half the size of his fist. The stone was snooth,
irregularly shaped. By some trick of its surface, it appeared transparent, but nothing showed
through it. It was like a hole in his hand.

"Hellfire," Covenant breathed. Keen relief ran through him Here was one hard solid piece of hope.
"Orcrest.”

The Graveler peered at himin surprise. "Do you have know edge of the Sunstone?"

"Sunder." Covenant spoke stiffly to control his excitenment and anxiety. "If you try to kill us
with that thing, people are going to get hurt."

The Stonedownor shook Ms head. "You will not resist. Mrkfruit will be broken in your faces-the
sanme nel on which made you captive. There will be no pain.™

"Ch, there will be pain,"” growl ed Covenant. "You'll be in pain." Deliberately, he put pressure on
the Graveler. "You'll be the only one in this whole Stonedown who knows you're destroying the | ast
hope of the Land. It's too bad your father died. He would have found sonme way to convi nce you."
"Enough! " Sunder al nost shouted at the laceration of his spirit. "I have uttered the words | cane
to speak. In this at |least | have shown you what courtesy | may. If there is aught else that you
woul d say, then say it and have done. | nust be about ny work."

Covenant did not relent. "What about Marid?"
Sunder jerked to his feet, stood gl owering down at Covenant. "He is a slayer, unshriven by any
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benefit to the Stonedown-a violator of the Rede which all accept. He will be punished."

"You' re going to punish hinP" Covenant's control faltered in agitation. "Wat for?" He struggled
erect, thrust his face at the Graveler. "Didn't you hear what | told you? He's innocent. He was
taken over by a Raver. It wasn't his fault."

"Yes," Sunder retorted. "And he is ny friend. But you say he is innocent, and your words have no
meani ng. We know not hing of any Raver. The Rede is the Rede. He will be punished."

"Goddam it!" snapped Covenant, "did you touch hin®"

"Am | a fool? Yes, | put ny hand upon him The fire of his guilt is gone. He has awakened and is
tormented with the nmenory of a noi sone thing which came upon himout of the rain. Yet his act
remains. He will be punished."

Covenant wanted to take hold of the Graveler, shake him But his efforts only nade the bonds cut
deeper into his wists. Darkly, he asked, "How?"

"He will be bound." The soft violence of Sunder's tone sounded |ike self-flagellation. "Borne out
into the Plains during the night. The Sunbane will have no mercy for him" In ire or regret, he
evaded Covenant's gl are.

Wth an effort, Covenant put aside the question of Marid' s fate, postponed everything he did not

under st and about the Sunbane. Instead, he asked, "Are you really going to kill Kalina?"
Sunder's hands twitched as if they wanted Covenant's throat. "Should it ever cone to pass that |
amfree to leave this room" he rasped acidly, "I will do nmy utnost to heal her. Her blood wll

not be shed until her death is witten on her forehead for all to see. Do you seek to prevent mne
from her side?"

The Graveler's distress touched Covenant. His indignation fell away. He shook his head, then urged
quietly, "Untie Linden. Take her with you. She's a heal er. Maybe she-"

Linden interrupted him "No." Despite its flatness, her voice carried a tinbre of despair. "I
don't even have mnmy bag. She needs a hospital, not w shful thinking. Let himnake his own

deci sions. "

Covenant wheel ed toward her. Was this the same wonman who had insisted with such passion, | can
hel p her! Her face was half hidden by her hair. "Isn't there anything you can do?"

"Third-degree burns"- she articulated each word as if it were a mask for the contradictions of her
heart -"are hard enough to treat under the best circunmstances. If he wants to comit euthanasia,
that's Ms business. Don't be so goddamm j udgrental . "

Wthout transition, she addressed Sunder. "W need food."

He regarded her suspiciously. "Linden Avery, there are things that | would give you for your ease,
but food is not anbng them W do not waste food on any man, wonman, or child who is under
judgnment. Kalina nmy nother will not be given food unless | amable to show that she can be

heal ed. "

She did not deign to look at him "W also need water."

Cursing sourly, Sunder turned on his heel, slapped the curtain out of his way. As he left, he

snapped, "You will have water." Qutside, he yelled at soneone, "The prisoners require water!" Then
he passed beyond earshot.

Covenant wat ched the swaying of the curtain, and strove to still his confusion. He could feel his
pul se beating like the rhythmof slow flane in the bones of his skull. Wat was wong with Linden?

Moving carefully, he went to her. She sat with her gaze | owered, her features shrouded by the

di mmess of the room He sank to his knees to ask her what was the matter.

She faced himharshly, shook her hair. "I nust be hysterical. These people are planning to kil
us. For some silly reason, that bothers ne."

He studied her for a nmonent, neasuring her belligerence, then retreated to sit against the
opposite wall. Wat else could he do? She was already foundering; he could not insist that she
surrender her secrets to him In her straits, during his first experience with the Land, he had

| ost hinself so badly- He closed his eyes, groped for courage. Then he sighed, "Don't worry about
it. They're not going to kill us."

"Naturally not." Her tone was vicious. "You' re Thomas Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold wi el der
They won't dare."

Her scorn hurt him but he nade an effort to suppress his anger. "W'I| get out of here tonight."
"How?" she demanded bl untly.

"Tonight"- he could not silence his weariness -"I'Il try to show Sunder why he ought to let us
go."

A nonent | ater, soneone pushed two | arge stoneware bow s of water past the curtain. Linden reacted
to themas if they were the only explicable things in the room She shuttled toward them on her
knees, |owered her head to drink deeply.

When Covenant joined her, she ordered himto use the bow she had used. He obeyed to avoid an

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (49 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

argument; but her reasons becane clear when she told himto put his hands in the still-full bow.
The water might reduce their swelling, allow nore bl ood past the bonds-perhaps even | oosen the
bonds t hensel ves.

Apparently, his wists were tied with leather; as he followed her instructions, the cool fluid
palliated his disconfort; and a short while later he felt a tingle of recovery in his palnms. He
tried to thank her with a snile; but she did not respond. When he left the water, she took his

pl ace, soaked her own hands for a long tine.

Gradual ly, Covenant's attention drifted away from her. The sun was beginning to slant toward
afternoon; a bright hot sliver of light dissected by iron bars lay on the floor. He rested his
head, and thought about the Sunstone.

Orcrest-a stone of power. The fornmer nasters of stone-lore had used orcrest to wield the
Earthpower in a variety of ways-to shed light, break droughts, test truth. If Sunder's Sunstone
wer e indeed orcrest-

But what if it were not? Covenant returned to the dread which

had struck himin Nassic's hut. The world is not what it was. If there were no Earthpower-
Sonet hi ng broken. He could not deny his angui sh. He needed orcrest, needed its power; he had to
have a trigger. He had never been able to call up wild nagic of his own volition. Even in the
crisis of his final confrontation with the Despiser, he would have been |l ost utterly w thout the
catalyst of the Illearth Stone. If the Sunstone were not truly orcrest-

He wi shed that he could feel his ring; but even if his hands had not been bound, his fingers would
have been too nunb. Leper, he nuttered. Make it work. Make it. The sunlight became a white
cynosure, growing until it throbbed like the pain in his head. Slowy, his nind filled with a

bri ght ness nore fearsome and puni shing than any night. He opposed it as if he were a fragnent of
the last kind dark which heal ed and renewed.

Then Linden was sayi ng, "Covenant. You've slept enough. It's dangerous if you have a concussion
Covenant . "

The dazzle in his brain blinded himnonmentarily; he had to squint to see that the roomwas dim
Sunset faintly colored the air. The sky beyond the window lay in twlight.

He felt stiff and groggy, as if his life had congealed within himwhile he slept. H's pain had
burrowed into the bone; but it, too, seemed inprecise-stupefied by fatigue. At Linden's urging, he
drank the remaining water. It cleared his throat, but could not unclog his nind

For a long time, they sat w thout speaking. Night filled the valley like an exudation fromthe
mount ai ns; the air turned cool as the earth lost its warmh to the clear heavens. At first, the
stars were as vivid as | anguage-an articulation of thenselves across the distance and the

unf at homabl e ni ght. But then the sky lost its depth as the noon rose.

"Covenant," Linden breathed, "talk to me." Her voice was as fragile as ice. She was near the Iimt
of her endurance.

He searched for sonething that would help themboth, fortify her and focus him

"I don't want to die like this," she grated. "Wthout even knowi ng why."

He ached because he could not explain why, could not give her his sense of purpose. But he knew a
story which mght help her to understand what was at stake. Perhaps it was a story they both
needed to hear. "All right," he said quietly. "I'Il tell you howthis world cane to be created."
She did not answer. After a nmonent, he began

Even to himsel f, his voice sounded bodiless, as if the dark were speaking for him He was trying
to reach out to her with words, though he could not see her, and had no very clear idea of who she
was. His tale was a sinple one; but for himits sinplicity grew out of long distillation. It made
even his dead nerves yearn as if he were noved by an el oquence he did not possess.

In the nmeasurel ess heavens of the universe, he told her, where life and space were one, and the
immortal s strode through an ether without limtation, the Creator |ooked about him and his heart
swelled with the desire to make a new thing to gladden his bright children. Summoning his strength
and subtlety, he set about the work which was his exaltation.

First he forged the Arch of Tine, so that the world he wi shed to make woul d have a place to be.
And then within the Arch he forned the Earth. Welding the greatness of his |ove and vision as
tools, he nmade the world in all its beauty, so that no eye could behold it wi thout joy. And then
upon the Earth he placed all the nyriads of its inhabitants-beings to perceive and cherish the
beauty which he nade. Striving for perfection because it was the nature of creation to desire al
things flaw ess, he nade the inhabitants of the Earth capable of creation, and striving, and | ove
for the world. Then he wi thdrew his hand, and beheld what he had done.

There to his great ire he saw that evil lay in the Earth: malice buried and abroad, banes and
powers which had no part in his intent. For while he had | abored over his creation, he had cl osed
his eyes, and had not seen the Despiser, the bitter son or brother of his heart, |aboring beside
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hi m casting dross into the forge, adding malignancy to his intent.

Then the Creator's wath shook the heavens, and he grappled with the son or brother of his heart.
He overthrew the Despiser and hurled himto the Earth, sealing himwi thin the Arch of Tine for his
puni shnent. Thus it becane for the inhabitants of the Earth as it was with the Creator; for in
that act he harnmed the tiling he loved, and so all living hearts were taught the power of self-
despite. The Despiser was abroad in the Earth, awakening ills, seeking to escape his prison. And
the Creator could not hinder him for the reach of any imortal hand through the Arch woul d topple
Time, destroying the Earth and freeing the Despiser. This was the great grief of the Creator, and
the unending flaw and sorrow of those who |lived and strove upon the Earth.

Covenant fell silent. Telling this story, essentially as he had heard it ten years ago, brought
back nany things to him He no longer felt blurred and ossified. Now he felt Iike the night, and
his menories were stars: Moram Foanfollower, Banner, the Ranyhyn. Wile he still had blood in
his veins, air in his lungs, he would not turn his back on the world which had given birth to such
peopl e.

Li nden started to ask a question; but the rustling of the curtain interrupted her. Sunder entered
the roomcarrying an oil lanp. He set it on the floor and seated hinself cross-legged in front of
it. Its dim yellow light cast haggard shadows across his visage. Wen he spoke, his voice wore
ashes, as if he had been bereaved.

"I, too, have heard that tale," he said thickly. "It was told to ne by Nassic ny father. But the
tale told in the Rede of the na-Mioramis another altogether.”

Covenant and Linden waited. After a monent, the Graveler went on. "In the Rede it is told that the
Earth was fornmed as a jail and tornenting-place for the Lord of w ckedness-hi mwhom we nane a-
Jeroth of the Seven Hells. And |ife was placed upon the Earth-nen and wonen, and all other races-
to weak upon a-Jeroth his proper doom But tinme and again, throughout the ages, the races of the
Land failed their purpose. Rather than exacting pain froma-Jeroth, meting out upon himthe
Master's just retribution, they formed alliances with the Lord, spared himin his weakness and
bowed to himin his strength. And al ways"- Sunder shot a gl ance at Covenant, faltered nmonentarily -
"t he nobst heinous of these betrayals have been wrought by nmen born in the inage of the First
Betrayer, Berek, father of cowardice. Hal fhanded nen.

"Therefore in his wath the Master turned his face fromthe Land. He sent the Sunbane upon us, as
chasti sement for treachery, so that we would remenber our nortality, and become worthy again to
serve his purpose. Only the intercession of the Cave enables us to endure.”

Protests thronged in Covenant. He knew from experience that this conception of the Land was fal se
and cruel. But before he could try to reply, Linden clinbed suddenly to her feet. Her eyes were
feverish in the lamplight, afflicted by fear and outrage and waiting. Her lips trenbled. "A Master
like that isn't worth believing in. But you probably have to do it anyway. How el se can you
justify killing people you don't even know?"

The Gravel er surged erect, faced her extrenmely. The conflict in himmde himgrind his teeth. "Al
the Land knows the truth which the Cave teaches. It is nmanifest at every rising of the sun. None
deny it but Nassic ny father, who died in mnd before his body was slain, and you, who are

i gnorant!"

Covenant remained on the floor. Wile Linden and Sunder confronted each other, he drew all the
strands of hinself together, braided anger, enpathy, determnination, nenory to make the cord on
which all their lives depended. Part of himbled to think of the hurt he nmeant to inflict on
Sunder, the choice he meant to extort; part raged at the brutality which had taught people Iike
Sunder to think of their own |lives as punishment for a crime they could not have conmtted; part
quavered in fear at the idea of failure, at the poverty of his grasp on power. Wen Li nden began
to retort to the Gravel er, he stopped her with, a wench of his head. I'll do it, he thought
silently to her. If it has to be done. Shifting his gaze to Sunder, he asked, "How s your nother?"
A spasmcontorted the Graveler's face; his hands bunched into knots of pain and usel essness, "Her
death is plain." Hi s eyes were dull, wounded, articulating the frank torment of his heart. "I nust
shed her blood with yours at the sun's rising."

Covenant bowed his head for a nonent in tacit acknow edgment. Then, deliberately, he created a
space of clarity within hinself, set his questions and fears aside. Al right, he nurnured. Leper
It has to be done.

Taking a deep breath, he rose to his feet, faced the Stonedownor

"Sunder," he said softly, "do you have a knife?"

The Gravel er nodded as if the question had no neaning

"Take it out."

Sl ow y, Sunder obeyed. He reached to his back, slipped a long iron poniard out of his belt. His
fingers held it as if they had no idea howto use it.
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"I want you to see that you're safe," Covenant said. "You have a knife. My hands are tied. | can't
hurt you."

Sunder stared back at Covenant, transfixed by inconprehension

Al'l right, Covenant breathed. Leper. Do it now. H's heartbeat seened to fill his chest, |eaving no

roomfor air. But he did not waver.

"Get out that piece of orcrest. The Sunstone."

Agai n, Sunder obeyed. Covenant's will held him

Covenant did not pernmit himself to glance down at the stone. He was narginally aware that Linden
regarded himas if he were no | onger sane. A shudder of apprehension threatened his clarity. He
had to grit his teeth to keep his voice steady, "Touch me with it."

"Touch-?" Sunder murnured bl ankly.

"Touch ny forehead."

Doubt pinched the corners of Sunder's eyes. Hi s shoul ders hunched as he tightened his grip on the
kni fe, the Sunstone.

Do it.

The Graveler's hand seened to nove without volition. The orcrest passed Covenant's face, canme to
rest cool and possible against his tense brow

Hi s attention dropped through himto his ring, seeking for the |link between orcrest and white
gol d. He renmenbered standing in sunlight and desperation on the slopes of Munt Thunder; he saw
Bannor take his hand, place his ring in contact with the Staff of Law. A trigger. He felt the

det onati on of power.

You are the -white gol d.

The silence in the roomvibrated. Hs |lips stretched back fromhis teeth. He squeezed his eyes
shut agai nst the strain.

A trigger.

He did not want to die, did not want the Land to die. Lord Foul abhorred all Ilife.

Fi ercely, he brought the orcrest and the white gold together in his mnd, chose power.

A burst of argent sprang off his forehead.

Li nden let out a stricken gasp. Sunder snatched back the orcrest. A gust of force blew out the

| anmp.

Then Covenant's hands were free. lgnoring the sudden nagma of renewed circulation, he raised his
arms in front of him, opened his eyes.

H s hands bl azed the color of the full noon. He could feel the passion of the fire, but it did him
no harm

The flanmes on his left swiftly faded, died. But his right hand grew brighter as the blaze focused
on his ring, burning w thout a sound.

Li nden stared at himwhitely, wildly. Sunder's eyes echoed the argent fire like a revelation too
acute to bear.

You are stubborn yet. Yes! Covenant panted. You don't begin to know how stubborn

Wth a thought, he struck the bonds from Linden's wists. Then he reached for the Sunstone.

As he took it from Sunder's stunned fingers, a piercing white |Iight exploded fromthe stone. It
shone like a sun in the small room Linden ducked her head. Sunder covered his eyes with his free
arm waved his poniard uncertainly.

"WId magic," Covenant said. His voice felt like flame in his mouth. The return of blood to his
arnms raked his nerves like claws. "Your knife neans nothing. | have the wild magic. |'m not
threatening you. | don't want to hurt anybody."” The ni ght had becone cold, yet sweat streaned down
his face. "That's not why |'mhere. But | won't let you kill us."

"Father!" Sunder cried in dismay. "Was it true? Was every, word that you spoke a word of truth?"
Covenant sagged. He felt that he had acconplished his purpose; and at once a wave of fatigue broke
through him "Here." H's voice was hoarse with strain. "Take it."

"Take- ?"

"The Sunstone. It's yours."

Torn by this vision of power as if it turned the world he had al ways known to chaos, Sunder
stretched out his hand, touched the bright orcrest. Wen its light did not burn him he closed his
fingers on it as if it were an anchor.

Wth a groan, Covenant released the wild magic. Instantly, the fire went out as if he had severed
it fromhis hand. The Sunstone was extingui shed; the room plunged into m dni ght.

He | eaned back against the wall, hugged his pounding arms across his chest. Flares danced al ong
his sight, turning slowy fromwhite to orange and red. He felt exhausted; but he could not rest.
He had silenced his power so that the Gravel er woul d have a chance to refuse him Now he had to
nmeet the cost of his risk. Roughly, he forced out words. "I want to get away from here. Before
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anyt hi ng el se happens. Before that Raver tries sonething

worse. But we need hel p. A guide. Sonebody who knows the Sun-bane. W can't survive alone. | want
you. "

From out of the darkness, Sunder answered as if he were foundering, "I amthe G aveler of Mthil
St onedown. My people hold ne in their faith. How shall | betray nmy honme to aid you?"

"Sunder," Covenant replied, striving to convey the extremty of his conviction, "I want to help
the Land. | want to save it all. Including Mthil Stonedown."

For a long nonment, the Graveler was silent. Covenant clinched his chest, did not allow hinmself to
beg for Sunder's aid; but his heart beat over and over again, Please; | need you

Abruptly, Linden spoke in a tone of startling passion. "You shouldn't have to kill your own

not her . "

Sunder took a deep quivering breath. "I do not wish to shed her blood. O yours. May ny people

forgive nme."
Covenant's head swamwith relief. He hardly heard hinself say, "Then let's get started."

SEVEN: Mari d

FOR a nonent, there was silence in the small room Sunder remained still, as if he could not force
his reluctant bones to act on his decision. Qut of the darkness, he breathed thickly, "Thonas
Covenant, do not betray ne."

Bef ore Covenant could try to reply, the Gravel er turned, eased the curtain aside.

Through the entryway, Covenant saw noonlight in the open center of the Stonedown. Quietly, he
asked, "Wat about guards?"

"There are none here." Sunder's voice was a rigid whisper. "Lives to be shed are left in the
charge of the Graveler. It is fitting that one who will commt sacrifice should keep vigil with
t hose whose blood will be shed. The Stonedown sl eeps."

Covenant cl enched hinself against his fatigue and the Graveler's tone. "What about outside the
village?"

"Those guards we must evade."

Gimy, Sunder slipped out of the room

Li nden began to follow the Stonedownor. But at Covenant's side she stopped, said softly, "Do you
trust hin? He already regrets this."

"I know," Covenant responded. In the back of his mnd, he cursed the acuity of her hearing. "I
woul dn't trust anybody who didn't regret a decision like this."

She hesitated for a noment. She said bitterly, "I don't think regret is such a virtue." Then she
l et herself out into the night.
He stood still, blinking wearily at the dark. He felt wan with hunger; and the thought of what |ay

ahead sapped the little strength remaining to him Linden's severity hurt him Were had she

| earned to deny herself the sinple humanity of regret?

But he had no tine for such things. H's need to escape was absol ute. Wodenly, he followed his
conpani ons out of the room

After the bl ackness behind him the noon seened bright. Sunder and Linden were distinct and

vul nerabl e against the pale walls of the houses, waiting for him Wen he joined them the
Gravel er turned northward i nmedi ately, began nmoving w th barefoot silence between the dwellings.
Li nden shadowed him and Covenant stayed within arm s reach of her back

As they neared the outer houses, Sunder stopped. He signed for Covenant and Linden to renmain where
they were. When Covenant nodded, Sunder crept away back into the Stonedown.

Covenant tried to nuffle his respiration. At his side, Linden stood with her fists clenched. Her
l'i ps noved soundlessly as if she were arguing with her fear. The night was chilly; Covenant's
anxiety left a cold trail down the snmall of his back.

Shortly, Sunder returned, bearing a dark oblong the size of a papaya. "Mrkfruit," he whispered.
At once, he noved off again.

Li ke spectres, the three of themleft Mthil Stonedown.

Fromthe | ast houses, Sunder picked his way toward the valley bottom He traveled in a hah5
crouch, reducing his silhouette as nmuch as possible. Linden followed his exanple; she seened to
flit through the noonlight as if she had been born sure-footed. But

Covenant's toes were nunb, and his legs were tired. He stunbled over the uneven ground.
Abruptly, Sunder braced his hands on a rock, vaulted down into the |ong hollow of the riverbed.
Li nden jumped after him Sand absorbed her landing. Swiftly, she joined Sunder in the shadow under
t he bank.

Covenant hesitated on the edge. Looki ng downward, he becane suddenly queasy with vertigo. He
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turned his head away. The barren length of the watercourse stretched serpentine out of the
mountains on his left toward the South Plains on his right.

Last night, the Mthil River had been full to overflow ng.

"Cone! " whispered Sunder. "You will be seen."

Covenant junped. He |anded crookedly, sprawed in the sand. In an instant, Sunder reached his
side, urged himto his feet. He ignored the Graveler. He dug his hands into the sand, groping for
nmoi sture. But even bel ow the surface, the sand was conpletely dry. H s hands rai sed dust that mnade
himgag to stifle a cough

| rpossi bl e!

The riverbed was as desiccated as a desert. Had the Law itsel f becone meani ngl ess?

"Covenant!" Linden hissed.

Sunder tugged at his shoul ders. Fighting down a rush of blind rage, Covenant pulled his | egs under
him stunbled into the shadow of the bank. A noment passed before he regained hinself enough to

| ook outward, away from his di smay.

Sunder pointed downriver, toward the black arc of a bridge a few hundred feet away. "One guard,”
he breathed. "The others can no | onger descry us. But himwe cannot pass unseen."

"What are we going to do?" whispered Linden

The Graveler notioned for silence. Hefting his nmirkfruit, he crept away al ong the course, staying
careful ly under the shelter of the bank

Li nden and Covenant foll owed.

Their progress was slow. The river bottomwas littered with rocks and unexpected hol es, especially
near the banks; Covenant had to watch his footing. Yet his gaze was drawn toward the bridge-the
om nous bl ack span blocking their way |like a gate. He had crossed that bridge with Lena. And with
Atiaran. The nmenory nade his heart squirm

He caught no glinpse of the guard. The nman rmust have been hi di ng behind the parapets of the span
Then they drew near the bridge, made their way under it. Covenant held his breath as Sunder nopved
to the riverbank. The Gaveler clinbed with acute caution; he eased his way upward as if every
pebbl e and handful of dirt were treacherous. Slowy, he disappeared around the base of the bridge.
Suspense shivered in the air as if the night were about to shatter. Covenant's |ungs knotted,
demandi ng relief. Linden huddled into herself.

They heard a soft thud-the inpact of Sunder's mirkfruit- followed by a groan, and the sound of a
body falling on the stone over their heads.

The G avel er dropped with alacrity back into the riverbed. "Now we nust nake haste,"” he warned,
"before another comes to ward in his place."” He sounded angry. Turning on his heel, he strode away
as if what he had just done to soneone he had known all his |Iife were unsupportable.

He set a stiff pace. Covenant and Linden had to hurry to keep up with him

Moonl i ght gave the night a crisp patina of old silver, as if the darkness itself were a work of
fine-spun craft. Stars wi nked like instances of perfection above the rins of the nmountains, which
rose rugged into the unattai nable heavens on either side. Wile his strength held, Covenant took
pl easure in this opportunity to recover the tangi ble |oveliness of the Land.

But as the noon declined toward setting, and the spur of mountains on his |eft began to shrink
his monmentum faltered. He was too weak. His heart linped as if it could not keep up with hinm his
muscles felt |ike sand. And escape was not enough; there was sonething el se he had to do as well.
Wth a dry croak, he called Sunder to a halt. Then he dropped to the ground, stretched out on his
back, and sucked air.

Li nden st opped nearby, wi nded but still capable. And Sunder stood erect and inpatient; he was
tough as well as strong, inured to fatigue by a lifetinme of difficult survival. The little he had
seen and heard had taught Covenant that life in Mthil Stonedown was arduous and costly. Wy el se

were these villagers willing to sacrifice their own parents-willing to condemrm strangers and
i nnocents to death? It was intolerable, that the bountiful Land he | oved had cone to this.
He was still hunting fortitude when Sunder said stiffly, "Here we are safe enough until the sun's

rising-at |east while our absence renuai ns undi scovered in the Stonedown. But it avails nothing
merely to abide here, awaiting chance or doom The Rider who approaches Mthil Stonedown nay cone
upon us. He will surely pursue when he is told of our flight. You have asked ne to guide you
Thomas Covenant, where will you go?"

G oani ng, Covenant pried hinmself into a sitting position. "First things first." He had | earned
enough to be sure Sunder would not like the larger answer to that question. So he concentrated on
his i mredi ate purpose. "First | want to find Marid."

"Marid?" The Graveler gaped. "Did | not tell you the judgnent of the Stonedown? He is condemmed by
anci ent Rede and customto the nercy of the Sunbane. It has al ready been done."

"I know," Covenant nuttered. "You told nme. And | told you. He's innocent."
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"CQuilt or innocence," retorted Sunder, "it avails nothing. It has already been done! The nen and
worren entrusted with his doomreturned before | cane to speak with you."

Weari ness eroded Covenant's self-mastery. He could hardly restrain his old rage. "Wat exactly did
they do to hin®"

Sunder cast a | ook of exasperation at the stars. "They bore himinto the Plains, and left him
hound to await his judgnment."

"Do you know where they left hinP"

"Somewhat. They spoke of their intent before departing. | was not anobng themto behold the very
spot."

"That's good enough." Covenant felt as weak as water; but he clinbed to his feet and faced the

G avel er. "Take us there."

"There is not tinme!" Sunder's visage was a tangle of darkness. "The distance is too great. W nust
find protection, lest we also fall prey to the sun's rising."

"But Marid is innocent." Covenant sounded wild to hinmself, but did not care. "The only reason that
Raver used hi mwas because of us. I'mnot going to let himbe punished. Goddam it." He grabbed
roughly at Sunder's jerkin. "Quide us! |'ve got too nuch bl ood on ny hands al ready."

In a low strained tone, as if he had just glinpsed some crucial and frightening truth, the

G avel er said, "You do not understand the Sunbane."

"Then explain it. Wat are you so afraid of ?"

"W will suffer Marid's doom™

From behi nd Sunder, Linden said, "He means it. He thinks something awful is going to happen when
the sun cones up."

Wth an effort, Covenant forced hinself to release Sunder. He faced Linden, bit down on his voice
to keep it quiet. "What do you think?"

She was silent for a nonment. Then she said harshly, "I didn't believe you when you said Joan was
possessed. But | saw that Raver nyself. | saw Marid afterward. The Raver was gone." She carved
each word distinctly in the night air. "If you want to stay with Sunder, I'll go |ooking for Marid
mysel f."

"Heaven and Earth!" protested Sunder. "Did | betray nmy hone nerely so that you nay neet ruin for a
man you cannot save? If you place one foot amiss, you will end in beseeching the stones thensel ves
for death!"

Covenant gazed into the darkness where Linden stood, gathering strength fromher. Softly, he
replied to Sunder, "He was your friend."

"You are nmad!" Sunder raged. "Nassic ny father was nmad!" He snatched up a stone, hurled it against
the riverbank. "I amnad." Then he whirled on Covenant. Anger hanmered in his voice. "Very well. |
will guide you. But | will not"- his fist hit at the night -"suffer the destruction of the Sunbane
for any man or wonan, nmad or sane,"

Wenching hinself into notion, he turned and scranbled up out of the riverbed.

Covenant remained | ooking toward Linden. He wanted to thank her for her support, her wllingness
to risk herself in the name of Marid' s innocence. But she brushed past himafter Sunder. "Cone
on," she said over her shoulder. "W've got to hurry. Whatever it is he's afraid of, | don't think

I"'mgoing to like it."

He wat ched her while she clinbed the bank. End in beseeching - He rubbed his right hand across his
chin, verified his ring against the stiff stubble of his beard. Then he marshal | ed his waning
resources and struggled to follow his conpani ons.

On level ground, he found hinmself in an entirely different | andscape. Except for the ragged weal
of the Mthil, the Plains were

nearly featurel ess. They spread north and west as far as he could see, narked only by the faint
undul ations of the terrain-bare even of shrubs or piles of rock. The | ow noonlight gave them an
appearance of ghostly sterility, as if they had been weathered barren by ages of inplacable
thirst.

Sunder headed slightly east of north at a canter, roughly paralleling the nountains which stil

lay to the east. But Covenant could not endure such a pace. And he did not understand his guide's
conpel ling dread. He called for Sunder to slow down.

The Gravel er spun on his heel. "There is not tine."

"Then there's no reason for us to wear ourselves out."

Sunder spat a curse, started noving again. But in spite of his alnost frantic anxiety, he went no
faster than a brisk walk. Sone tinme later, the nmoon fell below the horizon. But the scant |ight of
the stars sufficed. The terrain was not difficult, and Sunder 1 knew his way. Soon a vague wash of
gray fromthe east began to macerate the night.

The paling of the horizon agitated Sunder. He searched the «"'e+ earth near himwhile he wal ked,
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made digressions fromhis path |ike spurts of fright to study irregularities in the ground. But he
" could not find what he wanted. Wthin half a | eague, dawn had becone imminent. Urgently, he
faced Covenant and Linden. "W must find stone. Any hard rock free of soil. Before the sun's
rising. Search, if you value a hale life and a clean death."

Covenant halted woodenly. His surroundings seened to sway as if they were about to fall apart. He
felt stunned by weariness.

"There," Linden said. She was pointing off to her right.

He peered in that direction. He could discern nothing. But he did not have her eyes.

Sunder gaped at her for a nonment, then hastened to investigate. Wth his hands, he explored the
surf ace.

"Stone!" he hissed. "It may suffice.
will ward us."

Fatigue blurred Covenant's sight. He could not see the Graveler clearly. Sunder's apprehension
made no sense to him Sunrise was only nmonents away; |uni nescence cast the horizon into stark
relief. WAs he supposed to be afraid of the sun?

Li nden asked Sunder the sane question. "Do you think the sun's going to hurt us? That's nonsense
We spent half the norning yesterday in that test of silence of yours, and the only thing we

suf fered fromwas prejudice."

"Wth stone underfoot!" funed the Gaveler. "It is the first touch which destroys! You did not
meet the first touch of the Sun-bane unwarded by stone!"

I don't have tinme for this, Covenant nuttered to hinmself. The eyes of his nmind saw Marid clearly
enough. Left to die in the sun. Unsteadily, he lurched into notion again.

"Fool!'" Sunder shouted. "For you | betrayed my born people!"

A noment | ater, Linden joined Covenant.

"Find stone!" The Gravel er's passion sounded |ike raw despair. "You destroy ne! Miust | slay you
al so?"

Li nden was silent for a few steps. Then she nurnured, "He believes it."

An i nnom nate pang ran through Covenant. Involuntarily, he stopped. He and Linden turned to face
t he east.

They squinted at the first fiery rimof the rising sun

It flared red along the skyline; but the sun itself wore an aura of brown, as if it shone through
cerenents of dust. It touched his face with dry heat.

"Not hi ng," Linden said tightly. "I don't feel anything."

He gl anced back at Sunder. The Gravel er stood on his stone. Hi s hands had covered his face, and
hi s shoul ders shook

Because he did not know what el se to do, Covenant turned away, went rigidly in search of Marid.
Li nden stayed with him Hunger had abused her face, giving her a sunken aspect; and she carried

At once, he junped erect. "W nust stand here. The stone

her head as if the injury behind her ear still hurt. But her jaw was set, enphasizing the firm
lines of her chin, and her lips were pale with severity. She | ooked |like a wonan who di d not know
how to fail. He braced hinself on her determ nation, and kept noving.

The rising of the sun had altered the anbience of the Plains. They had been silver and bearabl ¢;
now t hey becane a hot and lifeless ruin. Nothing grew or noved in the wi de waste. The ground was
packed and baked until it was as intractable as iron. Loose dirt turned to dust. The entire

| andscape shinmrered with heat |ike the aftermath of destruction

Striving against the stupefaction of his fatigue, Covenant asked Linden to tell him about the
condition of the terrain.

"I't's wong." She bit out words as if the sight were an obl oquy

directed at her personally. "It shouldn't be like this. It's like a running sore. | keep expecting
to see it bleed. It isn't supposed to be like this."

Isn't supposed to be like this! he echoed. The Land had becone |ike Joan. Sonething broken

The heat haze stung his eyes. He could not see the ground except as a swath of pale ichor; he felt
that he was treading pain. H s nunmb feet stunbled hel pl essly.

She caught his arm steadied him Cdenching his old sorrow, he drew hinself upright. H s voice
shook. "What's causing it?"

"I can't tell," she said grimy. "But it has something to do with that ring around the sun. The
sun itself"- her hands released himslowy -"seens natural."

"Bl oody hell," he breathed. "Wat has that bastard done?"

But he did not expect an answer. In spite of her penetrating vision, Linden knew |ess than he did.
Del i berately, he gave hinself a VSE. Then he went on looking for Marid. In his rue and pain, the
t hought of a man |ying bound at the nercy of the sun |ooned as the one idea which made everything
el se abomi nabl e.
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Wearily, doggedly, he and Linden trudged through the heat-Ieeched | andscape. The dust coated his
mouth with the taste of failure; the glare | anced through his eyeballs. As his weakness deepened,
he drifted into a vague di zziness. Only the | andmark of the nountai ns, now east and sonmewhat south
of him enabled himto keep his direction. The sun beat down as if onto an anvil, hanmering

nmoi sture and strength out of himlike a snth shaping futility. He did not know how he stayed on
his feet. At times, he felt hinself wandering over the colorless earth, through the haze, as if he
were a fragnent of the desol ation.

He nmi ght have wandered past his goal; but Linden sonmehow retained nore al ertness. She tugged him
to a stop, dragged his attention out of the sl ow eddyi ng sopor of the heat. "Look."

H's lips framed enpty questions. For a nonent, he could not understand why he was no | onger

novi ng.

"Look," she repeated. Her voice was an arid croak

They stood in a wide bow of dust. Clouds billowed fromevery shuffle of their feet. Before them
two wooden stakes had been driven into the ground. The stakes were sone distance apart, as if they
had been set to secure the arns of a man lying outstretched. Tied to the stakes were | oops of

rope.

The | oops were intact.

A body's length fromthe stakes were two holes in the ground-the kind of hol es made by stakes
pounded in and then pulled out.

Covenant swal |l owed dryly. "Marid." The word abraded his throat.

"He got away," Linden said hoarsely.

Covenant's | egs folded. He sat down, coughing weakly at the dust he raised. Got away.

Li nden squatted in front of him The nearness of her face forced himto | ook at her. Her voice

scraped as if it were full of sand. "I don't know how he did it, but he's better off than we are
This heat's going to kill us."
H s tongue funbled. "I had to try. He was innocent."

Awkwar dl y, she reached out, w ped beads of useless sweat fromhis forehead. "You | ook awful."

He peered at her through his exhaustion. Dirt caked her |ips and cheeks, collected in the Iines on
either side of her nouth. Sweat-trails streaked her face. Her eyes were gl azed.

"So do you."

"Then we'd better do sonething about it." A tremor eroded her effort to sound resolute. But she
stood up, helped himto his feet. "Let's go back. Maybe Sunder's | ooking for us."

He nodded. He had forgotten the G avel er

But when he and Linden turned to retrace their way, they saw a figure coning darkly through the
shi nmer .

He stopped, squinted. Mrage? Linden stood near himas if to prevent himfroml osing his bal ance
They wai t ed.

The figure approached until they recognized Sunder

He halted twenty paces fromthem

In his right hand, he gripped his poniard. This tinme, he seened perfectly famliar with its use.
Covenant watched the Graveler dunbly, as if the knife had nmade them strangers to each other

Li nden's hand touched a warning to his arm

"Thonmas Covenant." Sunder's face | ooked |ike hot stone. "Wat is ny nane?"

What - ? Covenant frowned at the intervening heat.

"Speak ny nane!" the G aveler spat fiercely. "Do not conmpel nme to slay you."

Sl ay? Covenant nade an effort to reach through the confusion

"Sunder," he croaked. "G aveler of Mthil Stonedown. Hol der of

t he Sunstone."

I nconpr ehensi on stretched Sunder's countenance. "Linden Avery?" he asked falteringly. "Wat is the
name of ny father?"

"WAs," she said in a flat tone. "H s name was Nassic son of Jous. He's dead."

Sunder gaped as if Covenant and Linden were mracul ous. Then he dropped his hands to his sides.
"Heaven and Earth! It is not possible. The Sunbane- Never have | behel d-" He shook his head in
astoni shnent, "Ah, you are a nystery! How can such things be? Does one white ring alter the order
of life?"

"Sometines," Covenant nuttered. He was trying to follow a fractured sequence of menories.
Everything he did was an unintentional assault on the Gaveler's preconceptions. He wanted to ease
Sunder with sonme kind of explanation. The heat haze seened to blur the distinction between past
and present. Sonething about his boots-? He forced words past his parched lips. "The first time |
was here-" Boots-yes, that was it. Drool Rockworm had been able to |ocate himthrough the alien
touch of his boots on the ground. "My boots. Her shoes. They don't cone fromthe Land. Maybe
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that's what protected us."

Sunder grabbed at the suggestion as if it were a benison. "Yes. It nust be so. Flesh is flesh,
susceptible to the Sunbane. But your footwear-it is unlike any | have seen. Surely you were

shiel ded at the sun's first touch, else you would have been altered beyond any power to know ne."
Then his face darkened, "But could you not have told ne? | feared-" The clenching of his jaws
descri bed el oquently the extrenmity of his fear

"We didn't know. " Covenant wanted to |ie down, close his eyes, forget. "W were |ucky." A noment

passed before he found the will to ask, "Marid-?"
At once, Sunder put everything el se aside. He went to | ook at the stakes, the holes. A frown
knotted his forehead. "Fools," he grated. "I warned themto ware such things. None can foretel

the Sunbane. Now there is evil upon the Plains."

"You nean," asked Linden, "he didn't escape? He isn't safe?"

In response, the Graveler rasped, "Did | not say there was not tine? You have achi eved not hi ng but
your own prostration. It is enough,"” he went on stiffly. "I have followed you to this useless end.
Now you wi |l acconpany ne."

Li nden stared at Sunder. "Were are we goi ng?"

"To find shelter," he said in a calnmer tone. "W cannot endure this sun."

Covenant gestured eastward, toward a region with which he was familiar. "The hills-"

Sunder shook his head. "There is shelter in the hills. But to gain it we nust pass w thin scope of
W ndshorn Stonedown. That is certain sacrifice-for any stranger, as for the Gaveler of Mthi

St onedown. We go west, to the Mthil River."

Covenant could not argue. lgnorance crippled his ability to make deci sions. Wien Sunder took his
armand turned himaway fromthe sun, he began to scuffle stiffly out of the bow of dust.

Li nden noved at his side. Her stride was unsteady; she seened dangerously weak. Sunder was
stronger; but his eyes were bleak, as if he could see disaster ahead. And Covenant coul d barely
lift his feet. The sun, still clinbing toward m dnorning, clung to his shoul ders, hagriding him
Heat flushed back and forth across his skin-a vitiating fever which echoed the haze of the
scorched earth. His eyes felt raw fromthe scraping of his eyelids. After a tinme, he began to
stunble as if the ligatures of his knees were parting.

Then he was in the dirt, with no idea of how he had fallen. Sunder supported himso that he could
sit up. The Graveler's face was gray with dust; he, too, had begun to suffer. "Thomas Covenant,"
he panted, "this is fatal to you. You nust have water. WIlI| you not nake use of your white ring?"
Covenant's respiration was shallow and ragged. He stared into the haze as if he had gone blind.
"The white ring," Sunder pleaded. "You nust raise water, lest, you die."

Water. He pulled the shards of hinmself together around that thought. Inpossible. He could not
concentrate. Had never used wild nmagic for anything except contention. It was not a panacea.

Bot h Sunder and Linden were studying himas if he were responsible for their hopes. They were
failing along with him For their sakes, he would have been willing to nake the attenpt. But it
was i nmpossible for other reasons as well. Tortuously, as if he had been disjointed, he shifted
forward, got his knees under him then his feet.

"Ur-Lord!" protested the G avel er

"I don't," Covenant nuttered, hall coughing, "don't know how." He wanted to shout. "I'ma |eper. |
can't see-can't feel-" The Earth was closed to him it lay blank and neani ngl ess under his feet-a
concatenati on of haze, nothing nore. "I don't know how to reach it." W need Earthpower. And a

Lord to wield it.

There's no Earthpower. The Lords are gone. He had no words potent enough to convey his

hel pl essness. "Il just can't.”

Sunder groaned. But he hesitated only nonmentarily. Then he sighed in resignation, "Very well. Yet
we nmust have water." He took out his knife. "My strength is greater than yours. Perhaps | am able
to spare a little blood." Gimy, he directed the blade toward the napwork of scars on his |eft
forearm

Covenant lurched to try to stop him

Li nden was qui cker. She seized Sunder's wist. "No!" ;

The Graveler twisted free of her, gritted acutely, "W have water."

"Not like that." The cuts on Nassic's hand burned in Covenant's nenory; he rejected such power

i nstinctively.

"Do you wish to die?"

"No." Covenant upheld hinmself by force of will. "But I'mnot? that desperate. Not yet, anyway."
"Your knife isn't even clean," added Linden. "If septicemia set in, 1'd have to burn it out."
Sunder closed his eyes as if to shut out what they were saying.: "I will outlive you both under

this sun." His jaws chewed his voice into a barren whisper. "Ah, ny father, what have you donel
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to me? Is this the outcome of all your nad devoir?"

"Suit yourself," Covenant said brutally, trying to keep Sunder from despair or rebellion. "But at
| east have the decency to wait until we're too weak to stop you."

The Graveler's eyes burst open. He spat a curse. "Decency, is it?" he grated. "You are swift to
cast shanme upon peopl e whose |ives you do not conprehend. Well, let us hasten the nonent when |
may decently save you." Wth a thrust of his arm he pushed Covenant into notion, then caught him
around the wai st to keep himfromfalling, and began half draggi ng hi m westward.

In a noment, Linden cane to Covenant's other side, shrugged his arm over her shoul ders so that she
could help support him Braced in that fashion, he was able to travel.

But the sun was renorseless. Slowy, ineluctably, it beat himtoward abjection. By m dnorning, he
was hardly carrying a fraction of his own weight. To his burned eyes, the haze sang threnodi es of
prostration; notes of darkness began to flit across his vision. Fromtine to tine, he saw snal
clunmps of night crouching on the pale ground just beyond clarity, as if they were waiting for him
Then the earth seenmed to rise up in front of him Sunder came to a halt. Linden alnost fell; but
Covenant clung to her sonehow. He fought to focus his eyes. After a nonment, he saw that the rise
was a shelf of rock jutting westward.

Sunder tugged himand Linden forward. They |inped past another clunp like a | ow bush, into the
shadow of the rock.

The jut of the shelf formed an eroded | ee |arge enough to shelter several people. In the shadow,
the rock and dirt felt cool. Linden hel ped Sunder place Covenant sitting against the bal mof the
stone. Covenant tried to lie down; but the G avel er stopped him and Linden panted, "Don't. You

m ght go to sleep. You' ve lost too nuch fluid,"

He nodded vaguely. The cool ness was only relative, and he was febrile with thirst. No anount of
shade coul d answer the unpity of the sun. But the shadow itself was bliss to him and he was
content. Linden sat down on one side of hinm Sunder, on the other. He closed his eyes, let hinself
drift.

Sone tine |ater, he becane conscious of voices. Linden and Sunder were tal king. The hebet ude of
her tone betrayed the difficulty of staying alert. Sunder's responses were distant, as if he found
her inquiries painful but could not think of any way to refuse them

"Sunder," she asked dimy, "what is Mthil Stonedown going to do w thout you?"

"Li nden Avery?" He seened not to understand her question

"Call me Linden. After today-" Her voice trailed away.

He hesitated, then said, "Linden."

"You're the Graveler. What will they do without a G avel er?"

"Ah." Now he caught her meaning. "I signify little. The |loss of the Sunstone is of nore inport,
yet even that |oss can be overcone. The Stonedown is chary of its lore. My prentice is adept in
all the rites which nust be performed in the absence of the Sunstone. Wthout doubt, he shed
Kalina nmy mother at the sun's rising. The Stonedown will endure. How ot herw se could | have done
what | have done?"

After a pause, she asked, "You' re not married?”

"No." His reply was |like a w nce.

Li nden seened to hear a wide range of inplications in that one word. Quietly, she said, "But you
were."

"Yes."

"What happened?”

Sunder was silent at first. But then he replied, "Anong nmy people, only the Graveler is given the
choice of his own nate. The survival of the Stonedown depends upon its children. Mating for
children is not left to the hazard of affection or preference. But by long custom the Gaveler is
gi ven freedom As reconpense for the burden of his work.

"The choice of ny heart fell upon Ainml| daughter of Anest. Anest was sister to Kalina nmy nother
From chi | dhood, Aiml| and | were dear to each other. W were gladly wed, and gladly sought to

vi ndi cate our choosing with children

"A son cane to us, and was given the nanme Nelbrin, which is "heart's child.'" His tone was as
astringent as the terrain. "He was a pale child, not greatly well. But he grew as a child should
grow and was a treasure to us.

"For a score of turnings of the noon he grew. He was slowin learning to wal k, and not steady upon
his legs, but he cane at last to walk with glee. Until-" He swallowed convul sively. "Until by

m schance Aiml nmy wife injured himin our hone. She turned fromthe hearth bearing a heavy pot,
and Nel brin our son had wal ked to stand behind her. The pot struck hi mupon the chest.

"Fromthat day, he sickened toward death. A dark swelling grewin him and his |ife faltered."
"Henophilia," Linden breathed al nost inaudibly. "Poor kid."
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Sunder did not stop. "Wen his death was witten upon his face for all to see, the Stonedown

i nvoked judgnment. | was commanded to sacrifice himfor the good of the people."

A rot gnawed at Covenant's guts. He |ooked up at the Graveler. The dryness in his throat felt |ike
sl ow strangul ati on. He seened to hear the ground sizzling.

In protest, Linden asked, "Your own son? What did you do?"

Sunder stared out into the Sunbane as if it were the story of his life. "I could not halt his
death. The desert sun and the sun of pestilence had left us sorely in need. | shed his life to
rai se water and food for the Stonedown."

Ch, Sunder! Covenant groaned.

Tightly, Linden demanded, "How did Aim | feel about that?"

"I't naddened her. She fought to prevent ne-and when she could not, she becane wild in her nmnd
Despair afflicted her, and she-" For a nonent, Sunder could not summn the words he needed. Then
he went on harshly, "She conmmitted a nortal harm agai nst herself. So that her death woul d not be
al t oget her neaningl ess, | shed her also."

So that her- Hellfire! Covenant understood now why the thought of killing his nother had driven
Sunder to abandon his hone. How many | oved ones could a man bear to kill?

Ginmy, Linden said, "It wasn't your fault. You did what you had to do." Passion gathered in her
tone. "It's this Sunbane."”

The Graveler did not | ook at her. "All nen and wonen die. It signifies nothing to conplain." He
sounded as sun-tornented as the Plains. "Wat else do you desire to know of ne? You need only ask
I have no secrets fromyou."

Covenant ached to confort Sunder; but he knew nothi ng about confort. Anger and defiance were the
only answers he understood. Because he could not ease the Stonedownor, he tried to distract him
"Tell me about Nassic." The words were rough in his nmouth. "How did he cone to have a son?"

Li nden gl ared at Covenant as if she were vexed by his insensitivity; but Sunder rel axed visibly.
He seened relieved by the question-glad to escape the futility of his mourning. "Nassic ny
father,"” he said, with a weariness which served as calm "was |like Jous his father, and like
Prassan his father's father. He was a man of Mthil Stonedown.

"Jous his father lived in the place he naned his tenple, and fromtine to tine Nassic visited
Jous, out of respect for his father, and also to ascertain that no harm had befallen him The

St one-down wed Nassic to Kalina, and they were together as any young nman and woman. But then Jous
fell toward his death. Nassic went to the tenple to bear his father to Mthil Stonedown for
sacrifice. He did not return. Dying, Jous placed his hands upon Nassic, and the madness or
prophecy of the father passed into the son. Thus Nassic was | ost to the Stonedown.

"This loss was sore to Kalina nmy nother. She was ill content with just one son. Many a tinme, she
went to the tenple, to give her love to ny father and to plead for his. Al ways she returned
weepi ng and barren. | fear-" He paused sadly. "I fear she hurled herself at Marid hoping to die."

G adual | y, Covenant's attention drifted. He was too weak to concentrate. Dimly, he noted the
shifting angl e of the sun. Noon had come, |aying sunlight within niches of his feet. By

m daft ernoon, the shade woul d be gone. By m dafternoon-

He coul d not survive much nore of the sun's direct weight.

The dark clunp which he had passed near the shelf was still there. Apparently, it was not a
nmrage. He blinked at it, trying to nake out details. If not a mirage, then what? A bush? \Wat

ki nd of bush could endure this sun, when every other formof |ife had been burned away?

The question raised echoes in his nenory, but he could not hear themclearly. Exhaustion and
thirst deafened his m nd

"Di e?"

He was hardly aware that he had spoken aloud. His voice felt |ike sand rubbi ng agai nst stone. Wat
kind-? He strove to focus his eyes. "That bush." He nodded weakly toward the patch of darkness.
"What is it?"

Sunder squinted. "It is aliantha. Such bushes may be found in any place, but they are npost conmon
near the River. In sone way, they defy the Sunbane.” He dism ssed the subject. "They are a nost
deadl y poison."

"Poi son?" Pain sliced Covenant's lips; the vehenence of his outcry split them Blood began to run
through the dust like a trail of fury cleaving his chin. Not alianthal

The Gravel er reached toward Covenant's face as if those dirty red drops were precious. Enmpowered
by menories, Covenant struck Sunder's hand aside. "Poison?" he croaked. In tinmes past, the rare
aliment of aliantha had sustained himnore often than he could recollect. |If they had becone

poi son-! He was abruptly giddy with violence. If they had becone poison, then the Land had not
sinmply lost its Earthpower. The Earthpower had been corrupted! He wanted to batter Sunder with his
fists. "How do you know?"
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Li nden caught at his shoul der. "Covenant!"

"It is contained in the Rede of the na-Moram" rasped Sunder. "I ama Gaveler-it is nmy work to
meke use of that know edge. | know it to be true.”

No! Covenant grated. "Have you tried it?"

Sunder gaped at him "No."

"Do you know anybody who ever tried it?"

"It is poison! No man or worman wllingly consunes poison."

"Hell and blood." Bracing hinmself on the stone, Covenant heaved to his feet. "I don't believe it.
He can't destroy the entire Law. If he did, the Land wouldn't exist anynore."

The Gravel er sprang erect, gripped Covenant's arns, shook himfiercely. "It is poison."

Mustering all his passion, Covenant responded, "No!"

Sunder's visage knurled as if only the clench of his nuscles kept himfromexploding. Wth one

wr ench of his hands, he thrust Covenant to the ground. "You are nad." Hi s voice was iron and
bitterness. "You seduced me frommy hone, asking ny aid-but at every turn you defy me. You mnust
seek for Marid. Madness! You nust refuse all safety against the Sunbane. Madness! You nust decline
to raise water, nor pernmt nme to raise it. Madness! Now nothing will content you but poison." Wen
Covenant tried to rise, Sunder shoved himback. "It is enough. Make any further attenpt toward the
aliantha, and I will strike you senseless."

Covenant's gaze raged up at the G aveler; but Sunder did not flinch. Desperation mured himto
contradiction; he was trying to reclaimsome control over his doom

Hol di ng Sunder's rigid stare, Covenant clinbed to his feet, stood swayi ng before the G avel er

Li nden was erect behind Sunder; but Covenant did not |ook at her. Softly, he said, "I do not
believe that aliantha is poisonous." Then he turned, and began to shanble toward the bush

A howl burst from Sunder. Covenant tried to dodge; but Sunder crashed into himheadl ong, carried
himsprawling to the dirt. A blow on the back of his head sent |ights across his vision |like
fragments of vertigo.

Then Sunder fell away. Covenant |evered his |legs under him to see Linden standing over the
Gravel er. She held himin a thunb-1ock which pressed himto the ground

Covenant stunbled to the bush

H's head reeled. He fell to his knees. The bush was pale with dust and bore little resenblance to
the dark green-and-viridian plant he remenbered. But the | eaves were holly-like and firm though
few Three small fruit the size of blueberries clung to the branches in defiance of the Sunbane.
Trenbl i ng, he plucked one, w ped the dust away to see the berry's true col or

At the edge of his sight, he saw Sunder knock Linden's feet away, break free of her

Gitting his courage, Covenant put the berry in his nouth.

"Covenant!" Sunder cried.

The worl d spun wildly, then sprang straight. Cool juice filled Covenant's nouth with a sapor of
peach made tangy by salt and linme. At once, new energy burst through him Deliciousness cleansed
his throat of dirt and thirst and blood. Al his nerves thrilled to a sapor he had not tasted for
ten long years: the quintessential nectar of the Land.

Sunder and Linden were on their feet, staring at him

A sound like dry sobbing cane fromhim Hs sight was a blur of relief and gratitude. The seed
dropped fromhis lips. "Oh, dear God," he nurnured brokenly. "There's Earthpower yet."

A nonment | ater, Linden reached him She helped himto his feet, peered into his face. "Are you-?"
she began, then stopped herself. "No, you're all right. Better. | can already see the difference
How ?"

He coul d not stop shaking. He wanted to hug her; but he only allowed hinself to touch her cheek
lift a strand of hair away from her nouth. Then, to answer her, thank her, he plucked anot her
berry, and gave it to her.

"Eat-"

She held it gently, looked at it. Sudden tears overflowed her eyes. Her lower lip trenbled as she
whi spered, "It's the first healthy-" Her voice caught.

"Eat it," he urged thickly.

She raised it to her nouth. Her teeth closed on it.

Slowy, a | ook of wonder spread over her countenance. Her posture straightened; she began to snile
i ke a cool dawn.

Covenant nodded to tell her that he understood. "Spit out the seed. Maybe another one will grow "
She took the seed in her hand, gazed at it for a nonent as if it had been sanctified before she
tossed it to the ground.

Sunder had not noved. He stood with his arns cl anped across his chest. H's eyes were dull with the
horror of watching his |life becone fal se.
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Carefully, Covenant picked the last berry. H s stride was al nost steady as he went to Sunder, Hi's
heart sang: Earthpower!

"Sunder," he said, half insisting, half pleading, "this is aliantha. They used to be called
treasure-berries-the gift of the Earth to anybody who suffered from hunger or need. This is what
the Land was |ike."

Sunder did not respond. The gl azing of his gaze was conplete.

"I't's not poison," Linden said clearly, "It's inmmune to the Sun-bane."

"Eat it," Covenant urged. "This is why we're here. Wat we want to acconplish. Health. Earthpower.
Eat it."

Wth a painful effort, Sunder dredged up his answer. "I do not wish to trust you." Hi s voice was a
wi I derland. "You violate all nmy life. Wien | have | earned that aliantha are not poison, you wl|l
seek to teach me that the Sunbane does not exist-that all the life of the Land through all the
generations has had no nmeani ng. That the shedding | have done is no less than nurder." He
swal | owed harshly. "But | nust. | nust find sone truth to take the place of the truth you
destroy."

Abruptly, he took the berry, put it in his nouth.

For a nonent, his soul was naked in his face. His initial anticipation of harm becane involuntary
delight; his inner world struggled to alter itself. H's hands quavered when he took the seed from
his mouth. "Heaven and Earth!" he breathed. Hi s awe was as exquisite as angui sh. "Covenant-" H s

jaw worked to formwords. "Is this truly the Land-the Land of which ny father dreaned?"
"Yes."

"Then he was nad." One deep spasm of grief shook Sunder before he tugged back about himthe
tattered garnent of his self-conmand. "I nmust learn to be |ikew se nad."

Turni ng away, he went back to the shelf of rock, seated hinself in the shade, and covered his face
with his hands.

To give Sunder's disorientation at |east a degree of privacy, Covenant shifted his attention to

Li nden. The new | i ghtness of her expression ameliorated her habitual severity, lifted sone of her
beauty out from under the streaked dust on her face. "Thank you." He began to say, For trying to
save ny life. Back there in the woods. But he did not want to renenber that blow Instead,

he said, "For getting Sunder off me." | didn't know you trusted ne that much. "Where did you | earn
t hat t hunb- hol d?"
"Ch, that." Her grin was half grimess, half amuserment. "The med school | went to was in a pretty

rough nei ghborhood. The security guards gave sel f-defense | essons.™

Covenant found hinsel f wondering how |l ong it had been since a woman had last smiled at him Before
he could reply, she glanced upward. "W ought to get out of the sun. One treasure-berry apiece
isn't going to keep us going very long."

"True." The aliantha had blunted his hunger, eased his body's yearning for water, restored a
measure of life to his nuscles. But it could not nmake himinpervious to the sun. Around him the
Plains swamwith heat as if the fabric of the ground were being bl eached away fiber by fiber. He
rubbed absent-mindedly at the blood on his chin, started toward Sunder

Li nden halted him "Covenant."

He turned. She stood facing eastward, back over the shelf of rock. Both hands shaded her eyes.

" Sonet hing's com ng. "

Sunder joined them together, they squinted into the haze. "Wat the hell-?" Covenant mnuttered.

At first he saw nothing but heat and pale dirt. But then he glinpsed an erect figure, shinmrering
darkly in and out of sight.

The figure grew steadier as it approached. Slowy, it becane solid, transubstantiating itself |ike
an avatar of the Sunbane. It was a man. He wore the apparel of a Stonedownor

"Who- ?"

"Ch, my CGod!" Linden gasped.

The man cane cl oser.

Sunder spat, "Marid!"

Mari d? An abrupt weakness struck Covenant's knees.

The Sunbane will have no nercy-

The man had Marid's eyes, chancrous with self-loathing, nmute supplication, lust. He still wore
stakes tied to each of his ankles. His gait was a shanbling of eagerness and dread.

He was a nmonster. Scales covered the lower half of Ms face; both nmouth and nose were gone. And his
arms were snakes. Thick scale-clad bodies withed fromhis shoul ders; serpent-heads gaped where
hi s hands had been, brandi shing fangs as white as bone. Hs chest heaved for air, and the snakes
hi ssed.

Hel [ fire.

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (62 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

Li nden stared at Marid. Nausea distorted her mouth. She was paral yzed, hardly breathing. The sight

of Marid's inflicted ill reft her of thought, courage, notion

"Ah, Marid, ny friend," Sunder whispered miserably. "This is the retribution of the Sunbane, which
none can foretell. If you were innocent, as the ur-Lord insists-" He groaned in grief. "Forgive

ne. "

But an instant later his voice hardened. "Avaunt, Marid!" he barked. "Ware us! Your life is
forfeit here!l"

Marid's gaze flinched as if he understood; but he continued to advance, noving purposefully toward
the shelf of rock.

"Marid!" Sunder snatched out Ms poniard. "I have guilt enough in your doom Do not thrust this
upon ne."

Mari d's eyes shouted a voicel ess warning at the Gaveler

Covenant's throat felt like sand; his lungs | abored. In the back of his mind, a pulse of outrage
beat like |ifeblood.

Three steps to his side, Linden stood frozen and appall ed.

Hi ssing voraciously, Marid flung hinmself into a run. He sprinted to the rock, up the shelf.

For one splinter of tine, Covenant could not nove. He saw Marid | aunch hinself at Linden, saw
fangs reaching toward her face, saw her standing as if her heart had stopped.

Her need snatched Covenant into notion. He took two desperate strides, crashed head and shoul ders
agai nst her. They tunbl ed together across the hard dirt.

He di sentangled hinself, flipped to his feet.

Marid | anded heavily, rolling to get his |legs under him

Welding his knife, Sunder attenpted to close with Marid. But a flurry of fangs drove hi m back
At once, Marid rushed toward Linden again.

Covenant met the charge. He stopped one serpent head with his right forearm caught the other
scaly body in his left fist.

The free snake reared back to strike.

In that instant, Sunder reached into the struggle. Too swiftly for the snakes to react, he cut
Marid's throat. Viscid fluid splashed the front of Covenant's cl ot hes.

Sunder dropped his dead friend. Blood poured into the dirt. Covenant recoil ed several steps. As
she rose to her knees, Linden gagged as if she were being asphyxiated by the Sunbane.

The Graveler paid no heed to his conpanions. A frenetic haste possessed him "Bl ood," he panted.
"Life." He slapped his hands into the spreadi ng pool, rubbed themtogether, snmeared red onto his
forehead and cheeks. "At |east your death will be of some avail. It is my guilt-gift."

Covenant stared in dismay. He had not known that a hunman body coul d be so | avish of bl ood.

Snat chi ng out the Sunstone, Sunder bent his head to Marid's neck, sucked blood directly fromthe
cut. Wth the stone held in both palns, he spewed fluid onto it so that it lay cupped in Marid's
rife. Then he | ooked upward and began to chant in a | anguage Covenant coul d not understand.
Around him the air concentrated as if the heat took personal notice of his invocation. Energy
bl ossomed fromthe orcrest.

A shaft of verneil as straight as the line between |ife and death shot toward the sun. It crackled
like a discharge of lightning; but it was steady and pal pabl e, sustained by bl ood.

It consuned the blood in Sunder's hands, drank the blood from Marid' s veins, |eeched the bl ood
fromthe earth. Soon every trace of red was gone. Marid' s throat gaped like a dry grin.

Still chanting, Sunder set down the Sunstone near Marid's head. The shaft binding the orcrest to
the sun did not falter
Al nost at once, water bubbled up around the stone. It gathered force until it was a small spring,

as fresh and clear as if it arose fromnountain rock rather than from barren dust.

As he watched, Covenant's head began to throb. He was flushed and sweating under the weight of the
sun.

Still Sunder chanted; and beside the spring, a green shoot raised its head. It grewwth
staggering celerity; it becanme a vine, spread itself along the ground, put out |eaves. In a
nmonent, it produced several buds which swelled |ike nelons.

The Gravel er gestured Linden toward the spring. Her expression had changed from suffocation to
astoni shment. Mwving as if she were entranced, she knelt beside the spring, put her lips into the
wat er. She jerked back at once, surprised by the water's col dness. Then she was drinking deeply,
greedily.

A mal eficent fire blooned in Covenant's right forearm Hi s breathing was ragged. Dust filled his
mouth. He could feel his pulse beating in the base of his throat.

After a tinme, Linden pulled away fromthe spring, turned to him "It's good," she said in dim
wonder. "It's good."
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He did not nove, did not |ook at her. Dread spurted up in himlike water fromdry ground.

"Conme on," she urged. "Drink."

He could not stop staring at Marid. Wthout shifting his gaze, he extended his right armtoward
her.

She glanced at it, then gave a sharp cry and |leaped to him took hold of his armto look at it

cl osel y.

He was loath to see what she saw, but he forced hinself to gaze downwar d.

Hs forearmwas livid. A short way up fromhis wist, two puncture marks gl ared bright red agai nst
the darkness of the swelling. "Bastard bit me," he coughed as if he were al ready dying.

El QHT: The Corruption of the Sun

"SUNDER' " Li nden barked. "G ve ne your knife,"

The Graveler had faltered when he saw the fang marks; and the spring had also faltered. But he
recovered quickly, restored the cadence of his chant. The shaft of Sunbane-fire wavered, then grew
stabl e once nore. The nel ons continued to ripen.

Still chanting, he extended his poniard toward Linden. She strode over to him took the blade. She
did not hesitate; all her actions were certain. Stooping to one of Marid' s ankles, she cut a
section of the rope which bound the stake.

The pain becane a hammer in Covenant's forearm beating as if it nmeant to crush the bones. Mitely,
he gripped the elbow with his [eft hand, squeezed hard in an effort to restrict the spread of the
venom He did not want to die like this, with all his questions unanswered, and not hing
acconpl i shed

A nonent |ater, Linden returned. Her lips were set in |ines of

command. When she said, "Sit down," his knees folded as if she held the strings of his wll.

She sat in front of him straightened his arm between them Deftly, she | ooped the rope just above
his elbow, pulled it tight until he w nced; then she knotted it.

"Now, " she said evenly, "I'mgoing to have to cut you. Get out as nmuch of the venomas | can."

He nodded. He tried to swallow, but could not.

She set the point of the blade against the swelling, abruptly snatched it back. Her tone betrayed
a glinpse of strain. "Goddamm knife's too dirty."

Frowni ng, she snapped, "Don't nove," and junped to her feet. Purposefully, she went to the hot red
shaft of Sunder's power. He hissed a warning, but she ignored him Wth a physician's care, she
touched the poniard to the beam

Sparks sprayed fromthe contact; fire licked along the knife. Wen she withdrew it, she nodded
grimMy to herself.

She rejoi ned Covenant, braced his arm For a nonment, she net his gaze. "This is going to hurt,"
she said straight into his eyes. "But it'll be worse if | don't do it."

He fought to clear his throat. "Go ahead."

Slow y, deliberately, she cut a deep cross between the fang nmarks. A screamtore his flesh. He
went rigid, but did not pernmit himself to flinch. This was necessary; he had done such things
himsel f. Paul was life; only the dead felt no pain. He remained still as she bent her head to suck
at the incisions. Wth his free hand, he gripped his forehead, clutching the bones of his skul

for courage.

Her hands squeezed the swelling, nmultiplying fire. Her lips hurt himlike teeth as she drew bl ood
and venom i nto her nouth.

The taste shattered her conposure; she spat his blood fiercely at the ground. "God!" she gasped.
"What kind-?" At once, she attacked the wound again, sucked and spat with violent revul sion. Her
hands shuddered as she gripped his arm

What kind-1 Her words throbbed al ong the pressure in his head. Wiat was she tal ki ng about ?

Athird tine she sucked, spat. Her features strained whitely, like clenched knuckles. Wth

uni ntended brutality, she dropped his arm a blaze shot up through his shoulder. Springing to her
feet, she stanped on the spat blood, ground it into the dirt as if it were an outrage she wanted
to eradicate fromthe world.

"Linden," he panted wanly through his pain, "what is it?"

"Venom " She ful m nated with repugnance. "What kind of place is this?" Abruptly, she hastened to
Sunder's spring, began rinsing her nouth. Her shoul ders were knots of abhorrence.

Wien she returned to Covenant, her whol e body was trenbling, and her eyes were hollow "Poison."
She hugged herself as if she were suddenly cold. "I don't have words for it. That wasn't just
venom |t was sonething nore-sonething worse. Like the Sun-bane. Sone kind of noral poison." She
pul | ed her hands through her hair, fighting for control. "God, you're going to be so sick-! You
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need a hospital. Except there's no antivenin in the world for poison like that."

Covenant whirled in pain, could not distinguish between it and fear. Mral poison? He did not
understand her description, but it clarified other questions. It explained why the Raver in Marid
had allowed itself to be exposed. So that Marid would be condemed to the Sunbane, woul d becone a
nmonst er capable of inflicting such poison. But why? What would Lord Foul gain if Covenant died
like this? And why had Marid aimed his attack at Linden? Because she was sensitive to the Land,
coul d see things the Despiser did not want seen?

Covenant could not think. The reek of blood on his shirt filled his senses. Everything becane
dread; he wanted to wail. But Linden cane to his aid. Sonmehow, she suppressed her own distress.
Urgi ng himupright, she supported Mnto the water so that he could drink. He was al ready pal sied
But his body recognized its need for water; he swallowed thirstily at the spring.

When he was done, she helped himinto the shade of the shelf. Then she sat beside himand held his
livid armw th her hands, trying in that way to make hi m confortable.

Bl ood dripped unremarked fromhis cute. The swelling spread darkness up toward his el bow.

Sunder had been chanting continuously; but now he stopped. He had at | ast been able to make his

i nvocation briefly self-sustaining. Wien he fell silent, the orcrest's verneil shaft flickered and
went out, |leaving the stone enpty, like a hole in the ground; but the spring continued to flow for
a few monents. He had time to drink deeply before the water sank back into the barren earth.

Wth his poniard, he cut the nmelons fromtheir vine, then bore theminto the shade, and sat down
on Covenant's left. Unsteadily, he began slicing the nmelons into sections, scooping out the seeds.
The seeds he put away in a pocket of his jerkin. Then he handed sections of nelon across to

Li nden.

"This is ussusimel" he said in a fragile tone, as if he were exhausted and feared contradiction
"At need it will sustain life with no other food." Warily, he began to eat.

Li nden tasted the fruit. She nodded her approval, then started to devour the sections Sunder had
given her. Dully, Covenant accepted a piece for hinself. But he felt unable to eat. Pain

excruci ated the bones of his right arm and that fire seened to draw all other strength out of
him leaving himto drown in a wi de slow whirl of lassitude. He was going to pass out- And there
were so many things his conpanions did not understand.

One was nore inportant than the others. He tried to focus his sight on the Gaveler. But he could
not keep his vision clear. He closed his eyes so that he would not have to watch the way the

St onedownor bl urred and ran.

" Sunder . "

"Ur-Lord?"

Covenant sighed, dreading Sunder's reaction. "Listen." He concentrated the vestiges of his
determination in his voice. "W can't stay here. | haven't told you where we're going."

"Let it pass," said his guide quietly. "You are harned and hungry. You nust eat. We will consider
such questions later."

"Listen." Covenant could feel mdnight creeping toward him He strove to articul ate his urgency.
"Take me to Revel stone.”

"Revel stone?" Sunder exploded in protest. "You wander in your wits. Do you not know that

Revel stone is the Keep of the na-Mioran? Have | not spoken of the Rede concerning you? The Riders
journey throughout the Land, commandi ng your destruction. Do you believe that they will wel cone
you courteously?"

"I don't care about that.'

Covenant shook his head, then found that he could not stop. The nuscles

of his neck jerked back and forth |like the onset of hysteria. "That's where the answers are. 1've
got to find out how this happened." He tried to gesture toward the barrenness; but all his
hori zons were dark, blinded by dust and dead air. "Wuat the Sunbane is. |I can't fight it if |

don't know what it is."

"Ur-Lord, it is three hundred | eagues."
"I know. But |'ve got to go. | have to know what happened." He insisted weakly, like a sick child.
"So | can fight it"

"Heaven and Earth!" Sunder groaned. "This is the greatest nmdness of all.'

For a | ong nonment, he

remai ned still, scouring hinself for endurance or wi sdom Please, Covenant breathed into the
sil ence. Sunder. Pl ease.
Abruptly, the Gaveler nuttered, "Ah, well. | have no |onger any other demand upon ne. And you are

not to be denied. In the nane of Nassic ny father-and of Marid ny friend, whose life you strove to
redeem at your cost-1 will guide you where you wish to go. Now eat. Even prophets and nmadnen

requi re sustenance."

Covenant nodded dimy. Shutting his mnd to the snell of blood, he took a bite of the ussusim el

It could not conpare with aliantha for taste and potency; but it felt clean in his nouth, and
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seermed to relieve sonme of the congestion of his pain. As he ate, the darkness receded somewhat.
After he had consumed his share of the fruit, he settled hinself to rest for a while. But Sunder
stood up suddenly. "Cone," he said to Linden. "Let us be on our way."

"He shouldn't be noved," she replied flatly.

"There will be aliantha nigh the River. Perhaps they will have power to aid him"

"Maybe. But he shouldn't be noved. It'lIl nake the venom spread."

"Li nden Avery," Sunder breathed. "Marid was ny friend. | cannot remain in this place."

Covenant becane conscious of a dimfetor in the air. It came fromhis arm O from Marid's corpse.
For a nonent, Linden did not respond. Then she sighed, "G ve nme the knife. He can't travel with
his armlike that."

Sunder handed her his poniard. She | ooked closely at Covenant's swelling. It had grown upward past
his el bow. Its black pressure nade the rope bite deeply into his arm

He watched tacitly as she cut away the tourniquet.

Bl ood rushed at his wound. He cried out.

Then the darkness cane over himfor a tinme. He was on his feet, and his arns were hooked over the
shoul ders of his conpani ons, and they were noving westward. The sun beat at themas if they were
an affront to its suzerainty. The air was turgid with heat; it seened to resist respiration. In
all directions, the stone and soil of the Plains shimered as if they were evaporating. Pain

| aughed garishly in his head at every step. If Linden or Sunder did not find sone kind of
febrifuge for himsoon-Linden was on his left now, so that her stumbling would not directly jar
his sick arm olivion came and went. \Wen Covenant becane aware of the voice, he could not be
sure of it. It might have been the voice of a dream

"And he who wields white wild magic gold is a paradox-for he is everything and not hi ng,

hero and fool

pot ent, hel pl ess-

and with the one word of truth or treachery

he will save or damm the Earth

because he is mad and sane,

cold and passionate, lost and found."

Sunder fell silent. After a nmonent, Linden asked, "Wat is that?" She panted the words raggedly.
"A song," said the Graveler. "Nassic ny father sang it- whenever | became angry at his folly. But
I have no understanding of it, though | have seen the white ring, and the wild magic shining with
aterrible loveliness."

Terrible, Covenant breathed as if he were dream ng

Later, Linden said, "Keep talking. It helps- Do you know any other songs?"

"What is life without singing?" Sunder responded. "W have songs for sowing and for reapi ng-songs
to console children during the sun of pestilence-songs to honor those whose blood is shed for the
St onedown. But | have set aside ny right to sing them" He made no effort to conceal his
bitterness. "I will sing for you one of the songs of a-Jeroth, as it is taught by the Ri ders of
the d ave."

He straightened his shoul ders, harrowi ng Covenant's arm Wen he began, his voice was hoarse with
dust, short-winded with exertion; but it suited his song.

" ' Ch, conme, ny love, and bed with nme; Your mate knows neither lust nor heart-Forget himin this
ecstasy. | joy to play the treacher's part.' Acute with blandi shments and spells Spoke a-Jeroth of
the Seven Hells.

"Di assoner M ninderain, The mate of mght, and Master's wife, Al stars' and heavens' chat el ai ne,
Wth power over realmand strife, Attended well, the story tells, To a-Jeroth of the Seven Hells.
"Wth a-Jeroth the lady ran; Diassonmer with fear and dread Fled fromthe Master's ruling span. On
Earth she hides her trenmbling head, Wile all about her |aughter wells Froma-Jeroth of the Seven
Hel | s.

" "Forgive!' she cries with woe and pain; Her treacher's laughter hurts her sore. "Hs

bl andi shment s have been ny bane. | yearn ny Master to adore.' For in her ears the spurning knells
O a-Jeroth of the Seven Hells.

"Wath is the Master-fire and rage. Retribution fills his hands. Attacking comes he, sword and
gage, 'Gainst treachery in all the lands. Then crippled are the cunning spells O a-Jeroth of the
Seven Hells.

"M ninderain he treats with rue; No heaven-hone for broken trust, But children given to pursue A
treachery to death and dust. Thus Earth becane a gallowfells For a-Jeroth of the Seven Hells."
The Gravel er sighed. "Her children are the inhabitants of the Earth. It is said that el sewhere in
the Earth-across the seas, beyond the nountains-live beings who have kept faith. But the Land is
the hone of the faithless, and on the descendants of betrayal the Sunbane weaks the Master's
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wrath. "

Covenant expostul ated mutely. He knew as vividly as leprosy that the Clave's view of history was a
lie, that the people of the Land had been faithful against Lord Foul for mllennia. But he could
not understand how such a Iie had conme to be believed. Time alone did not account for this
corruption.

He wanted to deny Sunder's tale. But his swelling had risen black and febrile halfway to his

shoul der. When he tried to find words, the darkness returned.

After a time, he heard Linden say, "You keep nentioning the R ders of the d ave.
constricted, as if she suffered fromseveral broken ribs. "Wat do they ride?"
"Great beasts," Sunder answered, "which they nane Coursers."

"Horses?" she panted.

"Horses? | do not know this word."

Do not-? Covenant groaned as if the pain in his armwere speaking. Not know the Ranyhyn? He saw a
sudden nenory in the heat-haze: the great horses of Ra rearing. They had taught hima | esson he
could hardly bear about the nmeaning of fidelity. Now they were gone? Dead? The desecrati on which
Lord Foul had wrought upon the Land seened to have no end.

"Beasts are fewin the Land," Sunder went on, "for how can they endure the Sunbane? My peopl e have
herds-sone goats, a few cattle-only because large effort is nade to preserve their lives. The
animal s are penned in a cave near the nountains, brought out only when the Sunbane pernmits.

"But it is otherwise with the Coursers of the Cave. They are bred in Revel stone for the uses of
the Riders-beasts of great swiftness and size. It is said that those on their backs are warded
fromthe Sunbane.” Gimy, he concluded, "W mnust evade all such aid if we wish to live."

No Ranyhyn? For a time, Covenant's grief became greater than his pain. But the sun was coqueli cot
malice in his face, blanching what was left of him The sleeve of his T-shirt forned a noose
around his black arm and his armitself on Sunder's shoul der seenmed to be raised above himlike a
mad, involuntary salute to the Sunbane. Even sorrow was | eprosy, numb corruption: neaningless and
irrefragable. Venom slowy closed around his heart.

Sonetime |ater, the darkness bifurcated, so that it filled his head, and yet he could gaze out at
it. He lay on his back, |ooking at the noon; the shadows of the riverbanks rose on either side. A
breeze drifted over him but it seened only to fan his fever. The nmolten lead in his arm
contradicted the taste of aliantha in his nouth.

H s head rested in Linden's [ap. Her head | eaned agai nst the slope of the watercourse; her eyes
were cl osed; perhaps she slept. But he had lain with his head in a woman's | ap once before, and
knew t he danger. O your own volition- He bared his teeth at the noon. "It's going to kill ne."
The words threatened to strangle him H's body went rigid, straining against invisible poison
“I''l'l never give you the ring. Never."

Then he understood that he was delirious. He watched hinsel f, helpless, while he faded in and out
of nightmare, and the noon crested overhead.

Eventual | y, he heard Sunder rouse Linden. "W nmust journey now for a tine," the Gravel er said
softly, "if we wish to find new aliantha. W have consuned all that is here."

She sighed as if the vigil she kept galled her soul

"Does he hol d?" asked Sunder

She shifted so that she could get to her feet. "It's the aliantha" she nurnured. "If we keep
feeding him"

Ah, you are stubborn yet. Are stubborn yet stubborn yet.

Then Covenant was erect, crucified across the shoulders of his conpanions. At first, he suffered
under unqui et dreans of Lord Foul, of Marid lying throat-cut beneath an angry sun. But |ater he
grew still, drifted into visionary fields-dew bedi zened | eas decked with eglantine and nmeadow r ue.
Li nden wal ked anong them She was Lena and Atiaran: strong, and strongly hurt; capable of |ove;
thwarted. And she was El ena, corrupted by a mi sbegotten hate-child of rape, who destroyed herself
to break the Law of Death because she believed that the dead coul d bear the burdens of the living.
Yet she was none of these. She was hersel f, Linden Avery, and her touch cooled his forehead. H's
armwas full of ashes, and his sleeve no |longer cut into the swelling. Noon held the watercourse
in a vise of heat; but he could breathe, and see. H's heart beat un-self-consciously. Wen he

| ooked up at her, the sun made her hair radi ant about her head.

"Sunder." Her tone sounded like tears. "He's going to be all right."

"A rare poison, this aliantha" the Gaveler replied grimy. "For that lie, at |least, the O ave
must gi ve an accounting."”

Covenant wanted to speak; but he was torpid in the heat, infant-weak. He shifted his hips in the
sand, went back to sl eep.

When he awakened again, there was sunset above him He lay with his head on Linden's |ap under the

Her voi ce was
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west bank of the river, and the sky was streaked with orange and pink, sunlight striking through
dust-laden air. He felt brittle as an old bone; but he was lucid and alive. His beard itched. The
swel l'ing had receded past his elbow, his forearmhad faded from bl ackness to the | avender of
shadows. Even the bruises on his face seened to have healed. His shirt was |long dry now, sparing
himthe smell of bl ood.

D mess obscured Linden's nien; but she was gazing down at him and he gave her a wan snmile. "I
dreaned about you."

"Somet hi ng good, | hope." She sounded like the shadows.

"You were knocking at my door," he said because his heart was full of relief. "I opened it, and
shouted, 'Goddamm it, if | wanted visitors |I'd post a sign!'l You gave ne a right cross that al nost
broke my jaw. It was love at first sight."”

At that, she turned her head away as if he had hurt her. His snmile fell apart. Inmediately, his
relief became the old fam liar ache of |oneliness, isolation made nore poignant by the fact that
she was not afraid of him "Anyway," he nuttered with a crooked grinace |like an apol ogy, "it made
sense at the tine."

She did not respond. Her visage |ooked like a helmin the crepuscular air, fortified agai nst any
af fection or kinshinp.

A faint distant pounding accentuated the twilight; but Covenant hardly heard it until Sunder

| eaped suddenly down the east bank into the watercourse. "Rider!" he cried, rushing across the
sand to crouch at Linden's side. "Alnost | was seen.”

Li nden coil ed under Covenant, poised herself to nove. He clanbered into a sitting position, fought
his heart and head for balance. He was in no condition to flee.

Fri ght sharpened Linden's whisper. "Is he conming this way?"

"No," replied Sunder quickly. "He goes to Mthil Stone-down."

"Then we're safe?" Already the noi se was al nbst gone.

"No. The Stonedown will tell himof our flight. He will not ignore the escape of the hal fhand and
the white ring."
Her agitation increased. "He'll cone after us?"

"Beyond doubt. The Stonedown will not give pursuit. Though they have | ost the Sunstone, they wll
fear to encounter Marid. But no such fear will restrain the Rider. At the sun's rising-if not
before-he will be ahunt for us." In a tone Iike a hard knot, he concluded, "W nust go."

"Go?" Linden murmured in distraction. "He's still too weak." But an instant later she pulled
herself erect, "W'Il have to."

Covenant did not hesitate. He extended a hand to Sunder. Wen the Graveler raised himto his feet,
he rested on Sunder's shoulder while frailty whirled in his head, and forced his mouth to shape
words. "How far have we cone?"

"W are no nore than six |eagues by the River fromMthil Stonedown," Sunder answered. "See," he
said, pointing southward. "It is not far."

Ri sing there roseate in the sunset were nountain-heads-the west wall of the Mthil valley. They
seened dangerously near. Six! Covenant groaned to hinmself. In two days. Surely a Rider could cover
that distance in one norning.

He turned back to his conpanions. Standing upright in the waterway, he had better light; he could
see themclearly. Loss and sel f-doubt, know edge of lies and fear of truth, had burrowed into
Sunder's countenance. He had been bereft of everything which had enabled himto accept what he had
done to his son, to his wife. In exchange, he had been given a weak driven man who defied him and
a hope no larger than a weddi ng band.

And Linden, too, was suffering. Her skin had been painfully sunburned. She was caught in a world
she did not know and had not chosen, trapped in a struggle between forces she coul d not
conprehend. Covenant was her only link to her owm life; and she had al nost lost him Odinary
mortality was not made to nmeet such denmands. And yet she net them and refused even to accept his
gratitude. She stored up pain for herself as if no other being had the right to touch her, care
about her.

Regret raked at Covenant's heart. He had too nmuch experience with the way other people bore the
cost of his actions.

But he accepted it. There was a promise in such pain. It gave himpower. Wth power, he had once
wested nmeaning for all the blood lost in his nane fromLord Foul's worst Despite.

For a nonent while his conpanions waited, trying to contain their haste, he gave hinself a VSE
Then he said tightly, "Come on. | can walk," and began to shanble northward al ong the wat ercourse.
Wth the thought of a Rider pressing against his back, he kept his legs in notion for half a

| eague. But the aftermath of the venomhad | eft himtabid. Soon he was forced to ask for help. He
turned to Sunder; but the Graveler told himto rest, then scranbled out of the riverbed.
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Covenant folded unwillingly to the ground, sat trying to find an answer to the incapacity which
clung to his bones. As the nmpbon rose, Sunder returned with a doubl e handful of aliantha.

Eating his share of the treasure-berries, Covenant felt new strength flowinto him new healing.
He needed water, but his thirst was not acute. When he was done, he was able to regain his feet,
wal k agai n.

Wth the help of frequent rests, nore aliantha, and support from his conpani ons, he kept noving

t hr oughout the night. Dark-'ness |lay cool and soothing on the South Plains, as if all the fiery
mal i son of the Sunbane had been swept away, absorbed by the gaps of m dni ght between the stars.
And the sandy bottomof the Mthil made easy going. He drove hinself. The O ave had commanded his
death. Under the moon, he held his weakness upright; but after npbonset, his novenents becane a

| ong stagger of nortality, dependent and vi sionl ess.

They rested before dawn; but Sunder roused them as sunrise drew near. "The doom of the Sunbane
approaches," he murrmured. "I have seen that your footwear spares you. Yet you will ease ny heart
if you join me." He nodded toward a broad plane of rock nearby-clean stone |arge enough to protect
a score of people.

Trenbling with exhaustion, Covenant tottered to his feet. Together, the conpanions stood on the
rock to neet the day.

When the sun broke the horizon, Sunder let out a cry of exultation. The brown was gone. In its

pl ace, the sun wore a coronal of chrysoprase. The light green touch on Covenant's face was bal nmy
and pleasant, like a caress after the cruel pressure of the desert sun.

"A fertile sun!" Sunder crowed. "This will hanper pursuit, even for a Rider." Leaping off the rock
as if he had been made young again, he hurried to find a clear patch of sand. Wth the haft of his
poni ard, he plowed two swift furrows across the sand; and in themhe planted a handful of his
ussusim el seeds. "First we will have food!" he called. "Can water be far behind?"

Covenant turned toward Linden to ask her what she sawin the sun's green. Her face was slack and
puf fy, untouched by Sunder's excitenent; she was pushing herself too hard, demandi ng too rmuch of
her worn spirit. And her eyes were dull, as if she were being blinded by the things she saw
essential things neither Covenant nor Sunder could discern

He started to frame a question; but then the sunshine snatched his attenti on away. He gaped at the
west bank.

The light had noved partway down the side of the watercourse. And wherever it touched soil, new
green sprouts and shoots thrust into view

They grew with visible rapidity. Above the rimof the river, a few bushes raised their heads high
enough to be seen. Green spread downward like a mantle, followi ng the sun-line cast by the east
wal | ; plants seened to scurry out of the dirt. Mre bush tops appeared beyond the bank. Here and
there, young saplings reached toward the sky. Werever the anademed sunlight fell, the wastel and
of the past three days became snothered by verdure.

"The fertile sun," Sunder breathed gladly. "None can say when it will rise. But when it rises, it
brings life to the Land."

"1 npossi bl e,” Covenant whispered. He kept blinking his eyes, unconsciously trying to clear his
sight, kept staring at the way grass and vines canme teening down the riverbank, at the straight
new trees which were already show ng thensel ves beyond the shrubs along the river's edge. The
effect was eldritch, and frightening. It violated his instinctive sense of Law, "Inpossible."
"Forsoot h," chuckled the Gravel er. He seemed new made by the sun. "Do your eyes |ack credence?
Surely you must now acknow edge that there is truth in the Sunbane."

"Truth-?" Covenant hardly heard Sunder. He was absorbed in his own amazenent. "There's stil

Eart hpower-that's obvious. But it was never like this." He felt an intuitive chill of danger
"What's wong with the Law?" Was that it? Had Foul found sone way to destroy the Law itsel f? The
Law?

"Often," Sunder said, "Nassic my father sang of Law. But he did not knowits inport. Wat is Law?"
Covenant stared sightlessly at the Gaveler. "The Law of Earthpower." Fearsonme specul ations
clogged his throat; dread rotted his guts. "The natural order. Seasons. Wather. Growth and decay.
What happened to it? What has he done?"

Sunder frowned as if Covenant's attitude were a denial of his gladness. "I know nothing of such
matters. The Sunbane | know and the Rede which the na-Mhoram has given us for our survival. But
seasons-Law. These words have no neaning."

No neani ng, Covenant groaned. No, of course not. If there were no Law, if there had been no Law
for centuries, the Stonedownor could not possibly understand. |npulsively, he turned to Linden
"Tell himwhat you see.”

She appeared not to hear him She stood at the side of the rock, .wearing an aspect of defenseless
hebet ude.

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (69 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

"Linden!" he cried, driven by his nortal apprehension. "Tell himwhat you see."

Her nmouth twisted as if his demand were an act of brutality. She pushed her hands through her

hair, glanced up at the green-weathed sun, then at the green-thick bank.

Shuddering, she permtted herself to see.

Her revul sion was all the answer Covenant needed. It struck himlike an instant of shared vision
momentarily gifting or blighting his senses with the acuity they | acked. Suddenly, the |ong grass
and curling vines, the thick bushes, the saplings no | onger seemed |lush to him Instead, they

| ooked frenetic, hysterical. They did not spring with spontaneous | uxuriance out of the soil; they
were forced to grow by the unnatural scourge of the sun. The trees clawed toward the sky I|ike
drowners; the creepers withed along the ground as if they lay on coals; the grass grew as raw and
i mredi ate as a shri ek.

The nmonent passed, |eaving hi mshaken

"I't's wong." Linden rubbed her arms as if what she saw made her skin itch like an infestation of
lice. The redness of her sunburn aggravated all her features. "Sick. Evil. It's not supposed to be
like this. It's killing nme." Abruptly, she sat down, hid her face in her hands. Her shoul ders
clenched as if she did not dare to weep.

Covenant started to ask, Killing you? But Sunder was al ready shouting.

"Your words signify nothing! This is the fertile sun! It is not wong. It sinply is. Thus the
Sunbane has been since the punishnent began. Behol d!"

He stabbed a gesture toward the sandy patch in which he had planted his seeds. The sun-line |ay
across one of his furrows. In the |light, ussusimel were sprouting.

"Because of this, we will have food! The fertile sun gives |life to all the Land. In Mthi

St onedown- now, while you stand thus decrying wong and ill-every man, woman, and child sings. A
who have strength are at labor. Wiile the fertile sun holds, they will labor until they fall from
weariness. Searching first to discover places where the soil is of a kind to support crops, then
striving to clear that ground so seeds may be planted. Thrice in this one day, crops will be

pl anted and harvested, thrice each day of the fertile sun

"And if people from anot her Stonedown cone upon this place, seeking proper soil for thensel ves,
then there will be killing until one Stonedown is left to tend the crops. And the people will

sing! The fertile sun is life! It is fiber for rope and thread and cloth, wood for tools and
vessels and fire, grab for food, and for the netheglin which heals weariness. Speak not to ne of
wong!" he cried thickly. But then his passion sagged, |eaving him stooped and sorrowful. H's armns
hung at his sides as if in betraying his hone he had given up all solace. "I cannot bear it."
"Sunder." Covenant's voi ce shook. How ruch | onger could he endure being the cause of so nuch pain?
"That isn't what | neant."

"Then enlighten ne," the Gravel er nuttered. "Confort the poverty of my conprehension."”

"I'"'mtrying to understand your life. You endure so nuch-just being able to sing is a victory. But
that isn't what | neant." He gripped hinmself so that his anger would not misdirect itself at

Sunder. "This isn't a punishnment. The people of the Land aren't crimnal s-betrayers. No!" | have
been preparing retribution. "Your lives aren't wong. The Sunbane is wong. It's an evil that's
bei ng done to the Land. | don't know how. But | know who's responsible. Lord Foul -you call him a-

Jeroth. It's his doing.

"Sunder, he can be fought. Listen to ne.
f ought . "

Sunder gl ared at Covenant, clinging to ideas, perceptions, he could understand. But after a nonent
he dropped his gaze. Wen he spoke, his words were a recognition. "The fertile sun is also
perilous, in its way. Remain upon the safety of the rock while you may." Wth his knife, he went
to clean away grass and weeds from around his vines.

Ah, Sunder, Covenant sighed. You're braver than | deserve.

He wanted to rest, Fatigue made the bones of his skull hurt. The swelling of his forearmwas gone
now, but the flesh was still deeply bruised, and the joints of his el bow and wist ached. But he
hel d hinself upright, turned to face Linden's nmute distress.

She sat staring enptily at nothing. Pain dragged her nouth into lines of failure, acutely persona
and forlorn. Her hands gripped her el bows, hugging her knees, as if she strove to anchor herself
on the stiff nortality of her bones.

Looki ng at her, he thought he recognized his own first ordeals in the Land. He nade an effort to
speak gently. "It's all right. | understand."

He nmeant to add, Don't let it overwhelmyou. You' re not alone. There are reasons for all this. But
her reply stopped him "No, you don't." She did not have even enough conviction for bitterness.
"You can't see."

He had no answer. The flat truth of her words denied his empathy, left himgroping wthin hinself

He appealed to the scowing Gaveler. "He can be
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as if he had lost all his fingers. Defensel ess against his incapacity, his responsibility for
burdens he was unable to carry, he sank to the stone, stretched out his tiredness. She was here
because she had tried to save his life. He yearned to give her sonething in return, some help,
protection, ease. Sone answer to her own severity. But there was nothing he could do. He could not
even keep his eyes open

When he | ooked up again, the growth on both sides of the watercourse, and down the west bank to
the edge of the rock, had beconme al arningly dense. Sone of the grass was al ready knee-deep. He
wondered how it woul d be possible to travel under such a sun. But he left that question to Sunder.
Wil e nelon buds ripened on his vines, the Gravel er occupi ed hinself by foraging for wild
creepers. These he cut into strands. Wien he was satisfied with what he had gathered, he returned
to the rock, and began knotting and weaving the vines to forma nesh sack

By the tine he had finished this chore, the first of the ussusinm el were ripe. He sectioned them
stored the seeds in his pocket, then neted out rations to his conpanions. Covenant accepted his
share deliberately, knowi ng his body's need for alinent. But Sunder had to nudge Linden's shoul der
to gain her attention. She frowned at the ussusimel as if it were unconscionable, received it
with a | ook of gall.

When they had eaten, Sunder picked the rest of the nelons and put themin his sack. He appeared to
be in a lighter nood; perhaps his ability to provide food had strengthened his sense of how much
he was needed; or perhaps he was now |l ess afraid of pursuit. Firmly, he announced, "We nust |eave
the riverbed. W will find no water here." He nodded toward the east bank. "At first it will be
arduous. But as the trees nount, they will shade the ground, slow ng the undergrowth. But mark ne-
I have said that the fertile sun is perilous. W nust travel warily, lest we fall anong plants
which will not release us. Wiile this sun holds, we will sojourn in daylight, sleeping only at

ni ght."

Covenant rubbed lightly at the scabs on his forearm eyed the rimof the bank. "Did you say

wat er ?"

"As swiftly as strength and chance pernmit."”

Strength, Covenant nuttered. Chance. He | acked one, and did not trust the other. But he did not
hesitate. "Let's go."

Bot h nen | ooked at Linden.

She rose slowy to her feet. She did not raise her eyes; but she nodded nutely.

Sunder gl anced a question at Covenant; but Covenant had no answer. Wth a shrug, the Gaveler
lifted his sack to his shoulder and started down the river bottom Covenant followed, wth Linden
behi nd him

Sunder avoi ded the grass and weeds as nuch as possible until he reached a place where the sides
were | ess steep. There he dug his feet into the dirt, and scranbl ed upward.

He had to burrow through the underbrush which |ipped the slope to gain | evel ground. Covenant

wat ched until the G avel er disappeared, then attenpted the clinb hinself. Handholds on | ong
dangl i ng clunps of grass aided his ascent. After a nonent of slippage, he craw ed into Sunder's
bur r ow.

Carefully, he noved along the tunnel of bracken and brush which Sunder had brunted clear. The
teem ng vegetation made progress difficult; he could not rise above his hands and knees. He felt
encl osed by incondi gn verdancy, a savage ecstasy of growh nore insidious than walls, and nore
stifling. He could not control the shudders of his nuscles.

Craw ing threatened to exhaust him but after sonme distance, the tunnel ended. Sunder had found an
area where the bracken was only wai st-high, shaded by a crowded young copse of wattle. He was
stanpi ng down the brush to nmake a cl earing when Covenant and then Linden caught up with him

"W are fortunate," Sunder murnured, nodding toward one of the nearest trees. It was a new ni nbsa

nearly fifteen feet tall; but it would not grow any nore; it was being strangled by a heavy
creeper as thick as Covenant's thigh. This plant had a gl ossy green skin, and it bore a cluster of
yell ow-green fruit which vaguely resenbl ed papaya. "It is mrkfruit."

Mrkfruit? Covenant wondered, renenbering the narcoleptic pulp with which he and Li nden had been
captured by Mthil Stone-down. "How is that fortunate?"

Sunder took out his knife. "The fruit is one matter, the vine another." Drawi ng Covenant with him
he stepped toward the creeper, gripped his poniard in both hands. "Stand ready," he warned. Then
he | eaped upward and spi ked his blade into the plant above the | evel of his head.

The knife cut the vine like flesh. Wien Sunder snatched back his bl ade, clear water gushed from

t he wound.

In his surprise, Covenant hesitated.

"Drink!" snapped Sunder. Brusquely, he thrust Covenant under the spout.

Then Covenant was gul ping at water that splashed into his face and nouth. It was as fresh as night
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air.

When he had satisfied his body's taut thirst, Linden took his place, drank as if she were frantic
for sonething, anything, which did not exacerbate the soreness of her nerves. Covenant feared the
vine would run dry. But after she stepped aside, Sunder was able to drink his fill before the
stream began to sl acken.

While the water |asted, the conpanions used it to wash their hands and faces, sluice sonme of the
dust fromthen- clothes. Then the G avel er shoul dered his sack. "We nust continue. Nothing
motionless is free of hazard under this sun." To denonstrate his point, he kicked his feet, showed
how the grass tried to wind around his ankles. "And the Rider will be abroad. W will journey as
near the Mthil as soil and sun allow."

He gestured northward. In that direction, beyond the shade of the copse, lay a broad swath of raw
gray grass, chest-high and growing. But then the grass faded into a stand of trees, an incongruous
aggregati on of oak and sycanore, eucal yptus and jacaranda. "There is great diversity in the soil,"
Sunder expl ai ned, "and the soil grows what is proper to it. | cannot foresee what we wll
encounter. But we will strive to stay anpong trees and shade." Scanning the area as if he expected
to see signs of the Rider, he began to breast his way through the thick grass.

Covenant followed unsteadily, with Linden at his back

By the time they neared the trees, his arns were latticed with fine scratches fromthe rough

bl ades; and the grass itself waved above his head.

But later, as Sunder had predicted, the shade of the trees held the undergrowmh to nore natura
proportions. And these trees led to a woodl and even nore heavily shadowed by cypress, flowering
mul berry, and a maple-like tree with yell ow | eaves whi ch Covenant recogni zed poignantly as G | den
The sight of these stately trees, which the people of the Land had once treasured so highly, now
being grown |ike puppets by the Sunbane, made ire pound like vertigo in the bones of his forehead.
He turned to share his outrage with Linden. But she was consuned by her own needs, and did not
noti ce him Her gaze was haunted by m sery; her eyes seemed to wi nce away from everythi ng around
her, as if she could not blind herself to the screaming of the trees. Neither she nor Covenant had
any choice but to keep noving.

Shortly after noon, Sunder halted in a bower under a dense willow. There the conpanions ate a neal
of ussusimel. Then, half a | eague farther on, they cane across another nmirkfruit creeper. These

t hi ngs sustai ned Covenant agai nst his conval escent weakness. Neverthel ess, he reached the end of
his stam na by midafternoon. Finally, he dropped to the ground, allowed hinself to lie still. Al
his muscles felt like nmud; his head wore a vise of fatigue that constricted his sight and bal ance.
"That's enough," he rmunbled. "lI've got to rest."

"You cannot," the Gravel er said. He sounded distant. "Not until the sun's setting-or until we have
found barren ground."

"He has to," panted Linden. "He hasn't got his strength back. He still has that poison in him He
could rel apse.”

After a nmoment, Sunder nuttered, "Very well. Remain with himward him | wll search for a place
of safety." Covenant heard the G avel er stal king away through the brush

I npel | ed by Sunder's warning, Covenant crawl ed to the shade of a broad G lden trunk, seated

hi nsel f agai nst the bark. For a short tine, he closed his eyes, floated away al ong the wi de
rolling of his weariness.

Li nden brought him back to hinmself. She nust have been tired, but she could not rest. She paced
back and forth in front of him gripping her el bows with her hands, shaking her head as if she
were arguing bitterly with herself. He watched for a nonment, tried to squeeze the fatigue fromhis
sight. Then he said carefully, "Tell ne what's the matter."

"That's the worst." Hi s request triggered words out of her; but she replied to herself rather than
to him "It's all terrible, but that's the worst. Wat kind of tree is that?" She indicated the
trunk agai nst which he sat.

"It's called a Glden." Spurred by menories, he added, "The wood used to be considered very
special ."

"I't's the worst." Her pacing tightened. "Everything's hurt. In such pain-" Trenors began to scale
upward in her voice. "But that's the worst. Al the Glden. They're on fire inside. Like an auto-
da-fe." Her hands sprang to cover the distress on her face. "They ought to be put out of their

m sery."

Put out of-? The thought frightened him Like Sunder's nother? "Linden," he said warily, "tell me
what's the matter."

She spun on himin sudden rage. "Are you deaf as well as blind? Can't you feel anything? | said
they're in pain! They ought to be put out of their msery!"

"No." He faced her fury without blinking. That's what Kevin did. The Land's need broke his heart.
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So he invoked the Ritual of Desecration, trying to extirpate evil by destroying what he | oved.
Covenant wi nced to renenber how cl ose he had come to wal king that path himself. "You can't fight
Lord Foul that way. That's just what he wants."

"Don't tell ne that!" she spat at him "I don't want to hear it. You're a |l eper. Wiy should you
care about pain? Let the whole world scream It won't nake any difference to you." Abruptly, she
flung herself to the ground, sat against a tree with her knees raised to her chest. "I can't take
any nore." Suppressed weeping knurled her face. She bowed her head, sat with her arnms outstretched
and rigid across her knees. Her hands curled into fists, clinging futilely to thin air. "I can't.”
The sight of her wung his heart. "Please," he breathed. "Tell me why this hurts you so nuch."

"I can't shut it out." Hands, arns, shoul ders-every part of her was clenched into a rictus of
dammed and demandi ng passion. "It's all happening to nme. | can see-feel-the trees. In nme. It's too-
personal. | can't take it. It's killing nme."

Covenant wanted to touch her, but did not dare. She was too vul nerable. Perhaps she would be able
to feel leprosy in the contact of his fingers. For a noment, he grappled with a desire to tell her
about Kevin. But she might hear that story as a denial of her pain. Yet he had to offer her
sonet hi ng.

"Li nden," he said, groaning inwardly at the arduousness of what he neant to say, "when he summoned
us here, Foul spoke to me. You didn't hear him I'mgoing to tell you what he said."

Her hands withed; but she nmade no other reply. After a difficult noment, he began to repeat the
Despi ser's cold scorn.

Ah, you are stubborn yet.

He renmenbered every word of it, every drop of venom every infliction of contenpt. The nenory cane
upon himlike a geas, overwhelmng his revul sion, nunbing his heart. Yet he did not try to stop

He wanted her to hear it all. Since he could not ease her, he tried to share his sense of purpose.
You will be the instrument of my victory.

As the words fell on her, she coiled into herself-curled her arms around her knees, buried her
face agai nst them shrank fromwhat he was saying like a child in terror

There is despair laid up for you here beyond anything your petty nortal heart can bear

Yet throughout his recitation he felt that she hardly heard him that her reaction was private, an
i mplication of things he did not know about her. He half expected her to break out in keening. She
seermed so bereft of the sinple instinct for solace. She could have sustained herself with anger at
the Despiser, as he did; but such an outlet seenmed to have no bearing on her conpl ex angui sh. She
sat folded trenbling into herself, and nmade no sound.

Finally, he could no |onger endure watching her. He craw ed forward as if he were damming hinsel f,
and sat beside her. Firmy, he pried her right hand | ocose fromits clinch, placed his halfhand in
her grip so that she could not Ilet go of his maimed humanity unl ess she rel eased her hold on
herself. "Lepers aren't nunmb," he said softly. "Only the body gets nunb. The rest conpensates.

want to help you, and | don't know how." Through the words, he breathed, Don't hurt yourself Iike
this.

Sonmehow, the touch of his hand, or the enmpathy in his voice, reached her. As if by a suprenme act
of will, she began to relax her nuscles, undo the knots of her distress. She drew a shuddering
breath, I et her shoulders sag. But still she clung to his hand, held the place of his |ost fingers
as if that anputation were the only part of him she coul d understand.

"I don't believe In evil." Her voice seened to scrape through her throat, cone out sneared with

bl ood. "People aren't like that. This place is sick. Lord Foul is just something you nade up. If
you can bl ame sickness on sonebody, instead of accepting it for what it is, then you can avoid
being responsible for it. You don't have to try to end the pain." Her words were an accusation

but her grip on his hand contradicted it. "Even if this is a dream"”

Covenant could not answer. |If she refused to adnmit the existence of her own inner Despiser, how
coul d he persuade her? And how could he try to defend her against Lord Foul's manipul ati ons? When
she abruptly di sengaged her hand, rose to her feet as if to escape the inplications of his grasp,
he gazed after her with an ache of |oneliness indistinguishable fromfear in his heart.

Nl NE: River-Ri de

A SHORT tinme later, Sunder returned. If he noticed Linden's tension as she stood there pale and
absolute with her back to Covenant, he did not ask for any explanation. Quietly, he announced that
he had found a place where they could rest safely until the next nmorning. Then he offered Covenant
hi s hand.

Covenant accepted the help, let hinself be pulled to his feet. Hs nuscles felt Iike ashes in his
l'imbs; but by | eaning on Sunder's shoul der he was able to travel another half a | eague to reach a
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stretch of rock. It was hidden anong hi gh brush, which provided at | east sone protection against
di scovery. Reclining on the rough stone, Covenant went to sleep for the remainder of the
afternoon. After a supper of ussusimel, he surprised hinmself by sleeping throughout the night.

In spite of the hardness of his bed, he did not awaken until shortly after sunrise. By that tine,
Sunder had already cleared a patch of ground and planted a new crop of nelons.

When Covenant arose, Linden joined him Avoiding his gaze as if she could not tolerate the sight
of his thoughts, his concern for her, his countervailing beliefs, she examined himnutely, then
pronounced himfree of fever, fit to travel. Something she saw di sturbed her, but she did not say
what it was, and he did not ask

As soon as Sunder's new crop was ripe, he replenished his stock of seeds and refilled his sack of
mel ons. Then he | ed Covenant and Linden away into the brush.

The Mthil River had turned toward the northwest, and they continued to follow its course as
closely as the terrain permitted. Initially, their progress was slow, their way traversed a tangle
of ground-ivy which threatened to baffle even the Graveler's strength. But beyond the ivy they
entered a deep forest of banyan trees, and wal ki ng becane easi er

The second day of the fertile sun raised the banyans to heights far beyond anyt hi ng Covenant woul d
have bel i eved possi ble. Huge avenues and galleries |ay between the trunks; the prodigious

i ntergrown branches arched and stretched Iike the high groined ceiling and towering pillars of a
pl ace of reverence in Revel stone-or |like the grand cavern of Earthroot under Ml enkurion Skyweir.
But the effect was omi nous rather than grand. Every bough and trunk seened to be suffering under
its own weight.

Several times, Covenant thought he heard a runble of hooves in the distance, though he saw
not hi ng.

The next day, the conpanions nmet sone of the consequences of the sun's necrotic fecundity. By

m dnor ni ng, they found thenmsel ves struggling through an area which, just the day before, had

been a stand of cedars many hundreds of feet tall. But nowit |ooked |like the scene of a

hol ocaust .

Sonetime during the night, the trees had started to topple; and each falling col ossus had chopped
down others. Now the entire region was a chaos of broken tinber-trunks and branches titanically
rent, splintered, crushed. The three conpani ons spent the whole day westling with the ruins.

Near sunset, they won through to a low hillside of heather, seething in the breeze and twice their
hei ght. Sunder attacked the wist-thick stens with his poniard, and eventually succeeded in
clearing an area | arge enough for themto lie down. But even then he could not rest; he was taut
with anxiety. Wiile they ate, Covenant nmade no comment; and Li nden, w apped in her privacy, seened
unaware of the Graveler. But |ater Covenant asked himwhat troubled him

Gimy, Sunder replied, "I have found no stone. The npbon wanes, and will not penetrate this

heat her sufficiently to aid nmy search. | know not how to avoid Marid's fate."

Covenant considered for a monment, then said, 'Til carry you. If |I'mprotected, you ought to be
safe, too."

The Gravel er acceded with a stiff shrug. But still he did not relax. Covenant's suggestion
violated a lifetine of ingrained caution. Quietly, Covenant said, "I think you'll be all right.
was right about the aliantha, wasn't |?"

Sunder responded by settling hinself for sleep. But when Covenant awakened briefly during the

ni ght and | ooked about him he saw the Graveler staring up into the darkness of the heather like a
man bidding farewell to the use of his eyes.

The conpanions rose in the early gray of dawn. Together, they noved through the heather until they
found a thinning through which they could glinpse the eastern horizon. The breeze had becone
stronger and cool er since the previous evening. Covenant felt a low chill of apprehension. Perhaps
he and Li nden had not been protected by their footwear; perhaps they were naturally inmune to the
Sunbane. In that case-

They had no tine to search for alternatives. Sunrise was inmnmnent. Linden took the sack of nelons.
Covenant stooped to | et Sunder nount his back. Then they faced the east. Covenant had to conpel

hi msel f not to hold his breath.

The sun cane up flaring azure, blue-clad in an aura of sapphire.

It shone for only a nonent. Then bl ack cl ouds began to roll westward |ike the vanguard of an
attack.

"The sun of rain." Wth an effort, Sunder ungnarled his fingers from Covenant's shoul ders and
dropped to the ground. "Now," he rasped agai nst the constriction of his chest, "we will at [|ast
begin to travel with sone swiftness. If we do not foil pursuit altogether, we will at |east

prol ong our lives."

At once, he turned toward the River, started plunging hurriedly through the heather as if he were
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raci ng the clouds.

Covenant faced Linden across the rising wind. "Is he all right?"

"Yes," she replied inpatiently. "Qur shoes block the Sunbane." Wen he nodded his relief, she
hast ened after Sunder.

The heather spread westward for sone di stance, then changed abruptly into a thicket of knaggy
bushes as tall as trees along the riverbank. The cl ouds were overhead, and a few rai ndrops had
begun to spatter out of the sky, as Sunder forged into the high brush. Wile he noved, he hacked
or broke off stout branches nearly eight feet along, cut |oose |long sections of creeper. These he
dragged with himthrough the thicket. When he had collected all he could nanage, he gave the
branches and vines to his conpani ons, then gathered nore wood of the sane |ength.

By the time they cane in sight of the riverbed, only a small strip of sky remained clear in the
west .

Sunder pressed forward to the edge of the bank. There he prepared a space in which he could work.
beying his terse orders, though they did not know what he had in mind, Covenant and Linden hel ped
himstrip his vines and branches of twi gs and | eaves. Then they put all the wood together

| engt hwi se, and Sunder | ashed it into a secure bundle with the vines. Wen he was done, he had a
tight stack thicker than the reach of his arns.

Wnd began to rip the top of the thicket. Heavy drops sl apped agai nst the |eaves, producing a
steady drizzle within the brush. But Sunder appeared to have forgotten his haste. He sat down and
did what he could to nake hinmsel f confortable.

After a nmoment, Covenant asked, "Now what ?"

Sunder | ooked at him at Linden. "Are you able to sw n?"

They bot h nodded.

"Then we will await the rising of the River."

Covenant blinked the water out of his eyes. Dammation, he nuttered. A raft.

The i dea was a good one. The current of the Mthil would provide a faster pace than anything they
could hope to match by traveling overland. And Sunder's raft would give them sonething to hold
onto so that they did not exhaust thenselves. The G avel er had been in such a hurry because the
chore of making even this small raft would have been far nore difficult under the full weight of
the rain. Covenant nodded to hinself. Sunder was a nore resourceful guide than he deserved.

Li nden seated herself near the raft and folded her arns over her knees. In a flat voice, she said,
"It's going to be cold.”

That was true; the rain was already chilly. But Covenant ignored it, nmoved to | ook down into the
river bottom

The sight nmade hi m dubi ous. The bed was choked with growth alnbst to the level of the rim He did
not know how | ong the water woul d take to rise; but when it did, the trees and brush woul d make it
extremely hazardous.

As Sunder handed out rations of ussusimiel, Covenant continued studying the watercourse. The
downpour was hard and flat now, beating into the brush as steadily as a waterfall, and the air
darkened gradual ly; but he could see well enough to make out the first muddy stirrings of the
River. Initially, he feared that the water would rise too slowy. But the thicket had caused him
to underestinmate the force of the storm The torrents fell heavily-and nore heavily nonent by
nmoment. The rain sounded |like a great beast thrashing in the brush

The water began to run nore rapidly. Miling like a current of snakes, the stream slipped between
the trees, rushed sl apping and gurgling through the shrubs. Al this region of the South Plains
drained into the watercourse. Covenant had barely finished his neal when a sudden change cane over
the flow. Wthout warning, the current seened to |leap upward, forward, |ike a pouncing predator
and sone of the bushes shifted.

They were shall owrooted. The streamtugged them free. They caught pronptly in the linbs of the
trees, hung there |ike desperation in the coils of the current. But the water built up against
them The trees thenselves started to topple.

Soon uprooted trunks and branches thronged the River, beating irresistibly dowstream The water
seethed with the force of an aval anche. Rain crashed into the Mthil, and it rose and ran avidly.
Foot by foot, it swept itself clean

The current was nore than hal fway up the banks when Sunder got to his feet. He spent a nonent
ensuring that his few possessions were secure, then stooped to the raft, |ashed the sack of nelons
tightly to the wood.

A spasm of fear twi sted Covenant's chest. "It's too dangerous!" he shouted through the noise of
the rain. "W'll be battered to pieces!" I'ma | eper

"No!" Sunder returned. "We will ride with the current-with the trees! If the hazard surpasses you
we must wait! The River will not run clear until the norrow"

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (75 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

Covenant thought about the Rider, about beings he had encountered who could sense the presence of
white gold. Before he could respond, Linden barked, "I'lIl go crazy if | have to spend ny tine
sitting here!"

Sunder picked up one end of the raft. "Cing to the wood, | est we becone |lost to each other!"

At once, she bent to the other end of the bundle, |ocked her hands anpong the branches, lifted

t hem

Cursing silently, Covenant placed hinself beside her and tried to grip the wet branches. The
nunbness of his fingers threatened to betray him he could not be sure of his hold.

"W nust nove as one!" Sunder warned. "Qut into the center!”

Covenant grow ed his understanding. He wanted to pause for a VSE. The watercourse | ooked like an
abyss to his ready verti go.

The next noment, Sunder yelled, "Now " and hurled hinmself toward the edge.

Hellfire! The raft yanked at Covenant as Sunder and Linden heaved it forward. He lurched into
not i on.

Sunder sprang for the water. The raft dove over the bank. Covenant's grip tore hi mheadl ong past
the edge. Wth a shattering jolt, he snmashed into the water

The inmpact snatched his inadequate fingers fromthe raft. The Mthil swept himaway and down. He
whirled tunbling along the current, lost hinmself in turbul ence and suffocation. An instant of
pani ¢ made his brain as dark as the water. He flailed about himw thout knowi ng howto find the
surf ace.

Then a bush still clinched to its roots struck his leg a stinging blow It righted him He cl awed
upwar d.

Wth a gasp that nade no sound, he broke water

Arid the tunult of the rain, he was deaf to everything except air and fear, the current shoving at
his face, and the gelid fire of the water. The cold stunned his mind

But a frantic voice was how ing, "Covenant!"

The urgency of Linden's cry reached him Fighting the drag of his boots, he surged head and

shoul ders out of the racing boil, scanned the darkness.

Bef ore he plunged underwater again, he caught a glinpse of the raft.

It was nearby, ten feet farther downriver. As he regained the surface, he struck out along the
current.

An arm groped for him He kicked forward, grabbed at Linden's wist with his half-hand. H s nunb
fingers could not hold. Water closed over his head.

Her hand cl anped onto his forearm heaved himtoward the raft. He grappled for one of the branches
and nanaged to fasten hinself to the rough bark

Hi s wei ght upset Sunder's control of the raft. The bundl e began to spin. Covenant had an

i mpression of perilous speed. The river-banks were only a vague | oonmi ng; they seethed past himas
he hurtled al ong the watercourse.

"Are you all right?" Linden shout ed.

"Yes!"

Toget her, they battled the cold water, hel ped Sunder right the raft’'s plunging.

The rain deluged them rendered themblind and nute. The current westled constantly for nastery
of the raft. Repeatedly, they had to thrash their way out of vicious backwaters and fend off trees
whi ch came beating down the River like triremes. Only the width of the Mthil prevented | ogjans
from devel opi ng at every bend.

And the water was cold. It seened to suck at their muscles, draining their strength and warnth.
Covenant felt as if his bones were being filled with ice. Soon he could hardly keep his head above
wat er, hardly hold onto the wood.

But as the River rose, its surface gradually grew | ess turbulent. The current did not slow but
the increase of water blunted the noiling effect of the uneven bottom and banks. The raft became
easier to manage. Then, at Sunder's instructions, the conpani ons began to take turns riding prone
on the raft while the other two steered, striving to delay the crisis of their exhaustion

Later, the water becane drinkable. It still left a layer of grit on Covenant's teeth; but rain and
runof f slowy nmacerated the nud, clarifying the Mthil

He began to hear an occasional dull booning |like the sounds of battle. It was not thunder; no

i ghtning acconpanied it. Yet it broke through the |oud water-sizzle of the rain.

Wt hout warning, a sharp splintering rent the air. A nonstrous shadow hove above him At the |ast
instant, the current rushed the raft out fromunder the fall of an imense tree. Too tall for its
roots, overburdened by the weight of the storm the tree had riven its noorings and toppled across
the River.

Now Covenant heard the sane rendi ng everywhere, near and far. The Mthil traversed a region of
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megal ithic trees; the clanor of their destruction broke and boomed incessantly.

He feared that one of themwould strike the raft or damthe River. But that did not happen. The
trees which landed in the Mthil occluded the current wi thout blocking it. And then the noi se of
their ruin receded as the River left that region behind.

Rain continued to fall like the collapse of the sky. Covenant placed hinself at one end of the
raft and used the weight of his boots to steady its course. Half paralyzed with cold, he and his
conpani ons rode through a day that seenmed to have no nmeasure and no end. Wen the rain began to
dwi ndl e, that fact could not penetrate his dogged stupor. As the clouds rolled back fromthe east,
uncovering the clear heavens of evening, he gaped at the open air as if it spoke a | anguage which
had becone alien to him

Toget her, the conpanions flopped |like dying fish to the river-bank, craw ed out of the water.
Sonehow, Sunder nustered the strength to secure the raft against the rising of the River. Then he
j oi ned Covenant and Linden in the wi nd-shelter of a copse of preternatural gorse, and slunped to
the ground. The teeming black clouds slid away to the west; and the sun set, glorious with orange
and red. The gl oaning thickened toward night.

"Fire." Linden's voice quivered; she was trenbling fromhead to foot. "W've got to have a fire."
Covenant groaned his mnd out of the nmud on which he lay, raised his head. Long vibrations of cold
ran through him shivers

knotted his rmuscles. The sun had not shone on the Plains all day and the night was as clear as
perfect ice.

"Yes," Sunder said through | ocked teeth. "W nust have fire."

Fire. Covenant winced to hinmself. He was too cold to feel anything except dread. But the need was
absol ute. And he could not bear to think of blood. To forestall the Graveler, he struggled to his
hands and knees, though his bones seened to clatter together. 'Til do it"

They faced each other. The silence between them was marked only by the chill breeze rubbing its
way through the copse, and by the clenched shudder of breathing. Sunder's expression showed that
he did not trust Covenant's strength, did not want to set aside his responsibility for his

conpani ons. But Covenant kept repeating inwardly, You' re not going to cut yourself for me, and did
not relent. After a noment, Sunder handed himthe orcrest.

Covenant accepted it with his trenbling half-hand, placed it in contact with his ring, glared at
it weakly. But then he faltered. Even in ten years, he had not been able to unlearn his
instinctive fear of power.

"Hurry," Linden whispered.

Hurry? He covered his face with his left hand, striving to hide his ague. Bl oody hell. He | acked
the strength. The orcrest lay inert in his fist; he could not even concentrate on it. You don't
know what you're asking.

But the need was indefeasible. H's anger slowy tightened. He becane rigid, clenched against the
chills. Ire indistinguishable frompain or exhaustion shaped itself to the circle of his ring. The
Sunstone had no life; the white gold had no Iife. He gave themhis life. There was no ot her
answer .

Cursing silently, he hammered his fist at the nud.

White light burst in the orcrest: flame sprang fromhis ring as if the nmetal were a band of silver
magnma. I n an instant, his whole hand was abl aze

He raised his fist, brandished fire Iike a pronise of retribution agai nst the Sunbane. Then he
dropped the Sunstone. It went out; but his ring continued to spout flame. In a choking voice, he
gasped, "Sunder!"

At once, the Gravel er gave him a dead gorse-branch. He grasped the wet bark in his half-hand: his
arm shook as he squeezed white flane into the wood. Wen he set it down, it was afire.

Sunder supplied nore wood, then knelt to tend the weak fire. Covenant set flane to the second
branch, to a third and fourth. Sunder fed the burning with | eaves and tw gs, blew carefully on the
flanes. After a noment, he announced, "It is enough."

Wth a groan, Covenant let his mind fall blank, and the blaze of his ring plunged into darkness.
Ni ght cl osed over the copse, huddl ed around the faint yellow light and snoke of the fire.

Soon he began to feel heat on his face.

Sagging within hinself, he tried to estimte the consequences of what he had done, measure the
enot i onal unbrage of power.

Shortly, the Gravel er recovered his sack of nmelons fromthe raft, and dealt out rations of
ussusimel. Covenant felt too enpty to eat; but his body responded without his volition. He sat
like an effigy, with waiths of noisture curling upward fromhis clothes, and | ooked dunbly at the
inanition of his soul

When she finished her neal, Linden threw the rinds away. Staring into the flanmes, she said
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remotely, "I don't think | can take another day of this."
"I's there choice?" Fatigue dulled Sunder's eyes. He sat close to the heat, as if his bones were
thirsty for warnmh. "The ur-Lord ains toward Revel stone. Very well. But the distance is great.

Refusing the aid of the River, we nust journey afoot. To gain the Keep of the na- Moram woul d
require many turnings of the noon. But | fear we would not gain it. The Sunbane is too peril ous.
And there is the matter of pursuit.”

The set of Linden's shoul ders showed her apprehension. After a nonent, she asked tightly, "How
much | onger ?"

The Gravel er sighed. "None can foretell the Sunbane,” he said in a dun voice. "It is said that in
generations past each new sun shone for five and six, even as many as seven days. But a sun of
four days is now uncommon. And with ny own eyes | have beheld only one sun of less than three."
"Two nore days," Linden muttered. "Dear God."

For a while, they were silent. Then, by tacit agreenent, they both arose to gather wood for the
fire. Scouring the copse, they collected a substantial pile of brush and branches. After that,
Sunder stretched out on the ground. But Linden remained sitting

beside the fire. Slowy, Covenant noticed through his nunbness that she was studying him

In a tone that seened deliberately inflectionless, she asked, "Wy does it bother you to use your

ring?"
Hi s ague had abated, leaving only a vestigial chill along his bones. But his thoughts were echoes
of anger. "It's hard."

"I'n what way?" In spite of its severity, her expression said that she wanted to understand.

Per haps she needed to understand. He read in her a long history of self-punishnment. She was a
physi cian who tornented herself in order to heal others, as if the connection between the two were
essential and conpul sory.

To the conplexity of her question, he gave the sinplest answer he knew. "Morally."

For a nonent, they regarded each other, tried to define each other. Then, unexpectedly, the

G avel er spoke. "There at last, ur-Lord,"” he murnured, "you have uttered a word which lies within
my conprehension.” H's voice seenmed to arise fromthe wet wood and the flames. "You fear both
strength and weakness, both power and | ack of power. You fear to be in need-and to have your need
answered. As do I.

"I ama Gaveler-well acquainted with such fear. A Stonedown trusts the Gaveler for its life. But
in the name of that life, that trust, he nust shed the blood of his people. Those who trust rmnust
be sacrificed to nmeet the trust. Thus trust becomes a matter of bl ood and death. Therefore | have
fled my hone"- the sinple tinbre of lanent in his tone relieved what he said of any accusation -
"to serve a man and a wonman whom | cannot trust. | know not how to trust you, and so | am freed of
the burden of trust. There is naught between us which would require nme to shed your lives. O to
sacrifice my own."

Listening to Sunder's voice and the fire, Covenant |ost some of his fear. A sense of kinship cane
over him This dour self-doubting Stonedownor had suffered so nuch, and yet had preserved so much
of hinself. After a |long nonent, Covenant chose to accept what Sunder was sayi ng. He could not pay
every price alone. "Al'l right," he breathed like the night breeze in the copse. "Tonorrow ni ght
you can start the fire."

Quietly, Sunder replied, "That is well."

Covenant nodded. Soon he closed his eyes. H s weariness lowered himto the ground beside the fire.
He wanted to sl eep

But Linden held his attention. "It isn't enough,” she said stiffly. "You keep saying you want to
fight the Sunbane, but you can hardly light a fire. You nmght as well be afraid of rubbing sticks
together. | need a better answer than that"

He understood her point. Surely the Sunbane-capable of torturing nature itself at its whimcould
not be abrogated by anything as paltry as a white gold ring. He distrusted power because no power
was ever enough to acconplish his heart's desires. To heal the world. Cure |eprosy. Bridge the

| oneliness which thwarted his capacity for |ove. He nmade an effort not to sound harsh. "Then find
one. Nobody else can do it for you."

She did not respond. His words seened to drive her back into her isolation. But he was too tired
to contend with her. Already he had begun to fade. As she settled herself for the night, he rode
the susurration of the River into sleep

He awoke cramped and chilled beside a pile of dead enbers. The stars had been effaced; and in the
dawn, the rapid Mthil |ooked dark and cold, as fatal as sleet He did not believe he could survive
another day in the water.

But, as Sunder had said, they had no choice. Shivering in dire anticipation, he awakened his
conpani ons. Linden | ooked pal e and haggard, and her eyes avoided the River as if she could not
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bear to think about it. Together, they ate a scant breakfast, then stood on a boulder to face the
dawn. As they had expected, the sun rose in a glow of blue, and nmenaci ng cl ouds began to pile out
of the east. Sunder shrugged in resignation and went to retie his shrinking sack of nelons to the
raft

The conpani ons | aunched the bundl e of wood. The sting of the water burned Covenant's breath out of
his lungs; but he fought the cold and the current and the weight of his boots with his old |eper's
i ntransi gence, and survived the first shock

Then the rain commenced. During the night, the River had becone less violent; it had washed itself
free of floating brush and trees and had risen above the worst of its turbulence. But the rain was
nore severe, had nore wind behind it. Gusts drove the raindrops until they hit like flurries of
hail. Torrents lashed into the water with a hot, scorching sound.

The downpour rapidly became tornent for the conpanions. They coul d not escape fromthe sodden and
i nsidious cold. From

time to time, Covenant glinpsed a burst of lightning in the distance, rupturing the dark; but the
unremtting slash of rain into the Mthil drowned out any thunder. Soon his nuscles grew so

| eaden, his nerves so nunb, that he could no longer grip the raft. He jammed his hand in anong the
branches, hooked his el bow over one of the bindings, and survived.

Sonehow, the day passed. At last, a line of clear sky broke open along the east. Gadually, the
rain and wi nd eased. Mdre by chance than intent, the conpanions gained a small cove of gravel and
sand in the west bank. As they drew their raft out of the water, Covenant's legs failed, and he
col | apsed facedown on the pebbles as if he would never be able to nove again.

Li nden panted, "Firewood." He could hear the stunbling scrunch of her shoes. Sunder also seened to
be novi ng.

Her groan jerked up his head, heaved himto his hands and knees. Follow ng her wounded stare, he
saw what had di smayed her

There was no firewood. The rain had washed the gravel clean. And the small patch of shore was

i npenetrably surrounded by a tangle of briar with | ong barbed thorns. Exhaustion and tears

t hi ckened her voice as she npaned, "Wat are we going to do?"

Covenant tried to speak, but was too weak to make any sound.

The Gravel er |ocked his weary knees, nustered a scant smile. "The ur-Lord has granted perm ssion
Be of good heart. Sonme little warnth will ease us greatly."”

Lurching to his feet, Covenant watched bl ankly as Sunder approached the thickest part of the
briar.

The nuscles of his jaw knotted and released irrhythmcally, like a faltering heartbeat. But he did
not hesitate. Reaching his left hand in anong the thorns, he pressed his forearm agai nst one of
the barbs and tore a cut across his skin.

Covenant was too stunned by fatigue and cold and responsibility to react. Linden flinched, but did
not nove.

Wth a shudder, Sunder sneared the welling blood onto his hands and face, then took out his
orcrest. Holding the Sunstone so that his cut dripped over it, he began to chant.

For a | ong nonent, nothing happened. Covenant trenbled in his bones, thinking that w thout
sunl i ght Sunder woul d not be able to succeed. But suddenly a red gl ow awakened in the translucent
stone. Power the color of Sunder's blood shafted in the direction of the sun

The sun had already set behind a Iline of hills, but the Sunstone was unaffected by the intervening
terrain; Sunder's verneil shaft struck toward the sun's hidden position. Sone di stance fromthe
cove, the shaft disappeared into the dark base of the hills; but its straight, bright power was
not hi ndered.

Still chanting, Sunder noved his hands so that the shaft encountered a thick briar stem Al npst at
once, flame burst fromthe wood.

When the stemwas well afire, he shifted his power to the nearest branches.

The briar was wet and alive; but his shaft lit new stems and twigs easily, and the tangle was so
dense that the flames fed each other. Soon he had created a self-sustaining bonfire.

He fell silent; and the bl ood-beam vani shed. Tottering weakly, he went to the River to wash

hi msel f and the Sunstone.

Covenant and Linden hunched close to the blaze. Twilight was deepening around them At their

backs, the Mthil sounded like the respiration of the sea. In the firelight, Covenant could see
that her lips were blue with cold, her face drained of blood. Her eyes reflected the flanmes as if
they were devoid of any other vision. Gimy, he hoped that she would find somewhere the desire or
the resolution to endure.

Shortly, Sunder returned, carrying his sack of ussusinmiel. Linden bestirred herself to tend his
arm but he declined quietly. "I ama Gaveler," he nmurnmured. "Such work would not have fallen to
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me, were | slow of healing." He raised his forearm showed her that the bl eeding had al ready
stopped. Then he sat down near the flames, and began to prepare a ration of nelons for supper

The three of themate in silence, settled thenselves for the night in silence. Covenant was
seeking within hinmself for the courage to face another day under the sun of rain. He guessed that
hi s conpani ons were doing the sane. They wore their private needs |ike cerenents, and slept in

i sol ation.

The next day surpassed Covenant's worst expectations. As clouds sealed the Plains, the w nd
mounted to rabid proportions, Wipping the River into froth and flailing rain |like the barbs of a
scourge. Lightning and thunder bl udgeoned each other across the

heavens. In flashes, the sky became as lurid as the crunbling of a firmanent, as |oud as an

aval anche. The raft rode the current |ike dead wood, entirely at the mercy of the Mthil

Covenant thrashed and clung in constant fear of the Iightning, expecting it to strike the raft, to
fry himand his conpanions. But that killing bl ow never fell. Late in the day, the I|ightning
itself granted them an unexpected reprieve. Downriver fromthem a blue-white bolt sizzled into a
stand of prodigious eucal yptus. One of the trees burned like a torch

Sunder yelled at his conpanions. Together, they heaved the raft toward the bank, then left the

Ri ver and hastened to the trees. They could not approach the burning eucal yptus; but when a

bl azi ng branch fell nearby, they used other dead wood to drag the branch out from under the danger
of the tree. Then they fed brush, broken tree |inbs, eucal yptus | eaves as big as scythes, to the
flanmes until the bl aze was hot enough to resist the rain.

The burning tree and the canpfire shed heat |ike a benediction. The ground was thick with | eaves
whi ch formed the softest bed Covenant and his conpanions had had for days. Sonetinme after sunset,
the tree collapsed, but it fell away fromthem after that they were able to rest w thout concern
Early in the dawn, Sunder roused Covenant and Linden so that they would have tinme to break their
fast before the sun rose. The Graveler was tense and distracted, anticipating a change in the
Sunbane. When they had eaten, they went down to the riverbank and found a stretch of fiat rock
where they could stand to await the norning. Through the gaunt and bl ackened trees, they saw the
sun cast its first glance over the horizon

It appeared baleful, fiery and red; it wore coquelicot |like a crowm of thorns, and cast a humd
heat entirely unlike the fierce intensity of the desert sun. Its corona seened insidious and
detrinmental. Linden's eyes flinched at the sight. And Sunder's face was strangely blanched. He
made an instinctive warding gesture with both hands. "Sun of pestilence," he breathed; and his
tone winced. "Ah, we have been fortunate. Had this sun come upon us after the desert sun, or the
fertile-" The thought died in his throat. "But now, after a sun of rain-" He sighed. "Fortunate,

i ndeed. "

"How so?" asked Covenant. He did not understand the attitude of his conpanions. Hi s bones yearned
for the relief of one clear clean day. "Wat does this sun do?"

"Do?" Sunder gritted. "What harmdoes it not? It is the dread and torment of the Land. Still water
becomes stagnant. Growing things rot and crunble. Al who eat or drink of that which has not been
shaded are afflicted with a disease which few survive and none cure. And the insects-!"

"He's right," Linden whispered with her nouth full of dismay, "Ch, ny God."

"It is the Mthil River which nmakes us fortunate, for it will not stagnate. Until another desert
sun, it will continue to flowfromits springs, and fromthe rain. And it will ward us in other

ways al so." The reflected red in Sunder's eyes nmade himl ook like a cornered animal. "Yet | cannot
behol d such a sun without faintheartedness. My people hide in their homes at such a time and pray
for a sun of two days. | ache to be hidden also. I am honel ess and snmal|l against the w deness of

the world, and in all the Land | fear a sun of pestilence nore than any other thing."

Sunder's frank apprehension affected Covenant like guilt. To answer it, he said, "You're also the
only reason we're still alive."

"Yes," the Gaveler responded as if he were listening to his own thoughts rather than to Covenant.
"Yes!" Covenant snapped. "And soneday every Stonedown is going to know that this Sunbane is not
the only way to |live. Wen that day cones, you're going to be just about the only person in the
Land who can teach them anything."

Sunder was silent for a tinme. Then he asked distantly, "Wat will | teach then®?"

"To renake the Land." Deliberately, Covenant included Linden in his passion. "It used to be a

pl ace of such health and | oveliness-if you sawit, it would break your heart." Hs voice gave off
gl eans of rage and | ove. "That can be true again." He glared at his conpanions, daring themto

doubt him
Li nden covered her gaze; but Sunder turned and net Covenant's ire. "Your words have no neaning. No
man or worman can renake the Land. It is in the hands of the Sunbane, for good or ill. Yet this I

say to you," he grated when Covenant began to protest. "Make the attenpt." Abruptly, he | owered
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his eyes. "I can no longer bear to believe that Nassic nmy father was a nere witless fool ."
Retrieving his sack of melons, he went brusquely and tied it to the center of the raft.
"1 hear you," Covenant nuttered. He felt an unexpected desire for violence. "I hear you."

Li nden touched his arm "Cone on." She did not neet his glance. "It's going to be dangerous here."
He followed nmutely as she and Sunder |aunched the raft.

Soon they were out in the center of the Mthil, riding the current under a red-weathed sun and a
cerul ean sky. The warner air nade the water al nost pleasant; and the pace of the River had sl owed
during the night, easing the nanagenent of the raft. Yet the sun's aurora nagged at Covenant. Even
to his superficial sight, it |Iooked |ike a secret threat, nendaci ous and bl oodt hirsty. Because of
it, the warm sunlight and clear sky seened |ike conceal nent for an anbush.

Hi s conpani ons shared his trepidation. Sunder swamw th a dogged wariness, as if he expected an
attack at any nonent. And Linden's manner betrayed an innom nate anxiety nore acute than anything
she had shown since the first day of the fertile sun

But nothing occurred to justify this vague dread. The norning passed easily as the water lost its
chill. The air filled with flies, gnats, nidges, |ike notes of vehenence in the red-tinged Iight;
but such things did not prevent the conpanions from stoppi ng whenever they saw aliantha. Slowy,
Covenant began to relax. Noon had passed before he noticed that the River was becom ng rougher
During the days of rain, the Mthil had turned directly northward; and now it grew unexpectedly
broader, nore troubled. Soon, he descried what was happening. The raft was noving rapidly toward
the confluence of the Mthil and another river.

Their speed left the conpanions no tinme for choice. Sunder shouted, "Hold!" Linden thrust her hair
away from her face, tightened her grip. Covenant janmed his nunb fingers in anong the branches of
the raft. Then the Mthil swept them spinning and tunbling into the turbulent center of the

confl uence.

The raft plunged end over end. Covenant felt hinself yanked through the turnoil, and fought to
hold his breath. But al nost at once the current rushed the raft in another direction. Gasping for
air, he shook water fromhis eyes and saw that now they were traveling northeastward.

For nore than a | eague, the raft seened to hurtle down the watercourse. But finally the new stream
eased somewhat between its banks. Covenant started to catch his breath.

"What was that?" Linden panted.

Covenant searched his menmory. "Mist have been the Black River." From Garroting Deep. And from

Mel enkurion Skyweir, where El ena had broken the Law of Death to sunmon Kevin Landwaster fromhis
grave, and had died herself as a result. Covenant flinched at the recollection, and at the thought
that perhaps none of the Land's ancient forests had survived the Sunbane. Gitting hinself, he
added, "It separates the South and Center Plains."

"Yes," said the Graveler. "And now we nust choose. Revel-stone lies north of northwest fromus
The Mthil no |onger shortens our way."

Covenant nodded. But the seine of his remenbering brought up other things as well. "That's al
right. It won't increase the distance." He knew vividly where the Mthil River would take him
"Anyway, | don't want to wal k under this sun."

Andel ai n.

He shivered at the suddenness of his hope and anxiety. If aliantha could endure the Sunbane, could
not Andel ain also preserve itself? O had the chief gemand glory of the Land al ready been brought
to ruin?

That thought outwei ghed his urgency to reach Revel stone. He estinmated that they were about eighty
| eagues fromMthil Stone-down. Surely they had outdi stanced any i medi ate pursuit. They could
afford this digression.

He noticed that Sunder regarded him strangely. But the Graveler's face showed no desire at all to
brave the sun of pestilence afoot. And Linden seened to have lost the will to care where the River
carried them

By turns, they began trying to get some rest after the strain of the confluence.

For a tine, Covenant's awareness of his surroundings was etiolated by nenories of Andel ain. But
then a flutter of color alnost struck his face, snatching his attention to the air over his head
The at nobsphere thronged with bugs of all kinds. Butterflies the size of his open hand, wth w ngs
Iike flakes of chiaroscuro, wi nked and skimed erratically over the water; huge horseflies whined
past him clusters of gnats swirled |like mirages. They narked the air with constant huns and
buzzings, like a runor of

di stant viol ence. The sound made hi m uneasy. Itching skirled down his spine.

Sunder showed no specific anxiety. But Linden's agitation nounted. She seened inexplicably cold;
her teeth chattered until she | ocked her jaws to stop them She searched the sky and the
riverbanks apprehensively, |ooking-
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The air becane harder to breathe, hum d and dangerous.

Covenant was nonmentarily deaf to the swelling hum But then he heard it-a raw thick growing |ike
the anger of bees.

Bees!

The noi se augered through him He gaped in dunb horror as a swarm dense enough to obscure the sun
rose abruptly out of the brush along the River and canme snarling toward the raft.

"Heaven and Earth!" Sunder gasped.

Li nden thrashed the water, clutched at Covenant. "Raver!" Her voice scaled into a shriek. "Ch, mny
God! "

TEN:. Vale of Crysta

THE presence of the Raver, lurid and tangi bl e, burned through Linden Avery's nerves |like a

di scharge of lightning, stunning her. She could not nove. Covenant thrust her behind him turned
to face the onslaught. Her cry drowned as water splashed over her

Then the swarm hit. Bl ack-yell ow bodies as |ong as her thunb clawed the air, snacked into the
River as if they had been driven nad. She felt the Raver all around her-a spirit of ravage and

I ust threshing viciously anong the bees.

I npel | ed by fear, she dove.

The water under the raft was clear; she saw Sunder diving near her. He gripped his knife and the
Sunstone as if he intended to fight the swarm by hand.

Covenant remai ned on the surface. Hs | egs and body withed; he nust have been swatting wildly at
t he bees.

At once, her fear changed directions, becane fear for him She lunged toward him grabbed one
ankl e, heaved hi m downward as hard as she could. He sank suddenly in her grasp. Two bees stil
clung to his face. In a fury of revulsion, she slapped them away. Then she had to go up for air
Sunder rose nearby. As he noved, he wi elded his knife. Blood streanmed fromhis left forearm

She split the surface, gul ped air, and dove agai n.

The Graveler did not. Through the distortion of the water, she watched red sunfire raging fromthe
orcrest. The swarm concentrated darkly around Sunder. His |egs scissored, lifting his shoul ders.
Power burst fromhim igniting the swarm bees flaned |ike hot spangles.

An instant later, the attack ended.

Li nden broke water again, |ooked around rapidly. But the Raver was gone. Burnt bodies littered the
face of the Mthil.

Sunder hugged the raft, gasping as if the exertion of so nuch force had ruptured something in his
chest .

She ignored him Her swift scan showed her that Covenant had not regai ned the surface.

Snatching air into her lungs, she went down for him

She wrenched herself in circles, searching the water. At first, she could find nothing. Then she
spotted him He was sone di stance away across the current, struggling upward. Hi s novenents were
desperate. In spite of the interference of the River, she could see that he was not sinply
desperate for air.

Wth all the strength of her |inbs, she swam after him

He reached the surface; but his body went on thrashing as if he were still assailed by bees.

She raised her head into the air near him surged to his aid.

"Hellfire!" he spat |like an ague of fear or agony. Water streaned through his hair and his ragged
beard, as if he had been i mersed in madness. H s hands sl apped at his face.

"Covenant!" Linden shouted.

He did not hear her. WIldly, he fought invisible bees, pounded his face. An inchoate cry tore

t hrough his throat.

"Sunder!" she panted. "Help nme!" Ducking around Covenant, she caught him across the chest, began
to drag himtoward the bank. The sensation of his convul sions sickened her; but she bit down her
nausea, westled himthrough the River

The G aveler cane linping after her, dragging the raft. Hs

men was tight with pain. Athin smear of blood stained his Iips.

Reachi ng the bank, she dredged Covenant out of the water. Spasns ran through all his nuscles,
resisting her involuntarily. But his need gave her strength; she stretched himout on the ground,
knelt at his side to examine him

For one horrific nmonent, her fear returned, threatening to swanp her. She did not want to see what
was wong with him She had al ready seen too nuch; the wong of the Sunbane had excruciated her
nerves so long, so intimately, that she half believed she had | ost her m nd. But she was a doctor

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (82 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

she had chosen this work for reasons whi ch brooked no excuse of fear or repugnance or incapacity.
Setting her self aside, she bent the new di nension of her senses toward Covenant.

A enchi ngs shook himlike bursts of brain-fire. Hs face contorted around the two bee stings. The
mar ks were bright red and swelling rapidly; but they were not serious. Or they were serious in an
entirely different way.

Li nden swal | owed bile, and probed hi mnore deeply.

Hi s | eprosy becane obvious to her. It lay in his flesh like a malignant infestation, exigent and
dire. But it was quiescent.

Sonething else raged in him Baring her senses to it, she suddenly renenbered what Sunder had said
about the sun of pestilence-and what he had inplied about insects. He stood over her. In spite of
his pain, he swatted grimy at nopsquitoes the size of dragonflies, keeping themoff Covenant. She
bit her lips in apprehension, |ooked down at Covenant's right forearm

Hi s skin around the pale scars left by Marid' s fangs and Sunder's poniard was al ready bl oated and
dark, as if his armhad suffered a new i nfusion of venom The swelling worsened as she gazed at
it. It was tight and hot, as dangerous as a fresh snakebite. Again, it gave her a vivid inpression
of moral wong, as if the poison were as nuch spiritual as physi cal

Marid's venom had never |eft Covenant's flesh. She had been disturbed by hints of this in days
past, but had failed to grasp its significance. Repulsed by aliantha, the venom had renai ned
latent in him waiting- Both Marid and the bees had been forned by the Sunbane: both had been
driven by Ravers. The bee-stings had triggered this reaction

That must have been the reason for the swarnm s attack, the reason why the Raver had chosen bees to
work its will. To produce this rel apse

Covenant gaped back at her sightlessly. Hi s convul sions began to fade as his nuscl es weakened. He
was slipping into shock. For a nonent, she glinpsed a structure of truth behind his apparent
paranoi a, his belief in an Eneny who sought to destroy him Al her instincts rebelled against
such a conception. But now for an instant she seemed to see sonething deliberate in the Sunbane,
sonet hing intentional and cunning in these attacks on Covenant.

The glinpse reft her of self-trust. She knelt beside him unable to nove or choose. The sane

di smay which had incapacitated her when she had first seen Joan cane upon her

But then the sounds of pain reached her-the npban of Sunder's wracked breathing. She | ooked up at
him asking nutely for answers. He must have guessed intuitively the connection between venom and
bees. That was why he defied his own hurt to prevent further insect bites. Meeting her sore gaze,
he said, "Sonmething in me has torn." He winced at every word. "It is keen-but | think not

peril ous. Never have | drawn such power fromthe Sunstone.” She could feel his pain as a pal pable
em ssion; but he had clearly rent sone of the ligatures between his ribs, not broken any of the
ri bs thensel ves, or damaged anything vital

Yet his hurt, and his resolute self-expenditure on Covenant's behalf, restored her to herself. A
measure of her familiar severity returned, steadying the |abor of her heart. She clinbed to her
feet. "Cone on. Let's get himback in the water."

Sunder nodded. Gently, they lifted Covenant down the bank. Propping his left armover the raft so
that his right armcould hang free in the cool water, they shoved out into the center of the
current. Then they let the River carry them downstream under the bale of a red-ringed sun

During the remai nder of the afternoon, Linden struggled agai nst her nmenory of Joan, her sense of
failure. She could al nost hear her nother whining for death. Covenant regai hed consci ousness
several tinmes, lifted his head; but the poison always dragged hi m back before he coul d speak
Through the water, she watched the bl ack tumescence creep avidly up his arm It seemed much
swifter than the previous tinme; Marid' s poison had increased in virulence during its dornmancy. The
sight blurred her eyes. She could not silence the fears gnawi ng at her heart.

Then, before sunset, the R ver unbent anmong a clunp of hills into a long straight |ine |eading
toward a wide ravine which opened on the Mthil. The sides of the ravine were as sheer as a
barranca, and they reflected the | ow sunshine with a strange brilliance. The ravine was |like a
val e of dianonds; its walls were forned of faceted crystal which caught the light and returned it
in delicate shades of white and pink. Wen the sun of pestilence dipped toward the horizon
washing the terrain in a bath of vermlion, the barranca becane a place of rare glory.

Peopl e noved on the rivershore; but they gave no indication that they saw the raft. The River was
already in shadow, and the brightness of the crystal was dazzling. Soon they left the bank and
went up into the ravine.

Li nden and Sunder shared a | ook, and began to steer toward the nouth of the barranca. |In dusk
macerated only by the | ast gleam ngs along the vale rim they pulled their raft partway up the
shore and carefully eased Covenant to dry ground. His armwas black and thick to the shoul der
cruelly pinched by both his ring and his shirt, and he npaned when they noved him

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (83 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

She sat beside him stroked his forehead; but her gaze was fixed on Sunder. "I don't know what to
do," she said flatly. "We're going to have to ask these people for help."

The Gravel er stood with his arns around his chest, cradling his pain. "W cannot. Have you
forgotten Mthil Stonedown? W are blood that these people may shed w thout cost to thensel ves.
And the Rede denounces him | redeened you fromMthil Stonedown. Wio will redeem us here?"

She gripped herself. "Then why did we stop?"

He shrugged, winced. "W nust have food. Little ussusimiel remains to us."

"How do you propose to get it?" She disliked the sarcasmin her tone, but could not stifle it.
"When they sleep”"- Sunder's eyes revealed his reluctance as clearly as words--"1 will attenpt to
steal what we nust have."

Li nden frowned involuntarily. "Wat about guards?"”

"They will ward the hills, and the River fromthe hills. There is no other approach to this place.
If they have not yet observed us, perhaps we are safe."

She agreed. The thought of stealing was awkward to her; but she recognized that they had no
alternative. "I'Il cone with you."

Sunder began to protest; she stopped himw th a brusque shake of her head. "You're not exactly
healthy. |If nothing else, you'll need ne to watch your back. And," she sighed, "I want to get sone
mrkfruit. He needs it."

The Graveler's face was unreadable in the twilight. But he acquiesced nmutely. Retrieving the |ast
of his nelons fromthe raft, he began to cut them open

She ate her ration, then did what she could to feed Covenant. The task was difficult; she had
troubl e maki ng himswall ow the thin norsels she put in his nmouth. Again, dread constricted her
heart. But she suppressed it. Patiently, she fed slivers of nelon to him then stroked his throat
to trigger his swallowing reflex, until he had consumed a scant neal

When she finished, the night was deep around her, and a wani ng noon had just begun to crest the
hills. She rested beside Covenant for a while, trying to gather up the unravel ed ends of her
conmpet ence. But she found herself listening to his respiration as if she expected every hoarse
intake to be his last. She | oathed her hel pl essness so keenly- A distinct fetor rode the breeze
fromacross the River, the effect of the sun of pestilence on the vegetation. She could not rest.
Abruptly, Covenant began to flinch. A faint white Iight w nked along his right side-burned and
vani shed in an instant.

She sat up, hissed, "Sunder."

The Iight cane agai n-an evanescent stutter of power fromthe ring enbedded deep in Covenant's
swol I en finger.

"Heaven and Earth!" whispered Sunder. "It will be seen."

"I thought-" She watched stupidly as the Gaveler slid Covenant's hand into the pocket of his
pants. The novenent nmade himbare his teeth in a grin of pain. Hs dry stare was fixed on the
nmoon. "I thought he needed the Sunstone. To trigger it." Hs pocket nuffled the intermttent

gl eam ng, but did not conceal it entirely. "Sunder." Her dom ng was still danp; she could not stop
shivering. "What's happening to hinP"

"Ask nme not," Sunder breathed roughly. "I lack your sight." But a noment |ater he inquired, "Can
it be that this Raver of which he speaks-that this Raver is w thin hinP"

"No!" she snapped, repudiating the idea so swiftly that she had no chance to control her
vehenmence. "He isn't Marid." Her senses were certain of this; Covenant was ill, not possessed.
Nevert hel ess, Sunder's suggestion struck chords of anger which took her by surprise. She had not
realized that she was investing so nuch of herself in Thonas Covenant Back on Haven Farm in the
wor|l d she understood, she had chosen to support his enbattled integrity, hoping to |earn a | esson
of strength. But she had had no conception of where that decision would carry her. She had al ready
wi t nessed too nuch when she had watched himsnile for Joan-snile, and forfeit his life. An

i nchoate part of her clung to this inmage of him his self-sacrifice seemed so nuch cl eaner than
her own. Now, with a pang, she wondered how much nore she had yet to conprehend about him And
about herself. Her voice shook. "Watever else he is, he isn't a Raver."

Sunder shifted in the darkness as if he were trying to frame a question. But before he could
articulate it, the dun flicker of Covenant's ring was effaced by a bright spangling fromthe walls
of the barranca. Suddenly, the whole ravine seened to be on fire.

Li nden sprang erect, expecting to find scores of angry Stonedownors rushing toward her. But as her
eyes adjusted, she saw that the source of the reflection was sonme di stance away. The village nust
have lit an i mense bonfire. Flames showed the profile of stone houses between her and the |ight;
fire echoed off the crystal facets in all directions. She could hear nothing to indicate that she
and her conpani ons were in danger.

Sunder touched her shoul der. "Come," he whispered. "Some hi gh purpose gathers the Stonedown. Al
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its people will attend. Perhaps we have been granted an opportunity to find food "

She hesitated, bent to exam ne Covenant. A conplex fear made her reluctant. "Should we | eave hinP"
His skin felt crisp with fever

"Where will he go?" the Gravel er responded sinply.

She bowed her head. Sunder woul d probably need her. And Covenant seened far too ill to nove, to
harm hi nsel f. Yet he | ooked so frail- But she had no choice. Pulling herself upright, she notioned
for the Graveler to | ead the way.

W thout delay, Sunder crept up the ravine. Linden followed as stealthily as she coul d.

She felt exposed in the brightness of the vale; but no alarmwas raised. And the |ight all owed
them to approach the Stonedown easily. Soon they were anpong the houses.

Sunder stopped at every corner to be sure that the path was clear. But they saw no one. Al the
dwel I i ngs seenmed to be enpty. The G avel er chose a house. Mtioning for Linden to guard the
doorway, he eased hinself past the curtain.

The sound of voices reached her. For an instant, she froze with a warning in her throat. But then
her hearing clarified, located the sound. It cane fromthe center of the Stonedown. She gri pped
her relief and waited.

Monents | ater, Sunder returned. He had a bul gi ng | eather knapsack under his arm |n her ear, he
breat hed that he had found mirkfruit as well as food.

He started to | eave. But she stopped him gestured inward. For a nmonment, he considered the

advant ages of knowi ng what transpired in the village. Then he agreed.

Toget her, they sneaked forward until only one house stood between them and the center. The voices
becanme distinct; she could hear anger and uncertainty in them Wen Sunder pointed at the roof,
she nodded at once. He set his knapsack down, lifted her to the flat eaves. Carefully, she clinbed
onto the roof.

Sunder handed her the sack. She took it, then reached down to help himjoin her. The exertion tore
a groan fromhis sore chest; but the sound was too soft to disturb the voices. Side by side, they
slid forward until they were able to see and hear what was happening in the center of the

St onedown.

The people were gathered in a tight ring around the open space. They were a substantially |arger
nunber than the population of Mthil Stonedown. In an elusive way, they seened nore prosperous,
better-fed, than the folk of Sunder's honme. But their faces were grim anxious, fearful. They

wat ched the center of the circle with tense attention

Besi de the bonfire stood three figures-two nmen and a wonan. The wonan was poi sed between the nen
in an attitude of prayer, as if she were pleading with both of them She wore a sturdy | eather
shift like the other Stonedownor wonmen. Her pale delicate features were urgent, and the disarray
of her raven hair gave her an appearance of fatality.

The man nearest to Linden and Sunder was al so a Stonedownor, a tall square individual with a
bristling bl ack beard and eyes darkened by conflict. But the person opposite himwas unlike anyone
Li nden had seen before. His raiment was a vivid red robe draped with a black chasuble. A hood
shadowed his features. Hi's

hands held a short iron rod |like a scepter with an open triangle affixed to its end. Emanations of
heiratic pride and vitriol flowed fromhimas if he were defying the entire Stonedown.

"A Rider!" Sunder whispered. "A Rider of the dave."

The wonman-she was hardly nore than a girl-faced the tall Stonedownor. "Croft!" she begged. Tears
suffused her men. "You are the Gravel er. You nust forbid!"

"Aye, Hollian," he replied with great bitterness. While he spoke, his hands toyed with a slim
wooden wand. "By right of blood and power, | amthe Graveler. And you are an eh-Brand-a beni son
beyond price to the life of Crystal Stonedown. But he is Sivit na-Mioramwi st. He clains you in
the nane of the Cave. How may | refuse?"

"You may refuse-" began the Rider in a sepulchral tone.

"You must refuse!" the woman cried.

"But should you refuse,” Sivit continued renorselessly, "should you think to deny ne, | swear by
the Sunbane that | will levy the na-Moramis Gi mupon you, and you will be ground under its m ght
like chaff!"

At the word Grim a noan ran through the Stonedown; and Sunder shivered.

But Hollian defied their fear. "Croft!" she insisted, "forbid! |I care nothing for the na-Moram or
his Gim | aman eh-Brand. | foretell the Sunbane! No harm no Gimor any curse, will find you

unwary while |I abide here. Croft! My people!” She appealed to the ring of Stonedownors. "Am |
not hi ng, that you cast ne aside at the whimof Sivit na-Moramw st?"

"Whi n?" barked the Rider. "I speak for the Clave. | do not utter whins. Harken to me, girl. |
claimyou by right of service. Wthout the mediation of the C ave-w thout the wi sdom of the Rede
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and the sacrifice of the na-Mhoramthere would be no life left in any Stonedown or Wodhel ven
despite your arrogance. And we rmust have life for our work. Do you think to deny me? Condemmabl e
follyl™

"She is precious to us," said the tall Gaveler softly. "Do not enforce your will upon us."

"I's she?" Sivit raged, brandishing his scepter. "You are sick with her folly. She is not precious.
She is an abomi nation! You think her an eh-Brand, a boon rare in the Land. | say to you, she is a
Sun- Sage! Dammed as a servant of a-Jeroth! She does not foretell the Sunbane. She causes it to be
as she chooses. Against her and her foul kind the O ave strives, seeking to undo the harm such
bei ngs wreak."

The Rider continued to rant; but Linden turned away. To Sunder, she whispered, "Wy does he want
her ?"

"Have you | earned nothing?" he replied tightly. "The O ave has power over the Sunbane. For power,
t hey must have bl ood."

"Bl ood?"

He nodded. "At all times, Riders journey the Land, visiting again and again every village. At each
visit, they take one or two or three lives-ever young and strong |ives-and bear themto
Revel st one, where the na- Mhoram works his work."

Li nden cl enched her outrage, kept her voice at a whisper. "You nean they're going to kill her?"
"Yes!" he hissed.

At once, all her instincts rebelled. A shock of purpose ran through her, clarifying for the first
time her naddening relationship to the Land. Sone of Covenant's ready passion becane suddenly
explicable. "Sunder," she breathed, "we've got to save her."

"Save-?" He al nost |ost control of his voice. "W are two against a Stonedown. And the Rider is
m ghty."

"We've got to!" She groped for a way to convince him The rmurder of this wonman coul d not be

al |l owed. Wy el se had Covenant tried to save Joan? Wy el se had Linden herself risked her life to
prevent his death? Urgently, she said, "Covenant tried to save Marid."

"Yes!" rasped Sunder. "And behold the cost!"

"No." For a nmonment, she could not find the answer she needed. Then it cane to her. "What's a Sun-

Sage?”

He stared at her. "Such a being cannot exist."

"What ," she enunciated, "is it?"

"The Rider has said," he nmurnured. "It is one who can cause the Sunbane."

She fixed himwith all her determ nation. "Then we need her,"

Hi s eyes seened to bulge in their sockets. His hands grasped for sonething to hold onto. But he
could not deny the force of her argunent. "Mad," he exhal ed through his teeth. "Al of us-nad."
Briefly, he searched the Stonedown as if he were |ooking for valor. Then he reached a decision

"Remain here," he whispered. "I go

to find the Rider's Courser. Perhaps it may be harned, or driven off. Then he will be unable to
bear her away. W will gain tinme to consider other action.”

"Good!" she responded eagerly. "If they |eave here, I'll try to see where they take her."

He gave a curt nod. Muttering softly to hinself, "Mad, Mad," he crept to the rear of the roof and
dropped to the ground, taking his knapsack with him

Li nden returned her attention to Hollian's people. The young wonan was on her knees, hiding her
face in her hands. The Rider stood over her, denouncing her with his scepter; but he shouted at

t he St onedownors.

"Do you believe that you can endure the na-Moramis Ginf? You are fey and anile. By the Three
Corners of Truth! At one word fromne, the Cave will unleash such devastati on upon you that you
will grovel to be pernmitted to deliver up this foul eh-Brand, and it will avail you nothing!"
Abruptly, the worman jerked upright, threw herself to confront the Graveler. "Croft!" she panted in
desperation, "slay this Rider! Let himnot carry word to the Clave. Then | will remain in Crysta
St onedown, and the C ave will know nothing of what we have done." Her hands gripped his jerkin,
urging him "Croft, hear me. Slay him"

Sivit barked a contenptuous |augh. Then his voice dropped, becane | ow and deadly. "You have not

t he power."

"He speaks truly," Croft rmurrmured to Hollian. Msery knurled his countenance. "He requires no Gim
to work our ruin. | nust neet his claim else we will not endure to rue our defiance."

An inarticulate cry broke fromher. For a nonent, Linden feared that the young worman woul d
collapse into hysteria. But out of Hollian's distress cane an angry dignity. She rai sed her head,
drew herself erect. "You surrender ne," she said bitterly. "I amw thout help or hope. Yet you
must at | east accord to ne the courtesy of ny worth. Restore to ne the lianar"
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Croft | ooked down at the wand in his hands. The rictus of M shoul ders reveal ed his shame and
decision. "No," he said softly. "Wth this wood you performyour foretelling. Sivit na-Moramw st
has no claimupon it-and for you it has no future. Crystal Stonedown will retain it. As a prayer
for the birth of a new eh-Brand."

Triunmph shone fromthe Rider as if he were a torch of nalice.

At the far side of the village, Linden glinpsed a sudden hot flaring of red. Sunder's power. He
nmust have nmade use of his Sun-stone. The beam cast verneil through the crystal, then vani shed. She
hel d her breath, fearing that Sunder had given hinself away. But the Stonedownors were intent on
the conflict in their mdst: the instant of force passed unnoticed.

Mite with despair, Hollian turned away fromthe G aveler, then stopped as if she had been sl apped
staring past the corner of the house on which Linden lay. Muffl ed gasps spattered around the ring;
everyone followed the en-Brand' s stare.

What - ?

Li nden peered over the eaves in time to see Covenant cone shanbling into the center of the
village. He noved |like a derelict. Hs right armwas hi deously swol |l en. Poison blazed in his eyes,
H's ring spat erratic bursts of white fire.

No! she cried silently. Covenant!

He was so weak that any of the Stonedownors could have toppled himw th one hand. But the rage of
his fever commanded their restraint; the circle parted for himinvoluntarily, admtting himto the
open space.

He lurched to a stop, stood glaring flanes around him "Linden
"Li nden."

Covenant!

Wt hout hesitation, she dropped fromthe roof. Before they could realize what was happeni ng, she
thrust her way between the Stonedownors, hastened to Covenant.

"Li nden?" He recogni zed her with difficulty; confusion and venom wrestled across his visage. "You
left ne.”

"The Halfhand!" Sivit yelled. "The white ring!"

The air was bright with peril; it sprang fromthe bonfire, |eaped off the walls of the barranca.
Scores of people trenbled on the verge of violence. But Linden held everything el se in abeyance,
concentrated on Covenant. "No. W didn't |eave you. W cane to find food. And to save her." She
poi nted at Hol lian.

The stare of his deliriumdid not shift. "You left nme."

"l say it is the Halfhand!" shouted the Rider. "He has cone as the Clave foretold! Take him Slay
him*"

The Stonedownors flinched under Sivit's demand; but they made no nove. Covenant's intensity held
t hem back.

"No!" Linden averred to himurgently. "Listen to nme! That man is a Rider of the Clave. The O ave
He's going to kill her so that he can use her blood. W' ve got to save her!"

Hi s gaze twisted toward Hollian, then returned to Linden. He blinked at her unconprehendi ngly.
"You left me." The pain of finding hinself alone had closed his mnd to every other appeal

"Fool s!'" Sivit raged. Suddenly, he flourished his scepter. Blood covered his | ean hands. Gouts of
red fire spewed fromthe iron triangle. Swift as vengeance, he noved forward.

"She's going to be sacrificed!" Linden cried at Covenant's confusion. "Like Joan! Like Joan!"
"Joan?" In an instant, all his uncertainty becanme anger and poison. He swung to face the Rider
"Joan!"

Before Sivit could strike, white flane expl oded around Covenant, envel oping himin conflagration.
He burned with silver fury, coruscated the air. Linden recoiled, flung up her hands to ward her
face. WIld magic began to erupt in all directions.

A ranpage of force tore Sivit's scepter fromhis hands. The iron fired black, red, white, then
melted into slag on the ground. Argent |ashed the bonfire; flamng brands scattered across the
circle. WIld lightning sizzled into the heavens until the sky screaned and the crystal walls rang
out celestial peals of power

The very fabric of the dirt stretched under Linden's feet, as if it were about to tear. She
staggered to her knees.

The Stonedownors fled. Shrieks of fear escaped anong the houses. A nonent later, only Croft,
Hollian, and Sivit remained. Croft and Hollian were too stunned to nove. Sivit huddl ed on the
ground like a craven, with his arns over his head.

Abruptly, as if Covenant had closed a door in his mnd, the wild magi ¢ subsided. He energed from
the flame; his ring flickered and went out. His legs started to fold.

Li nden surged to her feet, caught himbefore he fell. Wapping her arns around him she held him

he croaked in a parched voi ce.
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upright.
Then Sunder appeared, carrying the knapsack. He ran forward, shouting, "Flee! Swiftly, lest they
regain their wits and pursue us!"” Blood still marked a new cut on his left forearm As he passed

her, he snatched at Hollian's arm She resisted; she was too nunb with shock to understand what
was happeni ng. He spun on her, funmed into her face, "Do you covet death?"

Hi s urgency pierced her stupor. She regained her alertness with a noban. "No. | will come. But-but
| must have ny lianar.' pointed at the wand in Croft's hands.

Sunder marched over to the tall Stonedownor. Croft's grasp tightened reflexively on the wood.
Wncing with pain, Sunder struck Croft a sharp blowin the stonach. As the taller nan doubl ed
over, Sunder neatly plucked the lianar from him

"Cone!" Sunder shouted at Linden and Hollian. "Now "

A strange grimrelief came over Linden. Her first assessnments of Covenant had been vindi cated; at
| ast, he had shown hinself capable of significant power. Bracing his | eft armover her shoul ders,
she hel ped himout of the center of the Stonedown.

Sunder took Hollian's wist. He |l ed the way anbng the houses as fast as Covenant coul d nove.

The val e was dark now, only the crescent nmoon, and the reflection of dying enbers along the walls,
it the ravine. The breeze carried a sickly odor of rot fromacross the Mthil, and the water

| ooked bl ack and viscid, like a Satanist's chrism But no one hesitated. Hollian seenmed to accept
her rescue with nute inconprehension. She hel ped Li nden ease Covenant into the water, secure him
across the raft. Sunder urged themout into the River, and they went downstreamclinging to the
wood.

ELEVEN. The Corrupti on of Beauty

THERE was no pursuit. Covenant's power had stunned the people of Crystal Stonedown; the Rider had
| ost both scepter and Courser; and the River was swift. Soon Linden stopped | ooking behind her
stopped listening for the sounds of chase. She gave her concern to Covenant.

He had no strength left, made no effort to grip the raft, did not even try to hold up his head.
She could not hear his respiration over the |lapping of the water, and his pul se seenmed to have
Wit h-

drawn to a place beyond her reach. His face | ooked ghastly in the pale nmoonlight. Al her senses
groaned to her that he suffered froma venom of the soul

His condition galled her. She clung to him searching anbng her ignorances and incapacities for
sone way to succor him A voice in her insisted that if she could feel his distress so acutely she
ought to be able to affect it sonehow, that surely the current of perception which linked her to
himcoul d run both ways. But she shied away fromthe inplications. She had no power, had nothing
with which to oppose his illness except the private blood of her own life. Her fear of so nuch
vulnerability foiled her, left her cursing because she | acked even the limted resources of her
medi cal bag-1 acked anything which could have spared her this intinmate responsibility for his
survi val

For a tine, her conpanions rode the River in silence. But at last Hollian spoke. Linden was dimy
cogni zant of the young wonman's plight. The en-Brand had been surrendered to death by her own

vill age, and had been inpossibly rescued- Eventually, all the things she did not understand
overcanme her reluctance. She breathed cl enched apprehension into the darkness. "Speak to ne. | do
not know you."

"Your pardon." Sunder's tone expressed weariness and usel ess regret. "W have negl ected courtesy.
I am Sunder son of Nassic, at one tine"- he became nonentarily bitter -"Gaveler of Mthil

St onedown, fourscore | eagues to the south. Wth me are Linden Avery the Chosen and ur-Lord Thomas
Covenant, Unbeliever and white gold w elder. They are strangers to the Land.™

Strangers, Linden nmurnured. She saw herself as an unnatural visitant. The thought had sharp edges
on all sides.

The eh-Brand answered like a girl renenbering her manners with difficulty. "I amHollian Anmith-
daughter, eh-Brand of Crystal Stonedown. | am" She faltered, then said in a sore voice, "I know
not whether to give you thanks for redeeming ny life-or curses for daming nmy honme. The na-
Mhoramis Gimw |l blacken Crystal Stonedown forever."

Sunder spoke roughly. "Perhaps not."

"How not ?" she demanded in her grief. "Surely Sivit na-Moramw st will not forbear. He will ride
forthwith to Revel -stone, and the Giimw || be spoken. Nothing can prevent it."

"He will not ride to Revelstone. | have slain his Courser." Half to hinself, Sunder nuttered, "The
Rede did not reveal to me that a Sunstone may wield such mght."

Hollian gave a low cry of relief. "And the rukh with which he nolds the Sunbane is destroyed. Thus
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he cannot call down ill upon ny people."”
as if it were a balmfor her fears.
Covenant's need was loud in Linden's ears. She tried to deafen herself to it. "The Rider's scepter-
his rukh? Wiere did he get the blood to use it? | didn't see nun cut hinself."
"The Riders of the O ave," Sunder responded dourly, "are not required to shed thenselves. They are
fortified by the young nen and wonmen of the Land. Each rukh is hollow, and contains the blood with
whi ch the Sunbane is w el ded."
Echoes of the outrage which had determnmined her to rescue Hollian awoke in Linden. She wel coned
them explored them hunting for courage. The rites of the Sunbane were barbaric enough as Sunder
practiced them To be able to achieve such power wi thout personal cost seenmed to her execrable.
She did not know how to reconcile her ire with what she had heard of the O ave's purpose, its
reputation for resistance to the Sunbane. But she was deeply suspicious of that reputation. She
had begun to share Covenant's desire to reach Revel stone.
But Covenant was dyi ng.
Everything returned to Covenant and deat h.
After a while, Hollian spoke again. A different fear pronpted her to ask, "Is it wild nagic? WIld
magi ¢ i n sooth?"
"Yes," the Gaveler said.
"Then why-?" Linden could feel Hollian's disconcertion. "How did it transpire that Mthil
St onedown did not slay him as the Rede comuands?"
"I did not permt it," replied Sunder flatly. "In his name, | turned frommny people, so that he
woul d not be shed, "
"You are a Gravel er," Hollian whispered in her surprise. "A Stonedownor |ike nyself. Such a deed-
surely it was difficult for you. How were you brought to comrit such transgression?"
"Daughter of Amith," Sunder answered like a formal confession, "I was brought to it by the truth
of the Rede. The words of the ur-Lord were words of beauty rather than evil. He spoke as one who
owns both will and power to give his words substance. And in ny heart the truth of the Rede was
unbear abl e.
"Al'so," he went on grimy, "I have been nade to |learn that the Rede itself contains fal sehood."
"Fal sehood?" protested Hollian. "No. The Rede is the life of the Land. Wre it false, all who rely
upon it would die."
Sunder considered for a nmonent, then said, "Eh-Brand, do you know the aliantha?"

A recovery of hope silenced her. She relaxed in the water

She nodded. "It is nobst deadly poison."

"No." His certitude touched Linden. In spite of all that had happened, he possessed an i nner
resilience she could not match. "It is good beyond any other fruit. |I speak from know edge. For
three suns, we have eaten aliantha at every chance."

"Surely"- Hollian groped for argunments -"it is the cause of the ur-Lord' s sickness?"

"No. This sickness has conme upon him previously, and the aliantha gave him healing."
At this, she paused, trying to absorb what she had heard. Her head turned from side to side,
searching the night for guidance. When she spoke again, her voice canme faintly over the wet sounds

of the River. "You have redeened ny life. | will not doubt you. | am homel ess and wi t hout purpose,
for I cannot return to Crystal Stonedown, and the world is perilous, and |I do not conprehend ny
fate. | nmust not doubt you

"Yet | would ask you of your goal. Al is dark to ne. You have incurred the wath of the dave for
me. You journey great distances under the Sunbane. WII| you give me reason?"

Sunder said deliberately, "Linden Avery?" passing the question to her. She understood; he was

di sconfited by the answer, and Hollian was not likely to take it calmy. Linden wanted to reject
the difficulty, force Sunder and Hollian to fend for thenselves. But, because her own weakness was
intolerable to her, she responded squarely, "W're going to Revel stone."

Hollian reacted in horror. "Revel stone? You betray ne!" At once, she thrust away fromthe raft,
flailing for an escape.

Sunder lunged after her. He tried to shout sonething, but his damaged chest changed it to a gasp
of pain.

Li nden ignored him H's lunge had rolled the raft, dropping Covenant into the water

She grappl ed for Covenant, brought himback to the surface. Hs respirati on was so shallow that he
did not even cough at the water which streaned fromhis nouth. In spite of his weight, he conveyed
a conviction of utter frailty.

Sunder fought to prevent Hollian's flight; but he was hanmpered by his hurt ribs. "Are you mad?" he
panted at her. "If we sought your harm Sivit's intent would have sufficed!"

Struggling to support Covenant, Linden snapped, "Let her go!"

"Let-?" the G avel er protested.
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"Yes!" Ferocity burned through her. "I need help. By God, if she wants to | eave, that's her
right!"

"Heaven and Earth!" retorted Sunder. "Then why have we inperiled our lives for her?"

"Because she was going to be killed! |I don't care if we need her or not. W don't have the right
to hold her against her will. | need help."

Sunder spat a curse. Abruptly, he abandoned Hol Iian, cane linping through the water to take sone
of Covenant's weight. But he was livid with pain and indignation. Over his shoul der, he rasped at
Hol I'ian, "Your suspicion is unjust!”

"Perhaps." The eh-Brand trod water twenty feet away; her head was a pi ece of darkness anong the
shadows of the River. "Assuredly, | have been unjust to Linden Avery." After a nonent, she
demanded, "What purpose drives you to Revel -stone?"

"That's where the answers are." As quickly as it had conme, Linden's anger vani shed, and a bone-
deep dread took its place. She had been through too nmuch. Wthout Sunder's aid, she could not have
borne Covenant back to the raft. "Covenant thinks he can fight the Sunbane. But he has to
understand it first. That's why he wants to talk to the O ave."

"Fight?" asked Hollian in disbelief. "Do you speak of altering the Sunbane?"

"Way not?" Linden clung to the raft. Disnmay clogged her linbs. "lIsn't that what you do?"

ny o

"Aren't you a Sun- Sage?"

"No!" Hollian declared sharply. "That is a lie, uttered by Sivit na-Mioramw st to strengthen his
claimupon nme. | aman eh-Brand. | see the sun. | do not shape it."

To Linden, Sunder grow ed, "Then we have no need of her."

DimMy, Linden wondered why he felt threatened by Hollian. But

she | acked the courage to ask him "W need all the help we can get," she murnured. "I want her
with us. If she's willing."
n \N]y?ll

At the sane tine, Hollian asked, "OF what use am| to you?"
Wt hout warning, Linden's throat filled with weeping. She felt like a lorn child, confronted by
extremties she could not neet. She had to nuster all her severity in order to articulate, "He's

dying. | can feel it." In a shudder of nenory, she saw Marid's fangs. "It's worse than it was
before. | need help." The help she needed was vivid and appalling to her; but she could not stop
"One of you isn't enough. You'll just bleed to death. O | will." Inpelled by her fear of |o0sing
Covenant, she wrenched her voice at Hollian. "I need power. To heal him?"

She had not seen the eh-Brand approach; but now Hollian was swi nming at her side. Softly, the
young woran sai d, "Perhaps such shedding is unnecessary. It may be that | can succor him An eh-
Brand has some know edge of healing. But | do not wish to fall prey to the Clave a second tine."
Linden gritted her teeth until her jaw ached, containing her desperation. "You' ve seen what he can
do. Do you think he's going to walk into Revel stone and just let them sacrifice hin®"

Hol I'i an thought for a noment, touched Covenant's swelling gently. Then she said, "I will attenpt
it. But I must await the sun's rising. And I nust know how this harm cane upon him"

Li nden's sel f-command did not reach so far. Sunrise would be too |ate. Covenant could not | ast
until dawn. The Chosen! she rasped at herself. Dear God. She left the eh-Brand' s questions for
Sunder to answer. As he began a taut account of what had happened to Covenant, Linden's attention
slipped away to the Unbeliever's wacked and failing body.

She coul d feel the poison seeping past the useless constriction of his shirt sleeve. Death gnawed
like leprosy at the sinews of his life. He absolutely could not last until dawn.

Her not her had begged to die; but he wanted to |ive. He had exchanged hinself for Joan, had smled
as if the prospect were a benison; yet his every act showed that he wanted to |live. Perhaps he was
mad; perhaps his tal k about a Despiser was paranocia rather than truth. But the conclusions he drew
fromit were ones she could not refute. She had learned in Crystal Stonedown that she shared them
Now he was dyi ng.

She had to help him She was a doctor. Surely she could do sonething about his illness. |Inpossible
that her strange acuity could not cut both ways. Wth an i nward whi nper, she abandoned resi stance,
bared her heart.

Slow y, she reached her awareness into him inhabited his flesh with her private self. She felt
his eviscerated respiration as her own, suffered the heat of his fever, clung to himnore
intimately than she had ever held to any nan.

Then she was foundering in venom She was powerless to repel it. Nausea filled her like the sick
breath of the old man who had told her to Be true. No part of her knew howto give life in this
way. But what she could do, she did. She fought for himwith the sane grimand secretly hopel ess
determ nati on which had conpelled her to study nmedicine as if it were an act of rage against the
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ineffectuality of her parents-a man and worman who had under st ood not hi ng about |ife except death,
and had coveted the thing they understood with the lust of |lovers. They had taught her the

i nportance of efficacy. She had pursued it without rest for fifteen years.

That pursuit had taken her to Haven Farm And there her failure in the face of Joan's affliction
had cast her whole Iife into doubt. Now that doubt wore the taste and corruption of Covenant's
venom She could not quench the poison. But she tried by force of will to shore up the |ast
preterite barriers of his Iife. This sickness was a noral evil; it offended her just as Marid had
of fended her, as Nassic's nurder and the hot knife had of fended her; and she denied it with every
beat of her heart. She squeezed | air into his lungs, pressured his pulse to continue, opposed the
gnawi ng and spread of the ill.

Al one, she kept himalive through the renmi nder of the night.

The bones of her forehead ached with shared fever when Sunder brought her back to hersel f. Dawn
was in the air. He and Hollian had drawn the raft toward the riverbank. Linden |ooked about her
tabidly. Her soul was full of ashes. A part of her panted over and over, No. Never again. The

Ri ver ran through a | oW and whi ch shoul d have been conposed of broad |eas; but instead, the area
was a gray waste where nountains of preternatural grass had been beaten down by three days of
torrential rain, then rotted by

the sun of pestilence. As the approach of day stirred the air, currents of putrefaction shifted
back and forth across the Mthil.

But she saw why Sunder and Hollian had chosen this place. Near the bank, a sandbar angled partway
across the watercourse, fornmng a swath where Covenant could lie, away fromthe fetid grass.

The Stonedownors secured the raft, lilted Covenant to the sand, then raised himinto Linden's
arns. Huggi ng himerect, though she herself swayed with exhaustion, she watched as Sunder and
Hol Ii an hastened to the riverbank and began hunting for stone. Soon they were out of sight.

Wth the thin remmant of her strength, Linden confronted the sun

It hove over the horizon wearing incarnadine |like the sails of a plague-ship. She wel conmed its
war nt h-needed to be warm yearned to be dry-but its corona nmade her nmpan with enpty repugnance.
She | owered Covenant to the sand, then sat beside him studied himas if she were afraid to cl ose
her eyes. She did not know how soon the insects would begin to swarm

But when Sunder and Hollian returned, they were excited. The tension between them had not rel axed;
but they had found sonething inportant to them both. Together, they carried a | arge bush which
they had uprooted as if it were a treasure.

"Voure!" Hollian called as she and Sunder brought the bush to the sandbar. Her pal e skin was

lum nous in the sunlight. "This is good fortune. Voure is greatly rare.” They set the bush down
near by, and at once began to strip its | eaves.

"Rare, indeed," muttered Sunder. "Such nanes are spoken in the Rede, but | have never beheld
voure."

"Does it heal ?" Linden asked faintly.

In response, the eh-Brand gave her a handful of |eaves. They were as pul py as sponges; clear sap
dripped fromtheir broken stens. Their pungent odor rmade her w nce.

"Rub the sap upon your face and arns," said Hollian. "Voure is a potent ward agai nst insects."

Li nden stared until her senses finally registered the truth of the eh-Brand's words. Then she
obeyed. Wen she had sneared sap over herself, she did the sanme to Covenant.

Sunder and Hollian were sinmilarly busy. After they had finished, he stored the remaining | eaves in
hi s knapsack.

"Now, " the eh-Brand said pronmptly, "I nust do what lies within ny capacity to restore the
Hal f hand. "
"Hi s nane is Covenant," Linden protested dimy. To her, Half-hand was a O ave word: she did not

like it.

Hollian blinked as if this were irrelevant, nade no reply.

"Do you require my aid?" asked Sunder. His stiffness had returned. In some way that Linden could
not fathom Hollian annoyed or threatened him

The eh-Brand's response was equally curt. "I think not."

"Then | will put this voure to the test." He stood up. "I will go in search of aliantha." Moving
brusquely, he went back to the riverbank, stal ked away through the rotting grass.
Hol lian wasted no time. Fromwithin her shift, she drew out a snall iron dirk and her |ianar wand.

Kneel i ng at Covenant's right shoul der, she placed the lianar on his chest, took the dirk in her

| eft hand.

The sun was above the horizon now, exerting its corruption. But the pungence of the voure seened
to forma buckl er agai nst putrefaction. And though |arge insects had begun to buzz and gust in al
directions, they did not come near the sandbar. Linden ached to concentrate on such things. She
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did not want to watch the eh-Brand's bloody rites. Did not want to see themfail. Yet she attached
her eyes to the knife, forced herself to followit.

Li ke Sunder's left forearm Hollian's right palmwas |laced with old scars. She drew the iron
across her flesh. A runnel of dark rich blood started down her bare wrist.

Setting down her dirk, she took up the lianar in her bleeding hand. Her |ips noved, but she made
no sound.

The at nosphere focused around her wand. Abruptly, flanes |licked the wood. Fire the color of the
sun's aura skirled around her ringers. Her voice became an audible chant, but the words were alien
to Linden. The fire grew stronger; it covered Hollian's hand, began to tongue the bl ood on her
wrist.

As she chanted, her fire sent out long delicate shoots like tendrils of wisteria. They grew to the
sand, stretched along the water |ike veins of blood in the current, went searching up the
riverbank as if they sought a place to root.

Supported by a shimering network of power tendrils, she tightened her chant, and | owered the
lianar to Covenant's envenoned forearm Linden flinched instinctively. She could taste

the ill inthe fire, feel the preternatural force of the Sunbane. Hollian drew on the same sources
of power which Sunder tapped with his Sunstone. But after a nmonent Linden discerned that the
fire's effect was not ill. Hollian fought poison with poison. Wen she lifted her wand from

Covenant's arm the tension of his swelling had al ready begun to recede.

Carefully, she shifted her power to his forehead, set flane to the fever in his skull

At once, his body sprang rigid, head jerked back; a screamripped his throat. Fromhis ring, an
i nstant white detonation bl asted sand over the two wonen and the River.

Bef ore Linden could react, he went conpletely |inp.

The eh-Brand sagged at his side. The flane vani shed fromher lianar, |eaving the wood pale, clean
and whole. In the space of a heartbeat, the fire-tendrils extinguished thensel ves; but they
continued to echo across Linden's sight.

She rushed to exam ne Covenant. Apprehension choked her. But as she touched him he inhal ed
deeply, began to breathe as if he were only asleep. She felt for his pulse; it was distinct and
secure.

Rel i ef flooded through her. The Mthil and the sun grew oddly dim She was prone on the sand

wit hout realizing that she had reclined. Her left hand lay in the water. That cool touch seened to
be all that kept her from weeping.

In a weak voice, Hollian asked, "Is he well?"

Li nden did not answer because she had no words.

Shortly, Sunder returned, his hands | aden with treasure-berries. He seened to understand the
exhaustion of his conpanions. Wthout speaking, he bent over Linden, slipped a berry between her
lips.

Its deliciousness restored her. She sat up, estimated the ampunt of aliantha Sunder held, took her
share. The berries fed a part of her which had been stretched past its limts by her efforts to
keep Covenant alive.

Hol I i an watched in weariness and di snay as Sunder consuned his portion of the aliantha. But she
could not bring herself to touch the berries he offered her

As her strength returned, Linden propped Covenant into a half-sitting position, then pitted
berries and fed themto him Their effect was alnmost imedi ate; they steadied his respiration
firmed his nuscle tone, cleansed the color of his skin.

Del i berately, she | ooked at Hollian. The exertion of aiding Covenant had left the eh-Brand i n need
of aliment. And her searching gaze could find no other answer. Wth a shudder of resolution, she
accepted a berry, put it in her nouth. After a nonment, she bit down on it.

Her own pl easure startled her. Revelation glowed in her eyes, and her fear seenmed to fall away
like a discarded mantl e.

Wth a private sigh, Linden |owered Covenant's head to the sand, and |let herself rest.

The conpani ons renai ned on the sandbar for a good part of the norning, recuperating. Then, when
Covenant's swelling had turned fromblack to a nottled yell ow purple, and had declined fromhis
shoul der, Linden judged that he was able to travel. They set off down the Mthil once nore.

The voure continued to protect themfrominsects. Hollian said the sap would retain its potency
for several days; and Linden began to believe this when she discovered that the odor still clung
to her after nore than half a day i mersed in the water

In the lurid red of sunset, they stopped on a broad slope of rock spreading northward out of the
River. After the strain of the past days, Linden hardly noticed the disconfort of sleeping on
stone. Yet part of her stayed in touch with Covenant, like a string tuned to resonate
synpathetically at a certain pitch. In the nddle of the night, she found herself staring at the
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acute sickle of the moon. Covenant was sitting beside her. He seened unaware of her. Quietly, he
moved to the water's edge for a drink

She foll owed, anxious that he m ght be suffering froma rel apse of delirium But when he saw her
he recogni zed her with a nod, and drew her away to a place where they could at |east whisper

wi t hout disturbing their conpanions. The way he carried his arm showed that it was tender but
utile. Hi s expression was obscure in the vague light; but his voice sounded | ucid.

"Who' s the woman?"

She stood close to him peered into the shadow of his countenance. "You don't renenber?"

"1 renenber bees." He gave a quick shudder. "That Raver. Nothing el se.”

Her efforts to preserve his life had left her vulnerable to him She had shared his extrenity; and
now he seened to have a claimon her which she would never be able to refuse. Even her heart beat
bel onged to him "You had a rel apse, "

"Arelapse-?" He tried to flex his sore arm

"You were stung, and went into shock. It was |like another snakebite in the same place, only worse.
I thought-" She touched his shoulder involuntarily. "I thought you weren't going to nake it."
"When was that ?"

"A day and a half ago."

"How di d-?" he began, then changed his mind. "Then what?"

"Sunder and | couldn't do anything for you. We just went on." She started to speak rapidly. "That
ni ght, we came to another Stonedown." She told himthe story as if she were in a hurry to reach
the end of it. But when she tried to describe the power of his ring, he stopped her. "That's

i npossi bl e,” he whi spered.
"You don't renmenber at all?"
"No. But | tell you it's inpossible. I've always-always had to have sone kind of trigger. The

proximty of some other power. Like the orcrest. It never happens by itself. Never."

"Maybe it was the Rider."

"Yes." He grasped the suggestion gratefully. "That nust be it. That scepter-his rukh" He repeated
the nane she had told himas if he needed reassurance.

She nodded, then resuned her narration

When she was done, he spoke his thoughts hesitantly. "You say | was delirious. | nust have been-
don't remenber any of it. Then this Rider tried to attack. Al of a sudden, | had power." Hi s tone
conveyed the inmportance of the question. "What set ne off? | shouldn't have been able to defend
mysel f, if | was that sick. Did you get hurt? Did Sunder-?"

"No." Suddenly, the darkness between themwas full of significance. She had risked herself
extravagantly to keep himalive -and for what? In his power and delirium he had believed nothing
about her except that she had abandoned him And even now he did not know what he had cost her

No. She could hardly muffle her bitterness as she replied, "W're all right. It wasn't that."
Softly, he asked, "Then what was it?"

"I made you think Joan was in danger." He flinched; but she went on, struck at himwith words. "It
was the only thing I could find. You weren't going to save yourself-weren't going to save ne. You
kept accusing ne of deserting you. By God," she grated, "I've stood by you since the first tine |
saw Joan. No matter how crazy you are, |'ve stood by you. You'd be dead now if it weren't for ne.
But you kept accusing ne, and | couldn't reach you. The only nane that nmeant anything to you was
Joan. "

She hurt him H's right hand made a gesture toward her, w nced away. In the darkness, he seened to
have no eyes; his sockets gaped at her as if he had been blinded. She expected himto protest that
he had often tried to help her, often striven to give her what support he could. But he stood
there as he had stood when she had first confronted himon Haven Farm upright under the weight of
i mpossi bl e burdens. \Wen he spoke, his voice was edged with rage and exquisite grief.

"She was ny wife. She divorced me because | had leprosy. O all the things that happened to ne,
that was the worst. God knows |'ve committed crinmes. |'ve raped-killed-betrayed- But those were
things | did, and I did everything | could to nake restitution. She treated ne as if | were a
crime. Just being who | was, just suffering froma physical affliction | couldn't have prevented

or cured anynore than | could have prevented or cured ray own nortality, | terrified her. That was
the -worst. Because | believed it. |I felt that way about |eprosy nyself.

"I't gave her a claimon ne, | spent eleven years living with it-1 couldn't bear being the cause.
sold my soul to pay that debt, and it doesn't make any difference." The nmuscles of his face

contorted at the nenory. "lI'ma leper. |I'mnever going to stop being a |l eper. |I'mnever going to
be able to quit her claimon nme. It goes deeper than any choice.” Hi s words were the col or of

bl ood.

"But, Linden," he went on; and his direct appeal stung her heart. "She's ny ex-wife." In spite of
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his efforts to control it, his voice carried fatality like a lanment. "If the past is any

i ndi cation, |'mnever going to see her again."

She clung to himwi th her eyes. Uncertainties thronged in her. Wiy would he not see Joan agai n?
How had he sold hinsel f? How nuch had he withheld? But in her vulnerability one question nattered
nmore than all the others. As steadily, noncommittally, as she could, she asked, "Do you want to
see her again?"

To her tense ears, the sinplicity of his reply bore the weight of a declaration. "No. | don't
particularly like being a leper.”

She turned away so that he would not see the tears in her eyes. She did not want to be so exposed
to him She was in danger of |osing herself. And yet her relief was as poignant as |ove. Over her
shoul der, she said flatly, "Get sone rest. You need it." Then she went back to where Sunder and
Hollian lay, stretched out on the rock, and spent a long tinme shivering as if she were caught in a
wi nter of unshiel ded | oneliness.

The sun had already risen, red and gl oweri ng, when she awoke. A pile of aliantha near Sunder's
knapsack showed that the Stonedownors had foraged successfully for food. Covenant and the eh-Brand
stood toget her, mmking each other's acquai ntance. Sunder sat nearby as if he were grinding his
teeth.

Li nden clinbed to her feet. Her body felt abused by the hardness of her bed, but she ignored it.
Averting her eyes from Covenant as if in shane, she went to the river to wash her face.

When she returned, Sunder divided the treasure-berries. The travelers ate in silence: aliantha was
a food which inposed stillness. Yet Linden could not deafen herself to the anbience of her

conpani ons. Covenant was as rigid as he had ever been on Haven Farm Hollian's delicate features
wore perplexity as if it were a kind of fear. And the darkness of the Graveler's npbod had not
lifted-resentnment directed at the eh-Brand, or at hinmself.

They made Linden feel |ost. She was responsible for their various disconforts-and i nadequate to do
anyt hing about it. In sustaining Covenant, she had opened doors which she now coul d not cl ose,

t hough she swore she would close them Mittering sourly to herself, she finished her aliantha,
scattered the seeds beyond the rock, then went severely through the notions of preparing to enter
the River.

But Hollian could not bear her own trouble in silence. After a nonent, she addressed the
Unbel i ever. "You say that | amto nane you Covenant-though it is a nane of ill onen, and sits
unquietly in ny nouth. Very well. Covenant. Have you consi dered where you go? The Gravel er and

Li nden Avery say that you are destined for Revel stone. My heart shrinks fromthe thought- but if
such is your goal, I will not gainsay it. Yet Revelstone lies there." She pointed northwestward.
"El evenscore | eagues distant. The Mthil no |onger shares your way."

"That is known to us, eh-Brand," Sunder nuttered.

She ignored him "It nay be that we can journey afoot, with the aid of voure." She hesitated,
recogni zing the difficulty of what she proposed. "And great good fortune." Her eyes did not |eave
Covenant's face.

"Maybe." His tone betrayed that he had already nade his decision. "But | don't want to take the
chance of getting stung again. W'll stay on the River for another day or two, anyway."
"Covenant." Hollian's gaze was poignant. "Do you know what |ies that way?"

"Yes." He net her squarely. "Andelain."

Andel ai n? The conceal ed intensity with which he said that name brought Linden to al ertness.

"Do you-" Hollian westled agai nst her apprehension. "Do you choose to approach Andel ai n?"

"Yes." Covenant's resolution was conplete. But he studied the eh-Brand closely, as if her concern
di sturbed him "I want to see it. Before | go to Revel stone."

Hi s assertion appalled her. She recoil ed. Gasping, she strove to shout, but could not find enough
air in all the wide norning. "You are mad. O a servant of a-Jeroth, as the Rede proclains." She
turned toward Linden, then Sunder, beseeching themto hear her. "You nust not permit it." She
snatched a raw breath, cried out, "You rnust not!"

Covenant sprang at her, dug his fingers into her shoul ders, shook her. "Wat's wong with
Andel ai n?"

Hol lian's mouth worked; but she could find no words.

"Sunder!" Covenant barked.

Stiffly, the Gaveler replied, "I amfourscore | eagues fromny home. | know nothing of this

Andel ain. "

Hol l'ian fought to naster herself. "Covenant," she said in alivid tone, "you may eat aliantha. You
may defy the Cave. You may tranple upon the Rede, and cast your challenge to the Sunbane itself.
But you nust not enter Andelain."

Covenant | owered his voice, denmanded dangerously, "Wy not?"
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"It is a snare and a delusion!" she noaned. "An abom nation in the Land. It lies lovely and crue
before the eyes, and seduces al

who | ook upon it to their destruction. It is inpervious to the Sunbane!"”

"I npossi bl e!'" snapped Sunder

"No!" Hollian panted. "I speak truly. Sun after sun, it remains unaltered, initating paradise."
She thrust all her dismay at Covenant. "Many peopl e have been betrayed- The tale of themis often
told in all this region. But | speak not only of tales. | have known four-four brave Stonedownors

who succunbed to that lure. Distraught by their lives, they left Crystal Stonedown to test the
tale of Andelain. Two entered, and did not return. Two rmade their way to Crystal Stonedown once
nore-and the madness in themraved |ike the na-Moranis Gim No succor could anile their
violence. Croft was driven to sacrifice them

"Covenant," she begged, "do not journey there. You will neet a doomnore terrible than any
unshi el ded Sunbane." Her every word vibrated with conviction, with honest fear. "Andelain is a
desecration of the soul."

Roughl y, Covenant thrust the eh-Brand away fromhim He whirled, strode down the slope to stand at
the water's edge. H's fists clenched and uncl enched, trenbling, at his sides.

Li nden went to himat once, seeking a way to di ssuade him She believed Hollian. But when she
touched his arm the savagery in himstruck her nmute. "Andelain." His voice was taut with fatality
and rage. Wthout warning, he turned on her. Hi s eyes blazed through her. "You say you' ve stood by
me." Hi s whisper expressed nore bl oodshed than any shout. "Do it now. Nothing el se matters. Stand
by ne."

Bef ore she could try to respond, he spun toward Sunder and Hollian. They stared at him

dunbf ounded by his passion. The sun limed his profile |like a cynosure. "Andel ain used to be the
heart of the Land." He sounded as if he were strangling. "I have to find out what happened to it."
The next moment, he was in the water, sw nming downriver with all his strength.

Li nden checked herself, did not follow him He could not keep up that pace; she would be able to
rejoin him Stand by ne. Her senses told her that Hollian spoke the truth. There was sonething

hei nous conceal ed i n Andel ai n. But Covenant's appeal outwei ghed any conviction of peril. She had
striven with the intimacy of a lover to save his life. The cost of that intinmacy she could not
endure; but she could do other things for him She faced the Stonedownors. "Sunder?"

The Gravel er glanced away along the River, then over at Hollian, before he net Linden's demand.
"The eh-Brand is a Stonedownor," he replied, "like nyself. | trust her fear. But ny lot now lies
with the ur-Lord. I will accompany him"

Wth a sinple nod, Linden accepted his decision. "Hollian?"

The eh-Brand seened unable to confront the choice she had to nake. Her eyes wandered the stone,
searching it for answers it did not contain. "Does it come to this?" she murnured bitterly, "that
| have been rescued fromperil into peril?" But slowy she sunmoned up the strength which had
enabl ed her to face Croft and Sivit with dignity. "It is stated in the Rede beyond any doubt that
the Halfhand is a servant of a-Jeroth.”

Flatly, Linden said, "The Rede is wong."

"That cannot be!" Hollian's fear was palpable in the air. "If the Rede is false, howcan it
sustain |ife?"

Unexpectedl y, Sunder interposed hinmself. "Eh-Brand." His voice knotted as if he had arrived

wi t hout warning or preparation at a crisis. "Linden Avery speaks of another wong altogether. To
her, all things are wong which arise fromthe Sunbane."

Hollian stared at him And Linden, too, watched himnarrowy. She chaffed to be on her way; but
the Graveler's efforts to resolve his own feelings kept her still

"Eh-Brand," he went on, gritting his teeth, "I have held you in resentnment. Your presence is a
reproach to nme. You are a Stonedownor. You conprehend what has cone to pass when a Gravel er
betrays his home. \Whether you choose or no, you accuse ne. And your plight is enviable to ne. You
are innocent of where you stand. Whatever path you follow fromthis place, none can |ay blanme upon
you. All ny paths are paths of bl ane.

"My vindication has been that | amnecessary to the ur-Lord, and to Linden Avery, and to their
purpose. His vision touched ny heart, and the survival of that vision has been in ny hands.
Lacking ny aid, they would be |ong dead, and with themthe one clear word of beauty | have been

gi ven to hear.

"\Whet her you choose or no, you deprive nme of ny necessity. Your know edge of the Sunbane and of
the perils before us surely excels mne. You give healing where I cannot. You have not shed |ife.
In your presence, | have no answer to ny guilt."

"Sunder,"” Hollian breathed. "Graveler. This castigation avails nothing. The past is beyond change.
Your vindication cannot be taken fromyou."

file:/lIF|/rah/Stephen%20Donaldson/Donaldson%20Covenant%204%20The%20Wounded%20Land.txt (95 of 221) [1/19/03 11:32:45 PM]



file:///F|/rah/ Stephen%20D onal dson/Donal dson%20Covenant%204%20T he%20Wounded%20L and.txt

"Al'l things change," he replied tightly. "Ur-Lord Covenant alters the past at every turning.
Therefore"- he cut off her protest. "I amw thout choice, | cannot bear that this alteration
shoul d be undone. But there is choice for you. And because you own choice, eh-Brand, | inplore
you. G ve your service to the ur-Lord. He offers nuch-and is in such need. Your aid is greater
than mne."

Hol Iian's gaze scoured himas he spoke. But she did not find any answer to her fear. "Ah," she
sighed bitterly, "I do not see this choice. Death lies behind ne and horror before. This is not
choice. It is torment."

"It is choice!" Sunder shouted, unable to restrain his vehenence. "Neither death nor horror is
conpul sory for you. You may depart fromus. Find a new people to be your hone. They will distrust
you for a tinme-but that will pass. No Stonedown would willingly sacrifice an eh-Brand."

H s words took both Hollian and Linden by surprise. Hollian had plainly given no thought to the

i dea he raised. And Linden could not guess why he used such an argunent. "Sunder," she said
carefully, "what do you think you' re doi ng?"

"l seek to persuade her." He did not take his eyes fromHollian. "A choice nade freely is stronger
than one conpell ed. W nust have her strength-else | fear we will not gain Revel stone."

Li nden strove to understand him "Do you nean to tell me that now you want to go to Revel stone?"
"I must," he responded; but his words were directed toward the eh-Brand. "No ot her purpose renains
to ne. | nust see the lies of the Rede answered. Throughout all the generations of the Sun-bane,
the Riders have taken blood in the nane of the Rede. Now they nust be required to speak the
truth.”

Li nden nodded, bent her attention on Hollian as the eh-Brand absorbed his argunent, hunted for a
reply. After a nonent, she said slowy, holding his gaze, "In the aliantha-if in no other way -I
have been given cause to misdoubt the Rede. And Sivit na-Mhoram w st sought ny death, though it
was plain for all to see that | was of great benefit to Crystal Stonedown. If you follow ur-Lord
Covenant in the name of truth, | will acconmpany you." At once, she turned to Linden. "But | wll
not enter Andelain. That | will not do."

Li nden acknow edged this proviso. "Ail right. Let's go." She had been too | ong away from Covenant;
her anxiety for himtightened all her nuscles. But one |ast requirenment held her back. "Sunder,"
she said deliberately. "Thanks."

Her gratitude seened to startle him But then he replied with a nute bow. In that gesture, they
under st ood each ot her.
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