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The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant the Unbeliever

As a young man-a novelist, happily married, with an infant son, Roger-- Thomas
Covenant is inexplicably stricken with leprosy. After the last two fingers of his right
hand are amputated, medications arrest the progress of Covenant's affliction, but he
is taught that his only hope of survival lies in protecting himself obsessively from any
form of injury. He is devastated when his wife, Joan, abandons and divorces him in
order to protect their son from exposure.

Other blows to his emotional stability follow. Fearing the mysterious nature of his
illness, the people around him cast him in the traditional role of the leper: a pariah,
outcast and unclean. In addition, he discovers that he has become impotent-and
unable to write. Grimly he struggles to go on living; but as the pressure of his
loneliness mounts, he begins to experience prolonged episodes of unconsciousness,
during which he appears to have adventures in a magical realm known only as the
Land.

In the Land, physical and emotional health are tangible forces, made palpable by an
eldritch energy called Earthpower. Because vitality and beauty are concrete qualities,
as plain to the senses as size and color, the well-being of the physical world has
become the guiding precept of the Land's people. When Covenant first encounters
them, in Lord Foul's Bane, they greet him as the reincarnation of an ancient hero,
Berek Halfhand, in part because he has lost two fingers, and in part because he
possesses a white gold ring-his wedding band-which they know to be a talisman of
great power, able to wield "the wild magic that destroys peace."

Shortly after he first appears in the Land, Covenant's leprosy and impotence
disappear, cured by Earthpower; and this, he knows, is impossible. And the mere idea
that he possesses some form of magical power threatens his ability to sustain the
stubborn disciplines on which his survival depends. Therefore he chooses to interpret
his translation to the Land as a dream or hallucination. He responds to his welcome
and health with Unbelief: the harsh, dogged assertion that the Land is not real.
Because of his Unbelief, his initial reactions to the people and wonders of the Land are
at best dismissive, at worst despicable (at one point, overwhelmed by his reborn
sexuality, he rapes Lena, a young girl who has befriended him). However, the people
of the Land decline to punish or reject him for his actions. As Berek Halfhand reborn,
he is beyond judgment. And there is an ancient prophecy concerning the white gold
wielder: "With the one word of truth or treachery, / he will save or damn the Earth."
Covenant's new companions in the Land know that they cannot make his choices for
him. They can only hope that he will eventually follow Berek's example by saving the
Land.

At first, such forbearance conveys little to Covenant, although he cannot deny that he
is moved by the ineffable beauties of this world, as well as by the kindness of its
people. During his travels, however, first with Lena's mother, Atiaran, then with the
Giant Saltheart Foamfollower, and finally with the Lords of Revelstone, he learns
enough of the history of the Land to understand what is at stake.

The Land has an ancient enemy, Lord Foul the Despiser, who dreams of destroying the



Arch of Time-thereby destroying not only the Land but the entire Earth-in order to
escape what he perceives to be a prison. Against this evil stands the Council of Lords,
men and women who have dedicated their lives to nurturing the health of the Land, to
studying the lost lore and wisdom of Berek and his long-dead descendants, and to
opposing Despite.
Unfortunately these Lords possess only a small fraction of the power of their
predecessors. The Staff of Law, Berek's primary instrument of Earthpower, has been
hidden from them. And the lore of Law and Earthpower seems inherently inadequate
to defeat Lord Foul. Wild magic rather than Law is the crux of Time. Without it, the
Arch cannot be destroyed; but neither can it be defended.
Hence both the Lords and the Despiser seek Thomas Covenant's allegiance. The Lords
attempt to win his aid with courage and compassion: the Despiser, through
manipulation. And in this contest Covenant's Unbelief appears to place him on the side
of the Despiser.
Nevertheless Covenant cannot deny his response to the Land's apparent
transcendence. And as he is granted more and more friendship by the Lords and
denizens of the Land, he finds that he is nhow dismayed by his earlier violence toward
Lena. He faces an insoluble conundrum: the Land cannot be real, yet it feels entirely
real. His
heart responds to its loveliness-and that response has the potential to kill him
because it undermines his necessary habits of wariness and hopelessness.
Trapped within this contradiction, he attempts to escape through a series of unspoken
bargains. In Lord Foul's Bane, he grants the Lords his passive support, hoping that
this will enable him to avoid accepting the possibilities-the responsibilities-of his white
gold ring. And at first his hopes are realized. The Lords find the lost Staff of Law; their
immediate enemy, one of Lord Foul's servants, is defeated; and Covenant himself is
released from the Land.
Back in his real world, however, he discovers that he has in fact gained nothing.
Indeed, his plight has worsened: he remains a leper; and his experience of friendship
and magic in the Land has weakened his ability to endure his outcast loneliness on
Haven Farm. When he is translated to the Land a second time, in The Illearth War, he
knows that he must devise a new bargain.
During his absence, the Land's plight has worsened as well. A number of years have
passed in the Land; and in that time Lord Foul has gained and mastered the Illearth
Stone, an ancient bane of staggering power. With it, the Despiser has created an army
which now marches to overwhelm the Lords of Revelstone. Although the Lords hold
the Staff of Law, they lack sufficient might to withstand the evil horde. They need the
strength of wild magic.
Other developments also tighten the grip of Covenant's dilemma. The Council is now
led by High Lord Elena, his daughter by his rape of Lena. With her, he begins to
experience the real consequences of his violence: it is clear to him-if to no one
elsethat she is not completely sane. In addition, the army of the Lords is led by a man
named Hile Troy, who appears to have come to the Land from Covenant's own world.
Troy's presence radically erodes Covenant's self-protective Unbelief.
Now more than ever Covenant feels that he must resolve his conundrum. Again he
offers a bargain. He will give the defenders of the Land his active support. Specifically,
he will join Elena on a quest to discover the source of EarthBlood, the most
concentrated form of Earthpower. But in return he will continue to deny that his ring
holds any power. He will accept no responsibility for the ultimate fate of the Land.
This time, however, the results of his bargain are disastrous. Using the
Illearth Stone, Lord Foul slaughters the Giants of Seareach. Hile Troy is only able



to defeat the Despiser's army by giving his soul to Caerroil Wildwood, the

Forestal of Garroting Deep. And Covenant's help enables Elena to find the
EarthBlood, which she uses to sever one of the necessary boundaries between

life and death. Her instability leads her to think that the dead will have more

power against Lord Foul than the living. But she is terribly wrong; and in the
resulting catastrophe both she and the Staff of Law are lost.

Covenant returns to his real world knowing that his attempts to resolve his dilemma
have served the Despiser.

Nearly broken by his failures, he visits the Land once more in The Power That
Preserves, where he discovers the full cost of his actions. Dead, his daughter now
serves Lord Foul, using the Staff of Law to wreak havoc. Her mother, Lena, has lost
her mind. And the defenders of the Land are besieged by an army too vast and
powerful to be defeated.

Covenant still has no solution to his conundrum: only wild magic can save the Land-
and he cannot afford to accept its reality. However, sickened at heart by Lena's
madness, and by the imminent ruin of the Land, he resolves to confront the Despiser
himself. He has no hope of defeating Lord Foul, but he would rather sacrifice himself
for the sake of a magical, but unreal, place than preserve his outcast life in his real
world.

Before he can reach the Despiser, however, he must first face dead Elena and the
Staff of Law. He cannot oppose her; yet she defeats herself when her attack on him
draws an overwhelming response from his ring-a response which also destroys the
Staff.

Accompanied only by his old friend, the Giant Saltheart Foamfollower, Covenant finally
gains his confrontation with Lord Foul and the Illearth Stone. Facing the full force of
the Despiser's savagery and malice, he at last finds the solution to his conundrum,
"the eye of the paradox": the point of balance between accepting that the Land is real
and insisting that it is not. On that basis, he is able to combat Lord Foul by using the
dire might of the Illearth Stone to trigger the wild magic of his ring. With that power,
he shatters both the Stone and Lord Foul's home, thereby ending the threat of the
Despiser's evil.

When he returns to his own world for the last time, he learns that his newfound
balance benefits him there as well. He knows now that the reality or unreality of the
Land is less important than his love for it; and that knowledge gives him the strength
to face his life as a pariah without fear or bitterness.

The Second Chronicles of Thomas Covenant

For ten years after the events of The Power That Preserves, Covenant lives alone on
Haven Farm, writing novels. He is still an outcast, but he has one friend, Dr. Julius
Berenford. Then, however, two damaged women enter his life.

His ex-wife, Joan, returns to him, violently insane. Leaving Roger with her parents,
she has spent some time in a commune which has dedicated itself to the service of
Despite, and which has chosen Covenant to be the victim of its evil. Hoping to spare
anyone else the hazards of involvement, Covenant attempts to care for Joan alone.
When Covenant refuses aid, Dr. Berenford enlists Dr. Linden Avery, a young physician
whom he has recently hired. Like Joan, she has been badly hurt, although in en
tirely different ways. As a young girl, she was locked in a room with her father while
he committed suicide. And as a teenager, she killed her mother, an act of euthanasia
to

which she felt compelled by her mother's illness and pain. Loathing death, Linden has
become a doctor in a haunted attempt to erase her past.



At Dr. Berenford's urging, she intrudes on Covenant's treatment of his ex-wife. When
members of Joan's commune attack Haven Farm, seeking Covenant's death, Linden
attempts to intervene, but she is struck down before she can save him. As a result,
she accompanies him when he is returned to the Land.

During Covenant's absence, several thousand years have passed, and the Despiser
has regained his power. As before, he seeks to use Covenant's wild magic in order to
break the Arch of Time and escape his prison. In The Wounded Land, however,
Covenant and Linden soon learn that Lord Foul has fundamentally altered his
methods. Instead of relying on armies and warfare to goad Covenant, the Despiser
has devised an attack on the natural Law which gives the Land its beauty and health.
The overt form of this attack is the Sunbane, a malefic corona around the sun which
produces extravagant surges of fertility, rain, drought, and pestilence in mad
succession. So great is the Sunbane's power and destructiveness that it has come to
dominate all life in the Land. Yet the Sunbane is not what it appears to be. And its
organic virulence serves primarily to mask Lord Foul's deeper manipulations.

He has spent centuries corrupting the Council of Lords. That group now rules over the
Land as the Clave; and it is led by a Raver, one of the Despiser's most ancient and
potent servants. The Clave extracts blood from the people of the Land to feed the
Banefire, an enormous blaze which purportedly hinders the Sunbane, but which
actually increases it.

However, the hidden purpose of the Clave and the Banefire is to inspire from Covenant
an excessive exertion of wild magic. And toward that end, another Raver afflicts
Covenant with a venom intended to cripple his control over his power. When the
venom has done its work, Covenant will be unable to defend the Land without
unleashing so much force that he destroys the Arch.

As for Linden Avery, Lord Foul intends to use her loathing of death against her. She
alone is gifted or cursed with the health-sense which once informed and guided all the
people of the Land by enabling them to perceive physical and emotional health
directly. For that reason, she is uniquely vulnerable to the malevolence of the
Sunbane, as well as to the insatiable malice of the Ravers. The manifest evil into
which she has been plunged threatens the core of her identity.

Linden's health-sense accentuates her potential as a healer. However, it also gives her
the capacity to possess other people; to reach so deeply into them that she can
control their actions and emotions. By this means, Lord Foul intends to cripple her
morally: he seeks to transform her into a woman who will possess Covenant in order
to misuse his power. Thus she will give the Despiser what he wants even if Covenant
does not.

And if those ploys fail, Lord Foul has other stratagems in place to achieve his ends.
Horrified in their separate ways by what has been done to the Land, Covenant and
Linden wish to confront the Clave in Revelstone; but on their own, they cannot survive
the complex perils of the Sunbane. Fortunately they gain the help of two villagers,
Sunder and Hollian. Sunder and Hollian have lived with the Sunbane all their lives,
and their experience enables Covenant and Linden to avoid ruin as they travel.

But Linden, Sunder, and Hollian are separated from Covenant near a region known as
Andelain, captured by the Clave while he enters Andelain alone. It was once the most
beautiful and Earthpowerful place in the Land; and he now discovers that it alone
remains intact, defended from the Sunbane by the last Forestal, Caer-Caveral, who
was formerly Hile Troy. There Covenant encounters his Dead, the specters of his long-
gone friends. They offer him advice and guidance for the struggle ahead. And they
give him a gift: a strange ebony creature named Vain, an artificial being created for a
hidden purpose by ur-viles, former servants of the Despiser.



Aided by Waynhim, relatives of the ur-viles, Covenant hastens toward Revelstone to
rescue his friends. When he encounters the Clave, he learns the cruelest secret of the
Sunbane: it was made possible by his destruction of the Staff of Law thousands of
years ago. Desperate to undo the harm which he has unwittingly caused, he risks wild
magic in order to free Linden, Sunder, and Hollian, as well as a number of Haruchai,
powerful warriors who at one time served the Council of Lords.

With his friends, Vain, and a small group of Haruchai, Covenant sets out to locate the
One Tree, the wood from which Berek originally fashioned the Staff of Law. Covenant
hopes to devise a new Staff with which to oppose the Clave and the Sunbane.

Faring eastward, toward the Sunbirth Sea, Covenant and his companions encounter a
party of Giants, seafaring beings from the homeland of the lost Giants of Seareach.
One of them, Cable Seadreamer, has had a vision of a terrible threat to the Earth, and
the Giants have sent out a Search to discover the danger.

Convinced that this threat is the Sunbane, Covenant persuades the Search to help
him find the One Tree; and in The One Tree Covenant, Linden, Vain, and several
Haruchai set sail aboard the Giantship Starfare's Gem, leaving Sunder and Hollian to
rally the people of the Land against the Clave.

The quest for the One Tree takes Covenant and Linden first to the land of the Elohim,
cryptic beings of pure Earthpower who appear to understand and perhaps control the
destiny of the Earth. The Elohim agree to reveal the location of the One Tree, but they
exact a price: they cripple Covenant's mind, enclosing his consciousness in a kind of
stasis, purportedly to protect the Earth from his growing power, but in fact to

prevent him from carrying out Vain's unnamed purpose. Guided now by Linden's
determination rather than Covenant's, the Search sets sail for the Isle of the One
Tree.

Unexpectedly, however, they are joined by one of the Elohim, Findail, who has been
Appointed to ensure that Vain's purpose fails-and to bear the consequences if it

does not.

Linden soon finds that she is unable to free Covenant's mind without possessing him,
which she fears to do, knowing that she may unleash his power. When events force
her to a decision, however, she succeeds at restoring his consciousness-much to
Findail's dismay.

At last Starfare's Gem reaches the Isle of the One Tree, where one of the Haruchai,
Brinn, defeats the Tree's Guardian. But when Covenant, Linden, and their companions
approach their goal, they learn that they have been misled by the Despiser-and by the
Elohim. Covenant's purpose is in fact the threat to the Earth which Cable Seadreamer
has foreseen. Covenant's attempt to obtain wood for a new Staff of Law begins to
rouse the Worm of the World's End. Once awakened, the Worm will accomplish Lord
Foul's release from Time.

At the cost of his own life, Seadreamer succeeds at making Linden aware of the true
danger. She in turn is able to forestall Covenant. Nevertheless the Worm has been
disturbed, and its restlessness forces the Search to flee as the Isle sinks into the sea,
taking the One Tree beyond reach.

Defeated, the Search sets course for the Land in White Gold Wielder. Covenant now
believes that he has no alternative except to confront the Clave directly, to quench the
Banefire, and then to battle the Despiser; and Linden is determined to aid him, in part
because she has come to love him, and in part because she fears his unchecked wild
magic.

With great difficulty, they eventually reach Revelstone, where they are rejoined by
Sunder, Hollian, and several Haruchai. Together the Land's few defenders give battle
to the Clave. After a fierce struggle, the companions corner the Raver which



commands the Clave. There Seadreamer's brother, Grimmand Honninscrave, sacrifices
his life in order to make possible the "rending" of the Raver. Then Covenant flings
himself into the Banefire, using its dark theurgy to transform the venom in his veins
so that he can quench the Banefire without threatening the Arch. The Sunbane
remains, but its evil no longer grows.

When the Clave has been dispersed, and Revelstone has been cleansed, Covenant and
Linden turn toward Mount Thunder, where they believe that they will find the Despiser.
As they travel, still followed by Vain and Findail, Linden's fears mount. She realizes
that Covenant does not mean to fight Lord Foul. That contest, Covenant believes, will
unleash enough force to destroy Time. Afraid that he will surrender to the

Despiser, Linden prepares herself to possess him again, although she now
understands that possession is a greater evil than death.

Yet when she and Covenant finally face Lord Foul, deep within the Wightwarrens of
Mount Thunder, she is possessed herself by a Raver; and her efforts to win free of
that dark spirit's control leave her unwilling to interfere with Covenant's choices. As
she has feared, he does surrender, giving Lord Foul his ring. But when the Despiser
turns wild magic against Covenant, slaying his body, the altered venom is burned out
of Covenant's spirit, and he becomes a being of pure wild magic, able to sustain the
Arch despite the fury of Lord Foul's attacks. Eventually the Despiser expends so much
of his own essence that he effectively defeats himself; and Covenant's ring falls to
Linden.

Meanwhile, she has gleaned an understanding of Vain's purpose-and of Findail's
Appointed role. Vain is pure structure: Findail, pure fluidity. Using Covenant's ring,
Linden melds the two beings into a new Staff of Law. Then, guided by her health-
sense and her physician's instincts, she reaches out with the restored power of Law to
erase the Sunbane and begin the healing of the Land.

When she is done, Linden fades from the Land and returns to her own world, where
she finds that Covenant is indeed dead. Yet she now holds his wedding ring. And when
Dr. Berenford comes looking for her, she discovers that her time with Covenant and
her own victories have transformed her. She is now truly Linden Avery the Chosen, as
she was called in the Land: she can choose to live her old life in an entirely new way.

Prologue

"my heart has rooms"

1.

Mother's Son

"No, Mr. Covenant," she repeated for the third time. "I can't do that."

Ever since he had entered her office, she had wished that he would go away. He gazed
at her as if he had not heard a word. "I don't see the problem, Dr. Avery." His voice
cast echoes of his father through her, flashes of memory like spangles off a surface of
troubled water. "I'm her son. I have the right. And it's my responsibility." Despite the
differences, even his features dragged a tangled net across her heart, dredging up
aches and longing. "She's nothing to you, just a problem you can't solve. A burden on
the taxpayers. A waste of resources you could use to help someone else." His eyes
were too wide-set, his whole face too broad. The flesh of his cheeks and jaw hinted at
self-indulgence.

And yet

If he were clay, only a slice or two with the sculptor's tool, only a line of severity on
either side of his mouth, and his cheeks would look as strict as commandments. A
squint of old suffering at the corners of his eyes: a little grey dust to add years to his
hair. His eyes themselves were exactly the right color, a disturbed hue like the shade



of madness or prophecy. Oh, he could have been his father, if he had not been so
young and unmarked. If he had paid any price as extravagant as his father's

He was certainly insistent enough to be Thomas Covenant.

He seemed to face her through a haze of recall, reminding her of the man she had
loved. The man who had risen in fear and fury to meet his harsh fate.

Avoiding the young man's gaze, she looked around the walls of her office without
seeing them. At another time, the strict professionalism of this space might have
eased her. Her displayed diplomas, like her tidy desk and heavy filing cabinets, served
to vouch for her. She had found comfort among them on other occasions. But today
they had no effect.

How many times had she held Thomas Covenant in her arms? Too few: not enough to
satisfy her hunger for them.

She still wore his white gold wedding ring on a silver chain around her neck. It was all
that she had left of him.

"I can reach her, Dr. Avery," the son continued in a voice which was too bland to be
his father's. "You can't. You've been trying for years. I'm sure you've done your best.
But if you could have reached her, she would be sane by now. It's time to let her go.
Let me have her."

"Mr. Covenant," she insisted, "I'll say it again. I can't do that. The law in this state
won't allow it. Professional ethics won't allow it."

I won't allow it.

Joan Covenant was as unreachable as her son claimed. She might as well have been
catatonic, in spite of every conceivable drug and therapy. In fact, she would have died
long ago without constant care. But she was not "nothing" to Linden Avery. If Roger
Covenant believed that, he would never understand the woman who stood in his way.
His mother was Thomas Covenant's ex-wife. Ten years ago, Linden had watched
Covenant trade his life for Joan's-and smile to reassure her. That smile had ripped
Linden's heart from its hiding place, rent away its protective lies and commitments.
Sometimes she believed that everything she had now done and become had started
then. Covenant's smile had triggered a detonation which had blown her free of her
own parents' hunger for death. The new woman who had emerged from that
explosion loved Thomas Covenant from the bottom of her soul.

For his sake, she would not abandon Joan.

Yet now Roger Covenant sat across her desk from her, demanding his mother's re
lease. If she had been the kind of woman who found the folly of the misguided amus
ing, she would have laughed in his face. Where did he get the nerve? Hell, where did
he get the idea?

"I'm sorry." Apparently he wanted to be polite. "I still don't see the problem. She's my
mother. I'm her son. I'm willing to take care of her. How can the law object? How can
you, Dr. Avery? I don't understand why she and I haven't already left."

She turned away for a moment to look out the window. It gave her an unilluminating
view of the parking lot, where her worn old car crouched over its rust, waiting for the
day when its welds would fail and it could finally slump into scrap. She had kept it
only because it had carried her to her first encounters with Thomas Covenant.

If Roger would not leave, surely she could simply drive away? Go out to her car, coax
its engine to life, and return to Jeremiah?

No. If she had wanted to be a woman who fled whenever her job became difficult, she
should have bought herself a more reliable vehicle.

Old habit lifted her hand to press the hard circle of Covenant's ring through her
blouse. Sighing, she faced his son again.

"Let me try to be plain. Whether or not you understand is beside the point. The point



is this. Unless and until you bring me a court order signed by a judge instructing me
to release Joan Covenant to your custody, she stays where she is. End of discussion."
She gazed at him expectantly. When he failed to take the hint, she added, "That's
your cue to leave, Mr. Covenant."

Don't you understand that you're not the only person here who cares about her?
However, she doubted that Roger Covenant cared at all for his mute mother. His
oblivious manner, and the incipient madness or prophecy in his eyes, conveyed an
entirely different impression.

He had explained that he had not come for Joan earlier because he had not been old
enough. But he had passed his twenty-first birthday yesterday. Now he was ready. Yet
Linden believed intuitively that he had some hidden purpose which outweighed love or
concern.

In his unwavering insistence, he reminded her of some of the more plausible
psychotics she had known in her tenure as chief medical officer for the Berenford
Memorial Psychiatric Hospital. But perhaps he suffered from nothing more treatable
than terminal narcissism, in which case he was telling her the simple truth. He could
not "see the problem."

This time, however, something in her tone-or in the conflicted fire mounting behind
her eyes-must have penetrated his strange unction. Before she could offer to call
Security, he rose to his feet as if he comprehended her at last.

Immediately she stood as well. She saw now that he was an inch or two shorter than
his father, and broader in the torso. For that reason, among others, he would never
evince the particular gauntness, the cut and flagrant sense of purpose-all compromise
and capacity for surrender flensed away-which had made Thomas Covenant
irrefusable to her.

He would never be the man his father was. He had too much of his mother in him. His
carriage exposed him: the slight looseness in his shoulders; the tension which
compensated for his poor balance. His arms seemed full of truncated gestures,
expressions of honesty or appeal cut off prematurely. Behind his insistence, Linden
heard hints of Joan's weakness, forlorn and fundamentally betrayed.

Perhaps his real desires had nothing to do with his mother. Perhaps he simply wanted
to prove himself his father's equal. Or to supplant him

Having gained his feet, however, Roger did not admit defeat. Instead he asked, "Can I
see her? It's been years." He offered Linden an affectless smile. "And there's
something

I want to show you."

In spite of her impatience, she nodded. "Of course. You can visit her right now."
Strangely, his apparent emptiness saddened her: she grieved on his behalf. Thomas
Covenant had taught her that ignorance-like innocence-had no power to ward itself
against harm. Because Roger did not understand, he could not be saved from
suffering.

When he saw Joan's unique plight, either his incomprehension would hold against her
or it would not. In either case, the experience might convince him to leave Linden
alone.

For that reason, she gestured him toward the door. She had already done her rounds,
and her paperwork could wait. Certainly her patients had no immediate need of her.
At its heart, Berenford Memorial existed, not to heal its occupants, but to help them
heal themselves.

Suddenly cooperative, as if he had gained an important concession, Roger preceded
her out of her office. Now his smile struck her as reflexive; an unconscious expression
of eagerness.



Closing the door behind her, Linden led him through the edifice where she did the
work with which she attempted to fill Covenant's place in her heart. His place-and the
Land's

Inadvertently she remembered the sound of Pitchwife's voice as he sang,

My heart has rooms that sigh with dust And ashes in the hearth.

At times the contrast between her experiences with Thomas Covenant and her years
at Berenford Memorial discouraged her. Surely her contest with the madness of her
patients could not compare with the sheer glory of Thomas Covenant's struggle to
redeem the Land? Nevertheless she closed her throat and continued guiding Roger
toward Joan's room. The ache he elicited was familiar to her, and she knew how to
bear it.

Her life here was not less than the one she had lived with Covenant. It was only
different. Less grand, perhaps: more ambiguous, with smaller triumphs. But it
sufficed.

A short corridor took her out of the Hospital's small administrative wing and across
the lobby, past Maxine Dubroff's reception/information station. Maxine worked there
nine hours a day, five days a week: an aging woman who looked like a stork and
smiled like an angel, responding to everyone who entered Berenford Memorial with
unfailing solicitude. She was a volunteer who had simply attached herself to Linden
one day after Linden, on call in ER as she was every third night, had saved the life of
Maxine's husband, Ernie. He had been kicked in the chest by a horse: Linden had
found and removed a sliver of bone from his left lung. He had recovered to teach the
horse better manners; and Maxine had been at Linden's service ever since.

She smiled now as Linden and Roger Covenant crossed the tiled lobby. In spite of
Roger's presence, Linden replied with a smile of her own-less seraphic than Maxine's,
but no less sincere. Maxine reminded Linden that she was not alone in her dedication
to her work. Like Linden herself, and most of Berenford Memorial's staff, Maxine had
committed herself to a need which the county acknowledged but could not meet.

Ten years ago, Joan had been snatched from Thomas Covenant's care by a group of
people who were-in the county's eyes-demonstrably insane. For weeks these
individuals had nurtured their lunacy and destitution openly, begging for food and
shelter and clothing, calling for repentance. Then, one night little more than twenty-
four hours after Linden had arrived in town to accept a job at County Hospital, they
had kidnapped Joan, leaving Covenant himself unconscious, his home splashed with
blood.

They had taken her into the woods behind his home, where they had apparently
planned to kill her in some bizarre ritual-a rite which included burning their own hands
to stumps in a bonfire built for the purpose. Although no one except Linden knew the
truth, that rite had achieved its intended aim. It had lured Covenant into the woods
on Joan's trail. There he had exchanged himself for her, and been killed.

In the life which Linden had lived here, she had known him for scarcely thirty-six
hours.

After his death, however, the people who had arranged his self-sacrifice had regained
some measure of ordinary sanity. Their charred hands and starved bodies had been
horrible enough. Those injuries had stretched County Hospital's limits. But the burden
of their damaged minds, their aggrieved spirits, had proved harder for the citizens of
the area to bear. Collectively the county felt responsible.

In public, most people admitted that they had failed to care for the most desolate and
fragile members of their community. Surely unbalanced mothers and fathers would



not have thrust, not just their own hands, but the hands of their children as well into
the flames if their destitution had not been neglected by the more stable souls around
them? Surely those wounded men and women would have eschewed such violence if
they had been offered any other recourse? No matter how many demented preachers
urged them to fanaticism? Listening to children in cruel pain sob through the night
taught the well-meaning people of the county to desire some form of prevention.

Yet this sense of communal guilt ran deeper than most people would acknowledge. On
some level, the entire county understood that the terrible events leading to
Covenant's murder would never have happened if he had not been shunned and
execrated, forced into the traditional role of the outcast, the pariah. He had been,
inexplicably, a leper: he had what the doctors called a "primary" case of Hansen's
disease, one with no

known etiology. Such cases were rare, even by the standards of an illness as rare as
leprosy, but they occurred often enough to suggest the wrath of God; punishment for
sins so vile that they sickened the sinner.

Viscerally frightened and full of loathing, people had spurned Thomas Covenant as if
he were a carrier of corruption. For over a decade, he had occupied Haven Farm on
sufferance: seeing no one, never coming to town, avoided by his neighbors;
occasionally harassed by the county sheriff, Barton Lytton; uncomfortably tolerated by
his own lawyer, Megan Roman; befriended only by Julius Berenford, then chief of staff
at County Hospital. Indeed, the county's repugnance for Covenant's illness would have
driven him into exile if he had not once saved the life of a snakebitten girl. In
addition, however, he made significant contributions to the care of the county's
indigentsmoney which he earned by writing novels about guilt and power. In effect, he
had supported the very people who brought about his death: the same people,
presumably, who had driven his ex-wife mad. Therefore he was tolerated.

Then he was gone, irretrievable, leaving only Joan and Linden behind.

Dr. Berenford believed that he had been too silent while Covenant lived. Afterward he
raised his voice. Impelled by her own regrets, Megan Roman acted on his words. And
the voters and politicians of the county felt more responsible than they cared to
admit. They lobbied the state legislature: they passed mill levies: they applied for
grants.

Eventually they built Berenford Memorial Psychiatric Hospital, named for Julius when
he had slipped away in his sleep one night five years ago. And they appointed Linden
as Berenford Memorial's CMO. She was the only one among them who had
accompanied Covenant to his last crisis.

Now she presided over a small facility of twenty beds, all in private rooms. Her staff
included five nurses, five orderlies, one janitor, one maintenance man, and a coterie
of part-time secretaries, in addition to volunteers like Maxine Dubroff. Berenford
Memorial had two psychiatrists on call. And one physician-herself-with a background
in emergency-room medicine and family practice: trauma, triage, and pink eye.

From the lobby, she guided Covenant's son upstairs to the "acute care" wing: ten beds
devoted to patients who were inclined to injure themselves, assault the staff, or run
away at random opportunities. Instead of proceeding to loan's room, however, she
paused at the top of the stairs and turned to face Roger.

"A moment, if you don't mind, Mr. Covenant. May I ask you a question?" When he had
seen his mother, he might not give her another chance. "The more I think about it,
the less I understand why you're here."

Again his smile seemed merely reflexive. "What is there to understand? She's my
mother. Why wouldn't I want to see her?"

"Of course," Linden countered. "But what inspired your desire to take care of her?



That's not as common as you might think. Frankly, it sounds a little"-the term she
wished to use was de trop, existentially dislocated-"daunting."

In response, Roger's manner seemed to sharpen. "The last time I saw her," he replied
precisely, "she told me that if she failed I would need to take her place. Until
yesterday I didn't have the resources to do that."

Involuntarily Linden caught her breath as the bottom of her stomach seemed to fall
away. "Failed at what?"

Long ago, Joan had sought out Thomas Covenant-no, not sought out, she had been
sent-in order to teach him despair. Despite her terrible plight, however, and her thirst
for his blood, she had failed absolutely.

"Isn't that obvious?" Covenant's son returned. "She's here, isn't she? Wouldn't you
call that failure?"

No. For a moment, Linden's heart quailed. Memories beat about her head like wings:
she felt harried by furies.

Her face must have betrayed her chagrin. Solicitously, Roger reached out to touch her
arm. "Dr. Avery, are you all right?" Then he dropped his hand. "I really think you
should let me take her. It would be better for everyone."

Even you, he seemed to say. Especially you.

Take her place.

Ten years ago, empowered by all of those hands thrust into the flames, all of that
ceded pain, as well as by the fatal rush of Thomas Covenant's blood, a bitter
malevolence had pierced the reality of Linden's life. It had drawn her in Covenant's
wake to another place, another dimension of existence. The psychiatrists on call at
Berenford Memorial would have called it a "psychotic episode"-an extended psychotic
episode. With Covenant, she had been summoned to a realm known as the Land,
where she had been immersed in evil until she was altered almost beyond recognition.
During the black hours of that one night, before Julius Berenford had found her with
Covenant's body, she had somehow spent several months outside-or deep within-
herself, striving to win free of her own weakness and the legacy of her parents in
order to preserve the beauty of a world which had never been meant for corruption.
Now Roger's words seemed to suggest that she would have to face it all again.

No. Shuddering, she came back to herself. It was impossible. She was flinching at
shadows, echoes. Roger's father was dead. There would be no second summons for
her. The Land was Thomas Covenant's doom, not hers. He had given his life for it, as
he had for Joan, and so its enemy, the dark being known variously as a-Jeroth, the
Grey Slayer, and Lord Foul the Despiser, had been defeated.

Trusting in that, Linden set aside her alarm and faced Covenant's son.

Roger's implied threat she ignored. Instead she asked, "What do you mean, you have
the "resources' to take her place?"

"It's simple," Roger replied. He seemed to misunderstand her without being aware of
it. "I'm twenty-one now. I'm of age. Yesterday I inherited my father's legacy.

"Of course," he explained as if Linden might have forgotten, "he left everything to my
mother. Haven Farm. His royalties. But she was declared incompetent when she was
committed here. Ms. Roman-you know her, my father's lawyer-has been trustee of the
estate. But now it's all mine." His smile hinted at self-satisfaction. "Once I've
persuaded you to release her, she and I will live on Haven Farm.

"She'll like that. She and my father were happy there."

Linden swallowed a groan. Thomas and Joan Covenant had lived on Haven Farm until
his leprosy had been diagnosed. Then she had left him, abandoned him; divorced him
to protect their son from his illness. No doubt she had believed that she was doing the
right thing. Nevertheless the knowledge of her own frailty-the awareness that she had



broken her vows when her husband had needed her most-had given the Despiser a
foothold in her soul. Her shame was fertile soil for the seeds of despair and madness.
And when she had been deprived of every conscious impulse except the desire to
taste her ex-husband's blood, Covenant had cared for her on Haven Farm until the
end. The idea that Joan would "like" living there again nearly brought tears to Linden's
eyes.

And Roger had not answered her real question.

"That isn't what I meant," she insisted thickly. "You said she told you to take her place
if she failed. Now you have the resources do that."

"Did I?" His smile remained expressionless. "You must have misheard me. Now I can
take your place, Dr. Avery. I have enough money to care for her. We have a home. I
can afford all the help I need.

"She isn't the only one who failed."

Linden frowned to conceal a wince. She herself had failed Joan: she knew that. She
failed all her patients. But she also knew that her failure was beside the point. It did
nothing to diminish the value or the necessity of her chosen work.

And she was sure that she had not "misheard" Roger.

Abruptly she decided not to waste any more time questioning him. For all practical
purposes, he was impervious to inquiry. And he had nothing to say that might sway
her.

Surely he would leave when he had seen his mother?

Without challenging his falseness, she drew him forward again, toward Joan's room.
Along the way, she explained, "This is where we keep our more disturbed patients.
They aren't necessarily more damaged or in more pain than the people downstairs.
But they manifest violent symptoms of one form or another. We've had to keep your
mother under restraint for the past year. Before that-"

Linden temporarily spared herself more detail by pushing open Joan's door with her
shoulder and leading Roger into his mother's room.

Out in the hall, the characteristic smell of hospitals was less prominent, but here it
was unmistakable: an ineradicable admixture of Betadine and blood, harsh cleansers
and urine, human sweat, fear, floor wax, and anesthetics, accented by an inexplicable
tang of formalin. For some reason, medical care always produced the same scents.
The room was spacious by the standard of private rooms in County Hospital next door.
A large window let in the kind of sunlight that sometimes helped fragile psyches
recover their balance. The bed occupied the center of the floor. An unused TV set
jutted from one wall near the ceiling. The only piece of advanced equipment present
was a pulse monitor, its lead attached to a clip on the index finger of Joan's left hand.
According to the monitor, her pulse was steady, untroubled.

On a stand by the head of the bed sat a box of cotton balls, a bottle of sterile saline, a
jar of petroleum jelly, and a vase of bright flowers. The flowers had been Maxine
Dubroff's idea, but Linden had adopted it immediately. For years now she had
arranged for the delivery of flowers to all her patients on a regular basis, the brighter
the better. In every language which she could devise or imagine, she strove to
convince her patients that they were in a place of care.

Joan sat upright in the bed, staring blankly at the door. Restraints secured her arms to
the rails of the bed. Her bonds were loose enough to let her scratch her nose or adjust
her posture, although she never did those things.

In fact, one of the nurses or orderlies must have placed her in that position.
Fortunately for her caregivers, Joan had become a compliant patient: she remained
where she was put. Pulled to her feet, she stood. Stretched out on the bed, she lay
still. She swallowed food placed in her mouth. Sometimes she chewed. When she was



taken into the bathroom, she voided. But she did not react to words or voices, gave
no indication that she was aware of the people who tended her.

Her stare never wavered: she hardly seemed to blink. Standing or reclining, her
unfocused gaze regarded neither care nor hope. If she ever slept, she did so with her
eyes open.

Her years of catatonia had marked her poignantly. The skin of her face had hung slack
on its bones for so long now that the underlying muscles had atrophied, giving her a
look of mute horror. Despite the program of exercises which Linden had prescribed for
her, and which the orderlies carried out diligently, her limbs had wasted to a pitiful
frailty. And nothing that Linden or the nurses could do-nothing that any of the experts
whom Linden had consulted could suggest-spared her from losing her teeth over the
years. No form of nourishment, oral or IV, no brushing or other imposed care, could
replace her body's need for ordinary use. In effect, she had experi-

enced more mortality than her chronological years could contain. Helpless to do
otherwise, her flesh bore the burden of too much time.

"Hello, Joan," Linden said as she always did when she entered the room. The
detached confidence of her tone assumed that Joan could hear her in spite of all
evidence to the contrary. "How are you today?"

Nevertheless Joan's plight tugged at her heart. A sore the size of Linden's palm
stigmatized Joan's right temple. A long series of blows had given her a deep bruise
which had eventually begun to ooze blood as the skin stretched and cracked, too stiff
to heal. Now a dripping red line veined with yellow and white ran down her cheek in
spite of everything that could be done to treat it.

When the bruise had first begun to bleed, Linden had covered it with a bandage; but
that had made Joan frantic, causing her to thrash against her restraints until she
threatened to break her own bones. Now Linden concentrated on trying to reduce the
frequency of the blows. On her orders, the wound was allowed to bleed: cleaned
several times a day, slathered with antibiotics and salves to counteract an incessant
infection, but left open to the air. Apparently it calmed Joan in some way.

Roger stopped just inside the door and stared at his mother. His face betrayed no
reaction. Whatever he felt remained closed within him, locked into his heart. Linden
had expected surprise, shock, dismay, indignation, perhaps even compassion; but she
saw none. The undefined lines of his face gave her no hints.

Without shifting his gaze, he asked softly, "Who hit her?"

He didn't sound angry. Hell, Linden thought, he hardly sounded interested

She sighed. "She did it to herself. That's why she's restrained."

Moving to the side of the bed, she took a couple of cotton balls, moistened them with
sterile saline, and gently began to mop Joan's cheek. One soft stroke at a time, she
wiped away the blood upward until she reached the seeping wound. Then she used
more cotton balls to dab at the wound itself, trying to clean it without hurting Joan.
Linden would have cared for her carefully in any case; but her devotion to Thomas
Covenant inspired an extra tenderness in her.

"It started a year ago. Until then we kept her downstairs. She'd been unreactive for so
long, we never thought that she might be a danger to herself. But then she began
punching at her temple. As hard as she can."

Hard enough to wear calluses on her knuckles.

"At first it wasn't very often. Once every couple of days, no more. But that didn't last
long. Soon she was doing it several times a day. Then several times an hour. We
brought her up here, tied her wrists. That seemed to work for a while. But then she
got out of the restraints-"



"Got out?" Roger put in abruptly. "How?"

For the first time since he had entered the room, he looked at Linden instead of at
Joan.

Avoiding his eyes, Linden gazed out the window. Past the institutional profile of
County Hospital next door, she could see a stretch of blue sky, an almost luminous
azure, free of fault. Spring offered the county days like this occasionally, days when
the air reminded her of diamondraught, and the illimitable sky seemed deep enough
to swallow away all the world's hurts.

Today it gave her little comfort.

"We don't know," she admitted. "We've never been able to figure it out. Usually it
happens late at night, when she's alone. We come in the next morning, find her free.
Blood pumping from her temple. Blood on her fist. For a while we had her watched
twenty-four hours a day. Then we set up video cameras, recorded everything. As far
as we can tell, the restraints just fall off her. Then she hits herself until we make her
stop.”

"And she still does?" Roger's manner had intensified.

Linden turned from the window to face him again. "Not as much as before. I can get
you a copy of the tapes if you want. You can watch for yourself. Now it only happens
three or four times a night. Occasionally during the day, not often."

"What changed?" he asked.

Gazing at him, she remembered that his father had done everything in his power to
protect both Joan and her. Roger's stare conveyed the impression that he would not
have done the same.

Her shoulders sagged, and she sighed again. "Mr. Covenant, you have to understand
this. She was going to kill herself. One punch at a time, she was beating herself to
death. We tried everything we could think of. Even electroshock-which I loathe. During
the first six or seven months, we gave her an entire pharmacy of sedatives,
tranquilizers, soporifics, stimulants, neural inhibitors, beta blockers, SSRIs, antiseizure
drugs-enough medication to comatize a horse. Nothing worked. Nothing even slowed
her down. She was killing herself."

Apparently something within her required those blows. Linden considered it possible
that the Land's old enemy had left a delayed compulsion like a posthypnotic
suggestion in Joan's shattered mind, commanding her to bring about her own death.
Not for the first time, Linden wondered what Sheriff Lytton had said or done to Joan
during the brief time when she had been in his care. When Julius Berenford had
driven to Haven Farm after Covenant's murder, he had found Joan there: confused
and frightened, with no memory of what had transpired; but able to speak and
respond. Wishing to search for Covenant and Linden without interference, Julius had
sent Joan to County Hospital with Barton Lytton; and by the time they had reached
the hospital Joan's mind was gone. Linden had asked Lytton what he had done, of
course, pushed hire for an answer; but he had told her nothing.

In

"And she was getting worse," Linden went on. "More frantic. Hysterical. She hit herself
more often. Sometimes she refused to eat, went days without food. She fought us so
hard that it took three orderlies and a nurse to fix an IV. She began to lose alarming
amounts of blood"

"What changed?" Roger repeated intently. "What did you do?"

Linden hesitated on the edge of risks which she had not meant to take. Without
warning, the air of Joan's room seemed crowded with dangerous possibilities. How
much of the truth could she afford to expose to this unformed and foolish young man?
But then she tightened her resolve and met his question squarely. "Three months



ago, I gave her back her wedding ring."

Without glancing away from him, Linden reached to the collar of Joan's nightgown and
lifted it aside to reveal the delicate silver chain hanging around her neck. From the
end of the chain, still hidden by the nightgown, dangled a white gold wedding band.
Joan had lost so much weight that she could not have kept a ring on any of her
fingers.

Roger's smile hinted at sudden hungers. "I'm impressed, Dr. Avery. That was
obviously the right thing to do. But I would not have expected-" He stopped short of
saying that he would not have expected such insight from her. "How did you figure it
out? What made you think of it?"

Committed now, Linden shrugged. "It just came to me one night.

"I don't know how much you know about the end of your father's life. For the last two
weeks before he was killed, he took care of Joan." On Haven Farm. "She had already
lost her mind, but she wasn't like this. In some ways, she was much worse. Practically
rabid. The only thing that calmed her was the taste of your father's blood. When he
needed to feed her, or clean her, he would let her scratch him until she drew blood.
Sucking it off his skin would bring her back to herself-for a little while:'

Behind Linden's professional detachment, a secret anger made her hope that she
might yet shock or frighten Roger Covenant.

"Now she hits herself, Mr. Covenant. She wants the pain for some reason. She needs
to hurt herself. I don't know why. As punishment?" For her role in her ex-husband's
murder? "It certainly looks like she's punishing herself.

"And she won't tolerate a bandage. Her own bleeding seems to comfort her. Like a
kind of restitution- It helps her regain a little balance. I tried to think of some way to
sustain that. If restitution calmed her, I wanted her to have more of it.

"Her ring," the symbol of her marriage, "was the only thing I had that I could
restore."

At the time, Linden had placed the chain around Joan's neck with acute trepidation.
The language of that gesture could so easily have been misinterpreted; taken as a
reminder of guilt rather than as a symbol of love and attachment. However, Joan had
lapsed into her comparatively pliant trance as soon as the ring had touched her skin.
Since then Linden had often feared that she had made a terrible mistake: that it was
precisely the reminder of guilt which calmed Joan: that Joan's catatonia endured
because she had been fundamentally defeated by the touch of white gold.
Nevertheless Linden did not remove the ring.

Joan's present trance was all that kept her alive. She could not have survived her
battering desperation much longer.

Roger nodded as if Linden's explanation made perfect sense to him. "You did well.
Again, I'm impressed." For the first time since Linden had met him-hardly an hour
ago-he seemed satisfied. "I can see why you're reluctant to let anyone else take care
of her."

At once, however, he resumed his irrational insistence. "But you've done all you can.
She won't get any better than this unless I help her."

He raised his hand to forestall Linden's protest. "There are things you don't know
about her. About this situation. And I can't explain them. Words won't-" He paused to
rephrase his point. "They can't be conveyed in words. The knowledge has to be
earned. And you haven't earned it. Not the way I have.

"Let me show you."

She should stop him, Linden thought stupidly. This had gone on too long. Yet she did
nothing to intervene as he approached the bed. He had touched a forgotten
vulnerability to paralysis deep within her.



Gracelessly he seated himself as close to his mother as the bed rail permitted. A touch
of excitement flushed his cheeks. His respiration quickened. His hands trembled
slightly as he undid the restraint on her right wrist.

Flowers cast splotches of color into Linden's eyes, deep red and blue, untroubled
yellow. A few minutes ago, she had known exactly what kind of flowers they were;
now she had no idea. The sky outside the window seemed unattainable, too far away
to offer any hope. The sunlight shed no warmth.

Joan stared past or through Roger vacantly. Linden expected her to strike herself, but
she did not. Perhaps the fact that her hand was free had not yet penetrated her
subterranean awareness.

Roger lifted his palms to Joan's cheeks, cupped them against her slack flesh. His
trembling had become unmistakable. He seemed to quiver with eagerness, avid as a
deprived lover. Unsteadily he turned her head until he could gaze straight into the
absence of her eyes.

"Mother." His voice shook. "It's me. Roger."

Linden bit down on her lip. All the air in the room seemed to concentrate around the
bed, too thick to breathe. In the bonfire where Joan's captors had destroyed their
right hands, she had seen eyes like fangs look out hungrily at Covenant's impending
murder. At the time, she had believed that they held malice. But now she thought that
the emotion in them might have been despair; an emptiness which could not be filled.
"Mother."

Joan blinked several times. Her pupils contracted.

With an effort that seemed to stretch the skin of her forehead, her eyes came into
focus on her son.

"Roger?" Her disused voice crawled like a wounded thing between her lips. "Is it you?"
Suddenly stern, he told her, "Of course it's me. You can see that."

Involuntarily Linden recoiled a step. She tasted blood, felt a pain in her lip. Roger
sounded disdainful, vexed, as though Joan were a servant who had disappointed him.
"Oh, Roger." Tears spilled from Joan's eyes. Her free hand fumbled to his shoulder,
clutched at his neck. "It's been so long." Her face held no expression: its muscles
lacked the strength to convey what she felt. "I've waited so long. It's been so hard.
Make

it stop."

"Stop complaining." He scolded her as if she were a child. "It isn't as bad as all that. I
had to wait until I was twenty-one. You know that."

How-? Linden panted as if she had been struck in the stomach. How-? How had Roger
reached Joan?

How could Joan have known anything?

"I've been good," Joan responded, pleading. "I have." Her damaged voice seemed to
flinch and cower at his feet. "See?"

Dropping her arm from his neck, she flung her fist at her bruised temple. Fresh blood
smeared her knuckles as she lowered her arm.

"I've been good," she begged. "Make it stop. I can't bear it."

"Nonsense, Mother," Roger snorted. "Of course you can bear it. That's what you do."
But then, apparently, he took pity on her, and his manner softened. "It won't be
much longer. I have some things to do. Then I'll make it stop. We'll make it stop to
gether."

Releasing her cheeks, he rose to his feet, turned toward Linden.

As soon as he left the bed, Joan began to scream-a frail, rending sound that

seemed to rip from her throat like fabric tearing across jagged glass. As if in
sympathy,



the pulse monitor emitted a shrill call.

"You see, Dr. Avery?" he remarked through his mother's cries. "You really have no
choice. You have to let her go with me.

"The sooner you release her, the sooner I can free her from all this."

Over my dead body, Linden told his ambiguous smile and his bland eyes. Over my
dead body.

2.

Gathering Defenses

"Outside," Linden ordered him aloud. "Now."

She was fortunate that he complied at once. If he had resisted, she might have
hit him, trying to strike the certainty from his face.

As soon as she had closed Joan's door behind her, she wheeled on him. "You knew
that would happen.”

Joan's screaming echoed in the corridor, reflected by the white tile floor, the un
adorned walls. Her monitor carried its alarm to the nurses' station.

He shrugged, untouched by Linden's anger. "I'm her son. She raised me." "That's no
answer," she retorted.

Before she could go on, a woman's voice called out, "Dr. Avery? What's wrong?"

A nurse came hurrying along the hall: Amy Clint. Her young, diligent face was wide
with surprise and concern.

Roger Covenant smiled blandly at Amy. "Give her a taste of that blood," he sug
gested as though he had the right to say such things. "It'll quiet her down."

Amy stopped. She stared in dismay at Linden.

"Ms. Clint"-Linden summoned her authority to counteract Amy's shock-"this

is Roger Covenant. He's Joan's son. Seeing him has upset her."

"She's never-" For a moment, the nurse fumbled to control her reaction. Then she
said, more steadily, "I've never heard her scream like that." Joan's wailing ached in
the

air. "What should I do?"

Linden took a deep breath, mustered her outrage. "Do what he says. Let her taste
her blood." To ease Amy's consternation, she added, "I'll explain later.

"Now," she insisted when the nurse hesitated.

"Right away, Doctor." With distress in her eyes, Amy entered Joan's room, shut the
door.

At once, Linden confronted Roger again. "You didn't answer my question."

Still smiling as though his mother's screams had no effect on him, he held up his
hand, asking Linden to wait.

Moments after Amy had entered the room, Joan suddenly fell silent. The abrupt
end of her cries throbbed in the hallway like an aftershock.

"You see, Dr. Avery?" replied Roger. "I'm really the only one who can take care of her.
No one else is qualified" Before Linden could protest, he added, "I knew what would
happen because I'm her son. I know exactly what's wrong with her. I know how to
treat it.

"You can't justify keeping her now."

"You're wrong." Linden kept her voice down. "I can't justify releasing her. What you
just did is unconscionable.”

"I reached her," he objected. "That's more than you can do."

"Oh, you reached her, all right," Linden returned. "That's pretty damn obvious. It's the
results I object to."

Roger frowned uncertainly. "You think she's better off the way she is." He appeared
genuinely confused by Linden's reaction.



"I think-" Linden began, then stopped herself. He was beyond argument. More quietly,
she stated, "I think that until you bring me a court order to the contrary, she stays
here. End of discussion.

"The front door"-she pointed along the hall-"is that way."

For an instant, anger seemed to flicker in his dissociated eyes. But then he shrugged,
and the glimpse vanished.

"We'll resolve this later, Dr. Avery," he said as if he were sure. "There's just one more
thing.

"Can you tell me what happened to my father's wedding ring?"

Without transition, Linden went cold. In the Land, Covenant's white gold ring was the
symbol and instrument of his power. With it, he had wielded wild magic against the
Despiser.

Roger wanted more than a chance to take his mother's place. He wanted his father's
theurgy as well.

"I understand he always wore it," he went on, "but it wasn't found on his body. I've
asked Megan Roman and Sheriff Lytton, but they don't know where it is. It's mine
now. I want it."

Old habit caused her to raise her hand to the irrefusable circle of the ring under her
blouse. Roger meant to bear white gold to the Land so that he could tear down the
Arch of Time, set Lord Foul free. The Despiser had already renewed his assault on the
beauty of the Earth, and an ordeal that had nearly destroyed Linden once before was
about to begin again

No. No. It was impossible. Such things had exhausted their reality for her ten years
ago.

Nevertheless she believed it. Or she believed that Roger Covenant believed it. And if
he believed it

He smiled his vacant smile at her.

-then she could not afford to let him know that she had guessed his intent. If he
realized that his plans were endangered, he might do something she would be unable
to prevent.

Already she might have given away too much. He could have seen the ingrained
movement of her hand.

People were going to die

A heartbeat later, however, she recovered her courage. "I have it," she answered. She
did not mean to diminish herself with lies. And she would not disavow her loyalty to
his father. "I've had it ever since he died."

Roger nodded. "That's why Sheriff Lytton didn't find it."

"Your father left it to me," Linden stated flatly. "I intend to keep it."

"It belongs to me," he countered. "His will left everything to my mother. I inherited

it yesterday."

She shook her head. "No, you didn't. It came to me before he died. It isn't part of his
estate."”

In fact, Covenant had not handed her the ring directly: she had retrieved it when

the Despiser had slain him with its argent fire. Nevertheless she considered it hers as
much as if he had wedded her with it.

"I see." Roger frowned again. "That's a problem, Dr. Avery. I need it. I can't take her
place without it. Not entirely. And if I don't take her place, she'll never be completely
free." He seemed unconcerned that he had revealed so much. Perhaps he did not
consider

Linden discerning enough to understand him.

"But it's not my problem," she said precisely. "We're done here. Good-bye, Mr.



Covenant. The door is-"

"I know," he interrupted. "The door is that way.

"Doctor Avery"-now he sneered her title-"you have no idea what you're interfer

ing with." Then he turned and strode away.

Oh, she had some idea. Despite his power to disturb his mother, he clearly under
stood nothing about the woman who opposed him. But she could not imagine that
she had any advantage over him.

She could only guess what he might do next.

Urgently she wanted to know how he had earned his knowledge.

Her stomach clenched as she reentered Joan's room to explain the situation as best
she could to Amy Clint.

'the time she returned to her office, her resolve had hardened, taken shape. She
could not allow herself to be drawn into Roger Covenant's mad designs, whatever they
might be. She had made her life and her commitments here: people

whom she had chosen to serve and love were dependent on her. And Joan deserved
better than whatever her son might do to her.

Linden had to stop Roger now, before he carried his intentions any further. To do that,
she needed to know more about him.

She also needed help. Joan was not her only responsibility. She had other duties,
other loves, which she did not mean to set aside.

Clearing space on her desk, she pulled the phone toward her and began to make calls.
First she contacted Bill Coty, the amiable old man who ran what passed for security at
County Hospital. He was generally considered a harmless, ineffectual duffer; but
Linden thought otherwise. She had often suspected that he might rise to a larger
challenge if he ever encountered one. Certainly he had made himself useful during the
crisis following Covenant's death, when the hospital's resources had been stretched by
burn victims, concerned citizens, and hysterical relatives. His characteristic smile
twisted with nausea, he had soothed some people and shepherded others while
shielding the medical staff from interference. And he could call on half a dozen
volunteer security "officers," burly individuals who would rush to the hospital if they
were needed.

"I know this is going to sound odd," she told him when he came on the line, "but I
think there's a man in the area who might try to kidnap one of my patients. His name
is Roger Covenant.

"You remember his mother, Joan. He thinks he can take care of her better than we
can. And he doesn't seem to care about legal niceties like custody."

"That poor woman." For a moment, Coty sounded inattentive, distracted by
memories. Then, however, he surprised Linden by asking, "How violent do you think
this Roger is?"

Violent-? She had not considered Joan's son in those terms.

"I ask, Dr. Avery," the old man went on, "because I want my guys ready for him. If
he's just going to break a window and try to carry her off, any one of us can stop him.
But if he comes armed-" He chuckled humorlessly. "I might ask a couple of my guys
to bring guns. I'm sure you know we aren't bonded for firearms. But I don't want a
repeat of what happened ten years ago."

Linden scrambled to adjust her assessment of Roger Covenant. "I'm not sure what to
tell you, Mr. Coty. I just met him this morning. I don't think he's in his right mind. But
nothing about him seemed violent," apart from his emotional brutality toward his
mother. "Guns might be an overreaction."

Could she be wrong about Roger's intentions? Was she inventing the danger? That
was possible. If so, he hardly deserved to be shot for his dysfunction.



"Whatever you say, Doctor." Bill's tone suggested no disappointment. Apparently he
did not fancy himself-or his volunteers-as gunslingers. "We'll start to keep an eye

on her room tonight. Unless he's stupid, he won't try anything during the day. T'll
make sure one of my guys is on duty all night."

Grateful as much for his lack of skepticism as for his willingness to help, Linden
thanked him and hung up.

Could she leave the matter in his hands? she asked herself. Did she need to do more?
Yes, she did. Joan was not Roger's only potential victim. If something happened to
Linden herself, Jeremiah would be lost. He was entirely dependent on her.

The simple thought of him made her glance out the window at her car. She felt a
sudden yearning to forget Joan and go to him; make sure that he was all right
Sandy would have called if he were not.

Roger did not know he existed.

Her hands trembled slightly as she dialed Megan Roman's number.

Megan had been Thomas Covenant's lawyer, and then his estate's, for more than
twenty years. During much of that time, her diligence-as she freely admitted-had
been inspired by shame. His leprosy had disturbed her deeply. She had felt toward
him a plain, primitive, almost cellular terror; an innominate conviction that his disease
was a contagion which would spread through the county as it would through her own
flesh, like wildfire.

But she was a lawyer, a thinking woman, dismayed by her own irrationality. While he
had lived, she had waged a running battle with her alarm, continuing to work for him
because she was ashamed of herself. And after his death she had become a staunch
and vocal advocate for the kind of tolerance and social responsibility which had eluded
her during his life. The bloody events that had brought about his murder should not
have been allowed to happen. Like Julius Berenford, she had made a personal crusade
out of trying to ensure that they never happened again.

Linden considered Megan Roman one of her few friends. Certainly Megan had always
given Linden her assistance unstintingly. After Jeremiah's maiming by his stricken
mother, and his troubled history in the county's various foster facilities, his adoption
had posed a legal tangle that Linden could not have unsnarled for herself.

While she waited for Megan's receptionist to put her call through, Linden had time to
wonder why Megan had not already contacted her about Roger Covenant. As his
father's executor, she must have been dealing with him for years.

"Linden" Megan had a professionally hearty phone manner that Linden disliked. It
sounded false to her. "This is an unexpected pleasure. What can I do you out of?"
Vexed in spite of herself, Linden responded bluntly, "Why didn't you warn me about
Roger Covenant?"

At once, Megan changed her tone. "Oh, God. What has he done?"

"You first," Linden insisted. She needed a moment to absorb Megan's immediate
assumption that Roger had done something. "Why didn't you warn me?"

"Well, shit, Linden," Megan muttered uncomfortably. "Will you believe that it

wasn't any of your business? He's a client. I'm not supposed to talk about him."
"Sure," Linden conceded. "But that's not the only reason you didn't tell me." Clearly
Megan distrusted him

The lawyer hesitated, then asked, "Will you believe that I just didn't think of it?" "No.
That I won't believe. I've known you too long."

"Well, shit," Megan repeated. "What good is having friends if they know you too

well to believe you?

"All right, all right," she went on as if Linden had objected. "I didn't tell you
because"-she faltered momentarily-"well, because I was trying to spare you. I know,



you're a big girl, you can take care of yourself. But he's Thomas Covenant's son, for
God's sake. That means something to you, something I don't understand."
Deliberately Linden bit at her sore lip. That smaller pain steadied her.

"You don't talk about it," Megan said more harshly. "You hardly knew him. You've
always said you just wanted to help him with Joan. But whenever I ask you about it,
you don't really answer my questions. Instead I get the distinct impression that you
had more at stake than you let on. He looms for you somehow. Your whole face
changes when his name comes up.

"I don't know what his son means to you, but I thought it might be something
painful." Her tone conveyed a brusque shrug. "So I wanted to spare you.

"Now it's your turn,' she added before Linden could respond. "'Warn' you? Why
should I need to warn you about anything? What has he done?"

But Linden was reluctant to describe Roger's encounter with his mother. She feared
hearing the experience put into words.

"He came to see me an hour ago," she said slowly. "He thinks I should give him
custody of his mother." Words would make it more real. "And he's very insistent ... ,"
Linden trailed into uncertainty.

"Yes?" her friend prompted.

"Megan, you're going to think I've lost my mind." She touched Covenant's ring for
courage. "He made me believe that he intends to take her if I don't let her go."
When Lord Foul put forth his power, people died. The beauty of the world was torn
apart. He had to be stopped here.

"Oh, God," Megan groaned. "Made you believe it how?"

"I don't know how to explain it," Linden admitted. After all these years, she could not
now suddenly tell Megan what had happened to her during Covenant's death. If she
did so, she would lose all of her credibility. "Will you believe that he just gave me a
bad feeling?

"I've been working with unbalanced people for a long time, and I think I have an
instinct for it. He's off-kilter somehow. And I know for a fact that he didn't listen to a
thing I said.

"He seems obsessed with the idea of taking care of Joan. Nothing else affects him. As
far as he's concerned, she belongs with him. End of story. I'm afraid there aren't any
ordinary social or legal or even practical considerations that will hold him back"
Megan did not reply for a long moment. During the silence, Linden heard a ticking
sound like a heartbeat along the phone line. Then it stopped. At last Megan said
slowly, "In fact, I do believe you. I have a bad feeling about him myself. And I can't
explain it, either.

"Do you know-?" She paused, apparently gathering her thoughts. "We started
corresponding three years ago. He wrote to me when he turned eighteen. At that
point he was still technically a ward of the state-his grandparents never actually
adopted him-but the welfare people found it easier to let him start managing his own
affairs.

"He wanted to know everything about his father's estate. How much money there
was, where it came from exactly, how it was invested, what kind of real property was
involved. He wanted to make all the arrangements to take possession of the estate
the minute he turned twenty-one. He understood that much about the law, at any
rate. And he wanted to know everything I could tell him about his father personally.
Hell, he even wanted to know about you, even though you hardly knew Thomas
Covenant."

Linden stifled an impulse to ask Megan what she had told Roger. Instead she looked
out the window again. Her car seemed to call to her, insisting that she drive home;



that Jeremiah needed her protection.

"But he never said a word about his mother," added Megan. "Based on our
correspondence and conversations, I would have thought he didn't know where she
was. Or care."

He had not discussed Joan with Megan because he had not wanted to forewarn
anyone.

Linden forced herself to turn away from the window. "So what do you know about
him? Has he talked about himself at all?"

"He doesn't volunteer much," Megan responded. "But he answers direct questions.
You may know some of his background."

In fact, Covenant had told Linden a little about Joan's past; but she did not interrupt
Megan to say so. When Joan had divorced Covenant, she had moved back to her
hometown to live with her parents. For several years, apparently, she had striven to
relieve her shame with conventional forms of exoneration: counselling, psychotherapy.
When that approach had left her pain untouched, however, she had turned to religion:
religion in more and more extreme forms.

"According to him:' Megan began, "he doesn't remember much of his early life. But I
got him to tell me a bit about that commune she joined. I guess that was about a
year before she came back here.

"He says the commune called itself the Community of Retribution. Reading between
the lines, they sure sound like a bloody-minded group. They didn't believe in salvation
for people who acknowledged their sins and accepted God's grace. They thought the
world was too far gone for that, too corrupt-" Megan muttered a curse under her
breath. "It needed violence, bloodshed, sacrifices. Ritual murder to destroy sin.
"Anyway, that's how I interpret what he told me. According to him, they spent most of
their time praying for revelation. They wanted God to tell them who had to be
sacrificed. And how."

In protest, Megan demanded, "Where do people like that come from, Linden?"
Thinking about Lord Foul, Linden replied, "From despair. They're broken by their own
hollowness. It makes them implode."

Roger and Joan had studied fanaticism in the same places, from the same sources.
But his was of another kind altogether.

"I suppose you're right," Megan conceded. "I don't really understand it.

"The way he tells it," she went on, "he didn't understand it, either. It didn't touch

him. He was just along for the ride. What was he? Shit, nine years old?" She swore
again, softly.

"Then-?" Linden prompted.

Her voice heavy, Megan said, "After the better part of a year watching hysterics work
themselves into a lather, Joan took Roger back to her parents and left him there. I
guess she'd had her revelation. He never saw her again. And I got the impression that
his grandparents never talked about her. He knew she was still alive. That's all.

"I asked him if he had trouble adjusting to a normal life after all that. You know
middle school, ordinary teachers and classmates, clothes, homework, girls. Hell, he'd
just spent a year helping the Community of Retribution pick its victims. But he said it
was easy." Sourly Megan concluded, "He said-this is a direct quote-'l was just passing
the time."™

"Until what?" asked Linden.

"That's what I wanted to know. If you believe what he says about himself, the only
thing he's actually done since Joan abandoned him is wait for his twenty-first birthday.
So he could inherit his father's estate. That's it.

"Why it matters to him, I have no idea." Megan's tone conveyed her bafflement. "Or



what he wants to do with it. He has nothing to say on the subject. He doesn't seem to
understand the question."

Linden probed at her sore lip with the tip of one finger. It was no accident that she
had become Joan's keeper, caretaker. With every nerve of her body and beat of her
heart, she knew how Joan felt. She, too, had been paralyzed by evil; left effectively
comatose by the knowledge of her own frailty. Like Joan, she knew what it meant to
have her mind erased

But somehow Roger had made his mother look at him.

Still groping for comprehension, Linden said, "I assume he graduated high school.
What's he been doing since then?"

"Shit, Linden," Megan growled. "It's easier to get him to talk about the commune. But
I pushed him pretty hard. He says he took some classes at the local community
college. Pre-med, apparently. Biology, anatomy, chemistry, things like that.

"And," she added in disgust, "he worked in a butcher shop. Thomas Covenant was one
of the most remarkable men I've ever known, not to mention a hell of a writer, and
his son worked in a butcher shop. "Just passing the time' until he could live off his
father's accomplishments.

"You make sense out of it," she finished. "I can't."

He wanted to take his mother's place. And his father's.

"That isn't much help," Linden said distantly.

"I know," Megan sighed. "But it's all I've got."

As steadily as she could, Linden replied, "If you can believe it, he says he's been
waiting all this time for Covenant's estate so that he'll have money and a place to live
while he takes care of Joan. He's obsessed with the idea. It may be the only thing he
thinks about. He believes he can reach her."

Abruptly she leaned forward against the edge of her desk. "Megan, he has to be
stopped." An urgency which she could not control crept into her voice. "I'm absolutely
sure about that. There's something about him that scares me. I think he's dangerous.
With his background-" She shuddered. "We all know perfectly decent people who've
been through worse. But this place:' Berenford Memorial, "has plenty of patients who
haven't been through as much. What only bends one person breaks another. And I
think he's broken."

Unwilling to say more, she repeated inadequately, "He has to be stopped.”

At once, Megan's manner became crisper, more businesslike. "You say dangerous. Can
you give me anything more concrete than that? Anything I can take to a judge? I
can't get a restraining order unless I have something solid to go on."

In response Linden wanted to shout, Tell the judge people are going to die! But she
controlled herself. "I don't suppose you could just ask him to trust my instincts?"
"Actually, I could," Megan answered. "In this county, anyway. You have a fair amount
of credibility." Then she reconsidered. "But even a judge who thinks you hung the
moon will want some kind of evidence. He might give us a restraining order for a few
days on your say-so, but that's all. If we don't offer him real evidence before it
expires, we'll never get another one."

0

Linden sighed to herself. "I understand."

Again she considered dropping the problem, washing her hands of it. She could leave
work right this minute, if she chose. No one would question her. God knew she was
entitled to a little time off every once in a while. And Joan's claim on her did not run
as deep as Jeremiah's.

He was her adopted son: he filled her heart. Nothing could replace him, Indeed, his
irreducible need for her only made him more essential to her. Simply remembering



the way his hair smelled after she washed it for him could bring tears to her eyes.
Anything that threatened her endangered him profoundly. Any attack on her would
find him in the line of fire: at risk because she loved him, and he was dependent on
her.

He had already been damaged enough.

But she also belonged here. All of her patients had already been damaged enough.
And Joan did not deserve what Roger intended for her.

Quietly Linden asked Megan, "Can you think of anything else?"

Megan hesitated. "Well," she said uncertainly, "you could call Lytton-"

Linden had already thought of that. "He's next on my list." Barton Lytton had been
county sheriff for nearly three decades. If anyone had the knowledge and experience
to

stop Roger Covenant, surely he did?

"Be careful with him, Linden," Megan cautioned. "He isn't what we might call a fan of
yours. As far as he's concerned, Berenford Memorial is just a liberal ruse to keep
crooks out of jail. From his point of view, that practically makes you an accessory."

"I know." Linden was familiar with Lytton's attitude. However, she hoped that he
might feel otherwise about Joan. How could he not? Beyond question he had played a
part in her condition. For the sake of his self-regard, if for no other reason, he might
be willing to protect her now.

"Call me after you talk to him." Megan's voice held an undercurrent of anxiety. "I want
to know what he says."

"I will." Now Linden was in a hurry to get off the phone. Her urgency had shifted its
focus. She needed to get in touch with Sandy.

She was about to thank Megan and hang up when a new concern occurred to her: a
possibility like a touch of foresight. Quickly she added, "Call my pager if you need to
reach me."

Roger might call Megan, trying to enlist her aid"I will," replied Megan. "I always do."
Finally they hung up.

Staring blindly around her office, Linden looked for some way to contain her primitive
alarm. She had made it clear to Roger that he could only obtain his father's ring by
theft or violence. He did not know that Jeremiah existed. Nevertheless she under
stood obsession well enough to be sure that her own claim on the ring meant nothing
to Roger. Inadvertently she had placed her son in peril.

A butcher shop-?

Instead of calling Sheriff Lytton, she dialed her home number. Helpless to do oth
erwise, she counted the rings while she waited for Sandy Eastwall to pick up the
phone. Sandy answered after the third. "This is Sandy." Brusque with concern, Linden
asked, "Is Jeremiah all right?"

"Sure he is." Sandy sounded worried, troubled by Linden's manner. "Why wouldn't

he be?"

Linden could not explain. "Has anything happened this morning? Anything out of

the ordinary? Phone calls? Someone at the door?"

"Nothing important;" Sandy replied defensively. "Sam called. He wants to know if
Jeremiah can come Tuesday instead of Monday next week. I was going to give you the
message when you got home."

Linden wished to soothe Sandy, but other considerations impelled her. "And
Jeremiah?" she insisted.

"Sure," said Sandy again. "He's fine. Why wouldn't he be? I've done everything-"
"I'm sorry," Linden put in hastily. "I didn't mean that. Of course you haven't done
anything." In fact, Sandy's unquestioning regard for Jeremiah, like her cheerful



attendance to his needs, was precious to Linden. "I trust you. I've just been worried
about him this morning for some reason." Trying to account for herself in terms that
would make sense to Sandy, she said, "You know those feelings you get sometimes?
Out of the blue, you suddenly think that something bad has happened to someone
you care about?"

"And they're almost always wrong." Sandy's tone conveyed a mollified smile. "But that
doesn't make you feel any better. I know what you mean.

"I'll be especially careful today;" she assured Linden. "Just in case,"

For a moment, Linden hesitated on the verge of telling Sandy about Roger. She
wanted Sandy to understand her fears. But Sandy was easily frightened; and
Jeremiah would not be better off if she panicked.

"Thanks, Sandy," Linden said instead. "I appreciate it."

Abruptly she stopped, caught by the same anxiety which had urged her to insist that
Megan page her. Without transition, she asked, "Is there any chance you could be on
call tonight? We have a situation here that might need me."

If Bill Coty's men caught Roger lurking around the hospital

"Sure." The request was routine between them. Sandy often stayed with Jeremiah
when Linden was needed at night. "I don't have any other plans."

Occasionally Sandy went out with Sam Diadem's son; but she always gave Linden
plenty of warning when she would not be available.

Mustering gratitude to counteract her apprehension, Linden thanked Sandy again and
put down the phone.

Thomas Covenant had watched over his ex-wife with all of his considerable strength
and intransigence, but he had not been able to prevent her abduction. If Roger had
designs on Covenant's ring, Linden hardly trusted herself to stop him. Sandy would
pose no obstacle at all. And Jeremiah might be hurt in the struggle.

Grimly determined now to organize every possible resource, she put in a call to Sheriff
Lytton.

Unfortunately Barton Lytton was "unavailable" Linden was promised that he would call
her back. With that she had to be content.

For the rest of the morning, she struggled to concentrate. She wrote up her rounds;
returned phone calls; read or reread a sheaf of advisory faxes on how to treat some of
her patients; signed requisitions for medications and supplies. Studiously she did not
look out at her car.

When the pressure to do something, anything, about her gravid fears became too
severe to be pushed aside, she went to check on Joan. But she found no relief there.
Over lunch, she pumped Maxine shamelessly for gossip, hoping that some rumor of
Roger's actions or intentions had plucked a thread in Maxine's vast web of friends.
Uncharacteristically, however, Maxine knew less than she did herself. In a town as
small as this one, it was difficult for anyone to visit a lawyer-or wander onto a
longabandoned property-without being noticed; remarked upon. Yet somehow Roger
Covenant had escaped comment.

Afterward Linden tackled more of her procedural duties. But she cancelled her
sessions with her patients, as well as her remaining appointments. The thought that
Sheriff Lytton might ignore her vexed her too much for such responsibilities.

To her surprise and relief, however, he did call her back. As soon as she picked up the
handset, he said, "Dr. Avery?" He spoke in a good-of-boy drawl, perhaps for her
benefit. "You wanted to talk to me?"

"Thanks for returning my call, Sheriff." Now that she had her chance, Linden felt
flustered, unsure of herself. He was decidedly not a "fan" of hers. Somehow she would



have to persuade him to take her seriously.

"We have a situation here that worries me," she began unsteadily. "I hope you'll be
willing to help me with it." Taking a deep breath, she said, "I believe you've spoken to
Roger Covenant?"

"Sure have;" he replied without hesitation. "He came to see me yesterday. Pleasant
young man. Son of that writer, the leper who lived on Haven Farm." He stressed the
word leper trenchantly.

"He came to see you?" Her voice broke. She had assumed that Roger had phoned
Lytton. Had he known that she would call the sheriff? That he would need to forestall
her?

"Sure. He's new in town," Lytton explained, "but he's going to be here from now on.
He says he'll be living on Haven Farm. Seems he inherited the place. It's been
abandoned so long, he didn't want me to think he's some vagrant squatting where he
doesn't belong.

"Like I say, he's a pleasant guy."

Pleasant, Linden thought. And plausible when it suited him, that was obvious. No
doubt to Lytton his explanation sounded perfectly reasonable.

Her sense of peril mounted, carried by the hard labor of her heart.

But she did not quail. Medicine had trained her for emergencies. And she was Linden
Avery the Chosen, who had stood with Thomas Covenant against the Land's doom.
Men like Sheriff Lytton-and Roger Covenant-could not intimidate her.

As if she were merely making conversation, she asked, "What did you tell him?"
Lytton laughed harshly. "I told him to burn it to the ground, Doctor. That leprosy shit
isn't something he should mess around with. His mother did him a favor when she
moved out of that house."

A flash of anger pushed away Linden's fear; but she kept her ire to herself. Calm now,
settled and cold in her determination, she continued, "Did he happen to say why he
wants to live there? Did he explain why he came back?"

"No, he didn't. And I didn't ask. If he wants to live in the house where he was born,
it's none of my business. I told him what I think of the idea. We didn't have anything
else to talk about."

"I see." For a heartbeat or two, Linden hesitated, unsure of her ground. But then she
informed Lytton, "I ask because he came to see me this morning. He told me why he's
here."

"Do tell;" Barton Lytton drawled.

"He wants custody of his mother," she said, praying for credibility. "He wants to take
care of her."

"Well, good for him," retorted Lytton. "He's a dutiful son, I'll give him that. Too bad
you can't just release her, wouldn't you say, Doctor?"

"Not without a court order," she agreed. "That's why I called, Sheriff." Summoning all
the force of her conviction, she said plainly, "He made it clear that he doesn't intend
to wait for legal custody. If I don't release her, he's going to take her."

"Take her?" Lytton sounded incredulous.

"Kidnap her, Sheriff. Remove her by force."

I

"Don't make me laugh." Lytton snorted his scorn. "Take her where? He's going to live
on Haven Farm. He's probably putting clean sheets on the beds right now.

"Suppose you're right. Suppose he sneaks her out of your precious " psychiatric
hospital' while Bill Cory is taking one of his permanent naps. Half an hour later, you
call me. I send out a deputy, who finds Roger Covenant at home on Haven Farm,
spooning Cream of Wheat into his mother's mouth and wiping her chin when she



slobbers. That's not kidnapping, Doctor. That's an embarrassment.”" The sheriff
seemed to enjoy his own sarcasm. "For you more than for him, maybe.

"Tell me the truth now. Is that really why you called? You're afraid Roger Covenant
might kidnap his own mother? You've been working in that place too long. You're
starting to think like your patients."

Before Linden could tell him why he was wrong, he hung up.

3.

In Site f her

ton was wrong: Roger Covenant was not a "pleasant young man." He was dangerous.
And Joan was not his only potential victim.

But her outrage accomplished nothing, protected no one; and after a few minutes she
set it aside. The sheriff could not know what his disdain might cost. He had never
been summoned to take his chances against despair in a world which baffled his
comprehension. He lacked the experience, the background, to react effectively.
Although she chose to excuse him, however, her anger did not recede. It had settled
to a thetic hardness in the center of her chest. Damn him, she repeated, thinking now
of Roger rather than the sheriff. His year with the Community of Retribution must
have done him such harm- And of course he had been raised for weakness by his
grandparents as well as by his mother.

Why in God's name did he want Covenant's ring? If he took Joan somehow, he

would also gain possession of her wedding band. It, too, was white gold, no doubt
essentially indistinguishable from her ex-husband's. Surely it was white gold itself that
mattered, an alloy apt for wild magic, not any specific piece of the metal?

What difference could it make whose ring Roger wielded when he took Joan's place?
Thomas Covenant probably would have known the answer. Linden did not.

Was it possible that Lytton was right? Had she misread Roger? By any ordinary
measure, this explanation made more sense. Anyone except Linden, anyone at all,
would have accepted it without question.

And she had at least one other reason to believe that she was wrong: a reason she
had not yet had time to consider.

Leaving her anger in her office, she went to the staff lavatory to splash cold water on
her face and think.

With the door locked and her cheeks stinging, Linden Avery contemplated her wet
features in the mirror over the sink. She was not a woman who studied her
appearance often. When she did so, she was occasionally surprised or bemused by
what she saw. This time she was taken aback by the alarm that darkened her gaze.
She seemed to have aged in the last few hours.

In some ways, the past decade had marked her noticeably. Oh, her hair retained most
of its wheaten luster, trammeled by grey only at the temples. The structural harmony
underlying her features made her look handsome, striking, in spite of the years. She
had what men called a good figure, with full breasts, slim hips, and no unnecessary
weight-a womanliness which had seemed gratuitous to her until she had met and
loved Thomas Covenant. The right light gave the ready dampness in her eyes
radiance.

But her once-delicate nose had become prominent, emphasized by curved lines of
erosion at the corners of her mouth. That erosion seemed to drag at her features, so
that her smiles often looked effortful. And the knot between her brows never lifted:
apparently she frowned even in her sleep, troubled by her dreams.

Nevertheless if she had examined her face yesterday she might have concluded that
she wore her age lightly. Her days with Thomas Covenant, and her years with
Jeremiah, had taught her things that she had never known about love and joy.



Now, however, she saw hints of Joan's mortality in her troubled scrutiny. Roger's
intrusion had brought back more than her memories of struggle and pain in the Land.
He made her think as well of her own parents: of her father, who had killed himself in
front of her; and of her mother, whose pleading for release had driven Linden to end
the suffering woman's life. Like Joan, if in her own way, Linden had known too much
death, paid too high a price for living.

If she had been asked to explain why she worked for Berenford Memorial Psychiatric
Hospital, instead of practicing some other form of medicine, she would have
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Damn the man.

For a while, she stormed mutely at the unresisting walls of her office. Lyt

replied that she was here because she understood her patients. Their damaged spirits
were eloquent to her.

At the moment, however, she had more immediate concerns. Her dilemma, she
thought as she watched water drip from her cheeks and jaw, was that she might be
wrong about Roger Covenant. Her time with his father gave her at least one reason to
doubt herself.

She had seen no harbinger.

Before her first encounter with Thomas Covenant, she had found herself unexpectedly
striving to save the life of an ochre-clad old man with thin hair and fetid breath. When
at last he had responded to her frantic CPR, he had pronounced like a prophet, You
will not fail, however he may assail you. There is also love in the world. Then he had
disappeared into the strange sunlight on the fringes of Haven Farm.

Do not fear, he had commanded her. Be true.

Less than thirty-six hours later, she had fallen to the summons of the Land. At
Covenant's side, she had been assailed and appalled past bearing. But in the end she
had not failed.

And ten years earlier, Thomas Covenant had met the same prophet himself. Walking
into town in a desperate and doomed attempt to affirm his common humanity, he had
been accosted by an old man with compulsory eyes and an ochre robe who had asked
him, Why not destroy yourself? When Covenant had responded to the man's manifest
need by offering up his ring, he was refused.

Be true, the old man had instructed him. You need not fail.

Shortly thereafter, Covenant had been drawn to the Land for the first time. His
devotion to Lord Foul's defeat had finally cost him his life. Nevertheless he, too, had
not failed.

So where, Linden had to ask herself, was the old man now?

If Roger's intentions threatened the Land in some way, surely that ragged figure must
be somewhere nearby? And if he did not appear to forewarn her, surely Roger could
not be as dangerous as she feared?

Deliberately she chose to believe that. Roger might well attempt to take his mother.
But as long as the old man did not accost Linden, the Land was safe-and neither she
nor Jeremiah were truly at risk.

Pulling a couple of paper towels from their dispenser by the sink, she dried her face
and hands. Then she returned to her office to call Megan again, as she had promised.
When she had done that, she warned her staff to call Security as well as her if Roger
put in another appearance. But she could think of no other precautions to take.

If the old man appeared, she would have to choose between the Land and Jeremiah.
She could not challenge Lord Foul in the Land's defense without abandoning her son;
and that she would not do. No matter how many people died, or how much beauty
was destroyed.



riving home after work, she involuntarily scrutinized every face she saw, every figure
she passed. Anxiety daubed her peripheral vision with ochre, added years and
desuetude to every man whom she failed to recognize. Yet she saw no sign of peril.
And soon she reached her home: a small two-story wooden-frame house she had
bought when she had decided to adopt Jeremiah. Parked in her short driveway, she
remained in her car for a few minutes, granting herself that brief opportunity to set
aside her concerns in order to concentrate on her son.

The gratitude that she so often felt when she came home helped settle her attention.
She did not have to care for her house herself. A neighbor whose son she had treated
after a crumpling car wreck tended the lawn for her. The family of a woman who had
been one of her early successes at Berenford Memorial supplied her with
maintenance, patching her roof when it leaked, conditioning her heat pump for the
changing seasons, repainting her walls every few years. And twice a week an
appreciative wife came in to clean, cook, and do laundry: simple thanks for Linden's
attention to her disturbed husband.

Linden valued the help. It simplified her life enormously. And she was grateful that
she lived in a community that honored what she did.

In addition, her gratitude for Jeremiah was too great to be contained in words. He was
the center of her life. He gave her a use for the capacity for love which she had
learned from Covenant; from Sunder and Hollian, the First and Pitchwife; and from
the Land. His mere presence seemed to validate her. He was like a flower which had
bloomed within her, fragile and inestimable. She could not have removed it, or turned
away, without tearing herself open. The fact that its petals had been crushed in the
Despiser's fist, and had never regained their natural shape and scent, only caused her
to cherish him more. As long as he remained to her, she would never entirely lose
heart.

Thomas Covenant had told her that some decisions could not serve evil, no matter
how severely they appeared to harm the Land. When he had been summoned to
Revelstone's last defense, he had refused to comply: not because he had no love for
the Land, but rather because a little girl in his present world had been bitten by a
rattlesnake and needed his help. That refusal had delayed his arrival in the Land by
many days. And during those terrible days many of the Land's most valiant champions
had fallen. Yet the conditions of the delay had enabled him to challenge Lord Foul in
ways

which might never have been possible otherwise. In the end, Covenant's rejection of
the Land for the sake of a little girl had provided for the Despiser's defeat.

Fervently Linden prayed that Covenant's promise would hold true for her as well.
With that, she left her car, climbed the steps to the front porch, and let herself into
her home.

The door admitted her to Jeremiah's domain; and at once she had to duck her head.
During her absence, the short hallway which joined the living room on one side, the
dining room on the other, and the stairway to the second floor had been transformed
into the site of a high, ramified castle of Tinkertoys.

Turrets of wooden rods and circular connectors rose above her on both sides. If she
had not ducked, she would have struck her head on the flying rampart stretched
between them. Other ramparts linked the turrets to a central keep: more turrets
proliferated beyond it. The whole edifice was at once enormously elaborate, thick with
details like balconies and bartizans, and perfectly symmetrical, balanced in all its
parts. Its strangeness in her entryway, a pedestrian place intended for the most
ordinary use, gave it an eldritch quality, almost an evanescence, as though some
faery castle had been half translated from its own magical realm, and could be



discerned by its outlines in slim rods and wheels like a glimpse into another dimension
of being. Seen by moonlight, blurred and indistinct, it would have seemed the stuff of
dreams.

As perhaps it was. Jeremiah's dreams-like his mind itself-lay beyond her reach. Only
such castles and his other constructs gave her any hint of the visions which filled his
head, defined his secret life.

"Sandy?" she called. "Jeremiah? I'm home."

"Hi," Sandy answered. "We're in the living room.

"Jeremiah," she added, "your mother's home."

One of the things that Linden appreciated most about Sandy was that she consistently
treated Jeremiah as if he were paying attention.

Smiling, Linden worked her way between the turrets to the living room.

Sandy put down her knitting as Linden entered. "Hi," she said again. "We were going
to put the Legos away, but I wanted you to see what he made." She gestured around
the room, pleased by what her charge had accomplished.

Linden was accustomed to Jeremiah's projects. Nevertheless this time she stopped
and stared, stricken with shock. At first she could not grasp the import of what she
saw.

Sandy sat in an armchair in one corner of the room. Opposite her, Jeremiah knelt on
the floor as he usually did when he was not busy, feet splayed out on either side of
him, arms across his stomach with both hands folded under them, gently rocking.
And between them

From the floor up onto an ottoman in the middle of the rug, he had built a mountain
of interlocking Legos. Despite the stubbornly rectangular shape of the Legos, and their
uncompromising primary colors, his construct was unmistakably a mountain, ragged
ravines cut into its sides and foothills, bluffs bulging. Yet it also resembled a titan
kneeling at the edge of the ottoman with its elbows braced on the ottoman's surface
and its crown raised defiantly to the sky. A canyon widened between its legs as its
calves receded into the floor. The whole structure stood almost to the level of Linden's
shoulders.

The mountain or titan faced the sofa; and there Jeremiah had been at work as well.
He had adjusted one of the seat cushions so that its corner jutted outward; and out
onto the floor from that corner as from a promontory he had devised another castle.
However, this one was entirely unlike his towering, airy construct in the entryway.
Instead it resembled a wedge like an extension of the cushion's corner-a wedge which
had been hollowed out rather than built up for habitation. Its high walls were marked
with tiny windows, clever ramparts, and delicate battlements, so lifelike in spite of the
materials from which they had been formed that they might have been limned from
memory. And at the tip of the wedge stood a sturdy watchtower, nearly half the height
of the wedge itself, connected to the main castle by a walled, open courtyard. In the
base of the tower, and again in the base of the high keep, he had built entrances like
tunnels, guarded by gates that closed like teeth.

"Jeremiah," Linden gasped involuntarily, "oh, Jeremiah," while all her fears rebounded
through her, and her heart labored in her throat as if she might choke.

She had seen such shapes before. She recognized them, even though they had been
constructed of bright plastic, all flat sides and right angles. The resemblance was too
exact for confusion. The mountain was Mount Thunder, ancient Gravin Threndor, its
bowels full of Wightwarrens and buried evil. And the castle was Revelstone beyond
question, Lord's Keep, delved from the gutrock of its mountain promontory by Giants
millennia before she had known it during her time with Thomas Covenant.

She had seen them, but Jeremiah had not: never in his life. He had not accompanied



her to the Land after Covenant's murder.

Yet somehow he seemed to know such places

His knowledge alarmed her. During the years that she had been his mother, he had
produced hundreds or thousands of constructs; but until now none of them had hinted
at the Land in any way.

"Linden?" Sandy asked anxiously. "What's the matter? Is something wrong? I thought
you would want to see-"

Although Linden had gasped his name, Jeremiah did not look up at her or react to the
sound of her voice. Instead he rocked himself gently, blankly, as he always did when
he was not assembling one of his constructs-or tearing it down. He must be finished
with this one. Otherwise he would have been difficult to deflect from working on it.
Dear God! she thought in dismay and outrage. He's threatening my son. Lord Foul
meant harm to Jeremiah.
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Ignoring Sandy for the moment, she moved to kneel in front of Jeremiah. There she
put her arms around him as if her mere embrace might ward him from the Despiser's
malice.

Passively he accepted her hug without touching her, or turning his head, or focusing
his eyes. She only knew that he noticed her on some level-that his nerves felt her
presence if his mind did not-because he stopped rocking until she let him go.
Although she had known him for ten years, and had been his adopted mother for
eight, he still gave her only the subtlest of indications that he was aware of her
existence.

However, she had long ago accepted him as he was. Subtle indications were enough
for her. She loved him intensely enough for both of them.

"Linden?" Sandy repeated. "Have I done something wrong?"

Linden closed her eyes, took a deep breath to steady herself. "I'm sorry," she told
Sandy. "I didn't mean to scare you. There's nothing wrong. You haven't done
anything. It's just another of those feelings. When I saw all this"-she swallowed
convulsively "I panicked. I can't explain it."

"I understand." Sandy's relief was evident. She loved Jeremiah: Linden did not doubt
that. "Don't worry about it." Then she asked, "Is there anything I can do-?"

Linden tried to put aside the shock of seeing Jeremiah's construct, but it clung to her.
Seeking reassurance, she opened her eyes and looked into his face.

He gazed past or through her exactly as Joan did, blankly, without any shadow or
flicker of cognizance. Yet the effect on Linden was entirely different. He was so much
more active than Joan, demonstrated so much more capability, and was at times so
much less compliant, that Linden often forgot this one resemblance between them.
She had witnessed his growth since he was five, and had cared for him in every
possible way since he was nearly seven, studying each increment of change over the
years. She had brushed his teeth and washed his body, wiped his nose, bought him
clothes, dressed and undressed him. She had seen him take on size and bulk until he
was nearly as tall as she was, and weighed slightly more. She had watched his
features shift from the starved and haunted shapelessness of the unregarded five-
year-old who had placed his right hand in the bonfire at Lord Foul's command to the
lean definition of a teenager. His eyes had the muddy color of erosion runoff. His first
few whiskers marked his passive cheeks. Saliva moistened his open mouth. In spite of
his blankness, he had the face of a boy on the verge of manhood, waiting for
sentience to give it meaning.

When Linden had satisfied herself that the eerie impulse that had inspired him to
construct images of Mount Thunder and Revelstone had not caused him any



discernible distress, she rose to her feet and turned to Sandy.

Sandy Eastwail was a young woman, perhaps twenty-eight, still living with her par
ents and apparently content to do so. After high school she had trained as a practical
nurse; but she had taken care of Jeremiah for seven years now, and exhibited no
ambition to do anything else. Responsibility for one charge instead of many, and
always the same charge, seemed to suit her emotional instincts and warm heart, as
well as her natural complacence. Although she dated Sam Diadem's son, she showed
no particular impulse to get married. As far as Linden could tell, Sandy was
comfortably prepared to tend Jeremiah for the rest of her life.

That unlikely attitude was high on Linden's list of reasons for gratitude.

"If you don't mind," she asked, answering Sandy's offer to help, "can you stay long
enough to get his Legos put away? I have something I need to do." Then she added,
"You can leave the Tinkertoys. I like that castle. And it's not in the way."

"Sure" Sandy responded with an uncomplicated smile. "I'll be glad to.

"Come, Jeremiah," she said to the kneeling boy. "It's time to put your Legos away.
Let's get started."

Crouching to the floor, she took one of the many cartons clustered at the side of the
room and set it near Mount Thunder's ankles. Then she detached a piece from the
construct and placed it in the carton.

That was all she had to do to trigger Jeremiah's hidden awareness. At once, he left his
knees and moved to squat beside the carton. With the same unhesitating
meticulousness with which he built his constructs, he began to disassemble Mount
Thunder, arranging the Legos in compact rows in their carton as he removed them.
Linden had spent many hours watching him do such things. He never moved quickly,
never appeared to feel any hurry or tension-and never paused for thought or doubt.
She herself might have needed two or three hours to put away so many Legos or to
put them away with such precision-but he moved so efficiently, using his maimed
hand as deftly as the whole one, that his Mount Thunder appeared to melt away
before her eyes. He would probably be done in forty-five minutes.

Because she needed to speak to him, hear his name in her mouth, she said, "Thank
you, Jeremiah. You're very good with Legos. I like everything you make with them.
And I like the way you put them away when it's time."

Then abruptly she turned and left the room so that Sandy would not see the sudden
tears in her eyes, or notice the lump of love and fear in her throat.

While Jeremiah took Mount Thunder apart, and Sandy resumed her knitting, Linden
went upstairs to master her alarm.

He's threatening my son.

She had tried to believe that there would be no danger unless the old man in the
ochre robe appeared to warn her. But she no longer trusted his absence to mean that
anyone was safe.

Alone in her bedroom, she asked herself for the first time whether she should flee.
She could do that, in spite of her responsibilities. The necessary arrangements would
require nothing more than a few phone calls. She could pack and drive away in an
hour or two; take Jeremiah out of harm's reach. In fact, she could make her calls
when she had driven far enough to avoid any conceivable peril.

Lord Foul was threatening her son.

Roger Covenant had no idea that Jeremiah existed. Nevertheless it could not be an
accident that Jeremiah had created images of Mount Thunder and Revelstone on the
same day that Roger had demanded his mother's release.

And if Linden was wrong? If Roger proved to be as harmless as Barton Lytton
claimed? Why, then she could simply bring Jeremiah home again, with no damage



done.

Aching to protect her son, she gave serious consideration to the possibilities of flight.
But the prospect shamed her. And she had learned the necessity of courage from the
most stringent teachers. Love and beauty could not be preserved by panic or flight.
The ruin of Jeremiah's hand was in some sense her fault; and she did not believe that
she could bear to see him hurt again. But he was not the only one who had been
maimed that night. And Thomas Covenant himself had died for the same reason:
because she had failed to intervene. When she had seen what was happening, she
had been appalled by horror, stunned motionless. In dread she had simply watched
while Covenant had smiled for Joan; while men and women and children had
sacrificed their hands to the Despiser's malice; while the barriers between realities
had been torn asunder by blood and pain.

Now she knew that that night's evil could have been prevented. When she had finally
broken free of her dismay and charged forward, toward the bonfire, Lord Foul's hold
on his victims had been disrupted. If she had acted sooner, that whole night's carnage
might have been averted. Even the Land might have been spared

If she fled now, no one would remain to stand between the Despiser and more
victims.

She did not mean to be ruled by her fears again. Not ever. No matter how severely
Roger Covenant provoked her.

Here, however, she faced a conundrum which she did not know how to untangle. To
flee for Jeremiah's sake? Or to remain for her own, and for Joan's, and for the Land's?
Trapped by indecision, she found herself sitting on her bed with her hands over her
face and Thomas Covenant's name on her lips, listening as if she were helpless for
sounds of danger from downstairs.

There were none. Occasionally the distant murmur of Sandy's voice reached her. At
intervals a car drove down the street. Erratic gusts of wind tugging past the eaves of
the house suggested a storm brewing. She heard nothing to justify her gathering
apprehension.

Sighing, she told herself that in the morning she would make another attempt to
enlist Lytton's aid. Or perhaps Megan could sway him. For tonight she would watch
over Jeremiah with all her vigilance, and let no harm near him.

By now, he had probably finished with Mount Thunder and begun to separate the
pieces of Revelstone. Nothing in his manner had suggested that Gravin Threndor and
Lord's Keep held any significance for him. As far as she could tell, his life remained
exactly as it had always been, despite the Land's strange intrusion into his lost mind.
This was how he had spent his time for years: he put things together and took them
apart. Indeed, he seemed incapable of any relationship except with physical objects
which could be connected to each other. No human being impinged on his attention.
He did not react to his name. If he was not involved in making one of his constructs,
he simply knelt with his feet angled outward beneath him and rocked himself
soothingly with his arms across his stomach. He walked only if he were raised to his
feet and led by the hand. Even animals found no focus in his muddy gaze.

Presented with Tinkertoys, however, with Legos, Lincoln Logs, or an Erector set, or
any other form of nonmechanical object designed to be attached to or inserted into
other nonmechanical objects, he became a wizard. The castle in the entryway, and the
models of Revelstone and Mount Thunder in the living room, were only today's
examples of his talent. By the hundreds, by the thousands, obsessively, he devised
structures of such elegance and imagination that they often made Linden hold her
breath in wonder-and of such size that they sometimes filled the available space.
Perhaps they would have expanded indefinitely if he had not run out of materials. And



yet they always appeared complete when he did run out, as if somehow he had
calculated exactly what could be done with the Legos or Tinkertoys at hand.

Often Linden sat with him while he built his edifices. She had conceived a method of
playing with him; of producing a personal reaction from his inattention toward her.
She would take a piece-a block or connector-and place it somewhere in his construct.
He would not look at her when she did so-but he would pause. If by his inarticulate
standards she had placed the piece incorrectly, he would frown. Then he would rectify
her mistake. But if by chance she had set the piece where it belonged, he would nod
slightly before he continued.

Such indications assured her that he was aware of her.

TWO years ago, guided by a flash of intuition, Linden had spoken to Sam Diadem
about Jeremiah. Sam ran a small assembly-line business that produced wooden
playthings for children, primarily rocking horses, marionettes, and various wooden
puz-
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zles in strange shapes which interlocked to form balls, pyramids, and the like. At her
urging, Sam had discovered that if he left Jeremiah alone with a supply of ready
parts, Jeremiah would quietly and steadily produce finished toys. He would not paint
or package them, and never played with them. But they were always perfectly
assembled.

Now Jeremiah "worked" in Sam's shop two mornings a week. His "pay" Linden spent
faithfully on K'NEX, or 3-D jigsaw puzzles of palaces, or more Legos and Tinkertoys.
Some of the psychologists whom Linden had consulted called Jeremiah's condition a
"dissociative disorder." Others spoke of "hysterical conversion reactions" and
"somatoform disorders." His symptoms resembled autism-specifically, he appeared to
be an autistic savant-yet he could not be autistic. Autism was congenital, and beyond
question Jeremiah's condition had been induced by trauma. His natural mother had
described him as "a normal boy" before the bonfire-whatever those words might mean
in her deranged lexicon. Certainly none of the known therapies for autism had
produced any change in him.

Memories of that trauma still woke Linden at night, sweating, with cries which she had
failed to utter locked in her throat.

His natural mother was a woman named Marsha Jason. She had had three children,
all adopted now by other parents-Hosea, Rebecca, and her youngest, Jeremiah,
prophet of woe. She had chosen that name, apparently, because her husband had
abandoned her during her last pregnancy.

For the first few years of Jeremiah's life, Marsha Jason had subsisted at the mercy of
various welfare agencies. In one form or another, she had kept herself and her
children alive through the charity of strangers. And then, when her self-pity and
ineffectiveness had reached unendurable proportions, she had discovered the
Community of Retribution.

From that point onward, as she proclaimed afterward, she had had no control over
anything that happened. She must have been brainwashed or drugged. She was a
good mother: without brainwashing or drugs, she would never have sacrificed her
dear children to the Community's mad crusade against Thomas Covenant. Had she
not been victimized of her own right hand at the same time? Surely she did not
deserve to have her sons and daughter taken from her; placed in foster care?

Yet she had not been able to deny that in the last weeks before Covenant's
murdersoon after Joan Covenant's departure-she and her children, along with perhaps
thirty other members of the Community of Retribution, had left the commune and
made their way toward Haven Farm, supporting themselves by beggary when they



could not gain donations by preaching. Entranced, perhaps, by some form of mass
hysteria, they had snatched Joan from her ex-husband; had slaughtered a cow so that
they could splash his home with blood. Then they had taken her into the woods be
hind Haven Farm and built a bonfire. When Covenant had at last appeared to redeem
Joan, Mrs. Jason and her children had been the first to hold their right hands in the
blaze, Hosea after his mother, then Rebecca, and then five-year-old Jeremiah.

With years to study the question, Linden still could not explain how ordinary adults,
much less their uncomprehending children, had been impelled to endure the pain long
enough to burn the flesh from their bones. But the fact remained that Marsha Jason,
Hosea, and Rebecca had done so. Jeremiah had been damaged almost as badly. And
after them, more worshippers had followed.

And in the bonfire, Lord Foul had emerged to claim Covenant's life.

Linden still too easily remembered the Despiser's eyes as they had appeared in the
bonfire, carious as fangs. She would never forget his figure forming in the deep heat
of the blaze. Alive with fire and offered pain, he had stopped her life in her veins. And
she had remained paralyzed while the leader of his worshippers had set a knife to
Joan's throat, intending to sacrifice her if Covenant did not surrender himself.

Then Covenant had retrieved Joan from her doom; and Linden had at last broken free
of her immobility. She had rushed toward the bonfire, striving frantically to block the
knife from his chest. But the worshipper with the knife had struck her senseless; and
as she lost consciousness she had seen the blade pound into Covenant's heart.

A few hours or a lifetime later, in the dawn of a new day, Dr. Berenford found her
where she lay beside Covenant's corpse. Mrs. Jason had rousted him from his home,
seeking treatment for herself and her children. He and Sheriff Lytton had discovered
Joan asleep in her bed in Covenant's house, all memory of the night's events
apparently gone. While Lytton had taken Joan to County Hospital, Julius had searched
the woods behind Haven Farm until he located Linden and Covenant.

Thus he had spared her any accusation that she had played some role in Covenant's
death. Legally, of course, she had not. Morally, she knew better.

She had suffered acutely during the long months of that one night. Nevertheless she
had gone into surgery as soon as Julius had driven her back into town. Together, they
had spent interminable hours fighting to save as many flame-savaged hands as they
could.

For Hosea and Rebecca, Linden had been able to do little except amputate. With
Jeremiah, however, she had met somewhat more success. Through simple
stubbornness as much as by skill, she had found a way to save half of his thumb and
two of his fingers: the last two.

They remained shorter than they should have been. Yet they were strong now: he
could use them. To that extent, at least, she could forgive herself for what had
happened to him.

At the time, she had given no thought to other forms of restitution. The particular
sense of responsibility which she had learned from Covenant and the Land had as-
serted itself slowly. After the initial crisis, she had occupied herself for months
adjusting to her new life: to the county itself; and to her work at County Hospital. And
then Julius had involved her in the complex efforts that had eventually led to the
construction of Berenford Memorial Psychiatric Hospital, and to her appointment as its
chief medical officer.

Nearly two years passed before she recognized the residual ache in her heart for what
it was: not grief over Covenant's death, although that pang never lost its poighancy,
but rather a hollow place left by the Land. Her parents had dedicated her to death,
but she had transcended their legacy. Now she realized that her new convictions and



passions required more of her. Her work with her patients suited her abilities; but it
did not satisfy the woman who had sojourned with Giants, contended with Ravers,
and opposed the Sunbane at Thomas Covenant's side.

She wanted to heal as well some of the harm which Lord Foul had done in her present
world. And she needed someone to love.

She had heard Pitchwife sing:

My heart has rooms that sigh with dust
And ashes in the hearth.

They must be cleaned and blown away
By daylight's breath.

She could not allow the hollow place within her to remain unfilled.

Her own damaged childhood had taught her an intense empathy for children forced to
pay the price of their parents' folly; and before long she remembered Jeremiah Jason.
She had already done him a little good. Perhaps she could do more.

When at last she tracked him down and arranged to meet him, she recognized
immediately the missing piece of her heart, the part which might make her whole. His
little face spoke to her as clearly as a wail. She knew what it was like to be a
conscious prisoner inside her own skull, defeated by power and malice. The Clave and
Ravers had victimized her in that way. Indirectly the Elohim had done the same. The
thought that Jeremiah might be in a comparable state, knowing and alone within his
mental cell, wrung her utterly.

In the Land, she had been called "the Chosen." Now she did the choosingDoggedly,
with Megan Roman's help, she pursued Jeremiah through the legal and bureaucratic
snarls of the county's floundering foster care until he was made her son.

At first, the task she had assigned to herself was arduous and costly, in spite of Sandy
Eastwall's assistance. The closure of Jeremiah's mind rebuffed any penetrationHe was
lost, and her love could not find him. If he had so much as wept, she would have
celebrated for him, rejoiced in that victory over an intimate ruin. But he did not
weep. Nothing breached the hard stone wall of his plight. His only response to every
situation was an unresisting absence of cooperation. He did not stand, could not walk.
Voiceless and alone, he could not engage in a child's necessary play; and so she had
no lever with which to spring him from his prison.

And then one day- The memory still brought tears of joy to her eyes. One day in his
pediatrician's office, surrounded by toys enjoyed by other children, he had suddenly
reached out uninvited to place one bright wooden block upon another. When he was
satisfied with what he had done, he had positioned another block; and then another.
Within an hour, hardly able to contain her excitement, Linden had bought him a
mountain of blocks. And when she had seen him use them to build an impromptu
Greek temple, she had rushed back to the store to purchase Lincoln Logs and
Tinkertoys.

There his life had changed; and hers with it. In a few short weeks, he had learnedor
relearned-to stand so that he could reach higher, build higher. And mere months later
he had regained his ability to walk, seeking to move around his constructs and
position pieces more readily.

His newly discovered gift transformed him in Linden's sight. With every construct, he
built hope for the future. A child who could play might someday be set free. And his
strange talent seemed to have limitless possibilities. Connecting one Lincoln Log or
Tinkertoy to the next, he might at last devise a door to his prison and step out into
her arms.



She would not, she swore to herself now, would not sacrifice that hope, or him, for
any purpose. Roger Covenant had to be stopped. But if she were forced to a choice
between Jeremiah and Lord Foul's other victims, she would stand by her son.
Thomas Covenant had believed that the Land could not be damned by such decisions.
Linden was still afraid, but her indecision had passed. Deliberately she readied herself
to go back downstairs.

On the way, she heard Sandy call, "Linden? We're done with the Legos. Is there
anything else you need before I leave?"

In the living room, Linden greeted Sandy with a smile; tousled Jeremiah's hair where
he knelt, rocking, beside a tall stack of Lego boxes. "No, thanks. You've done done
enough already." To Jeremiah, she added, "Thanks for putting your Legos away.
You've

a good job. I'm proud of you"

If her reaction gave him any pleasure, he did not reveal it.

When Sandy had gathered up her knitting, Linden walked her to the door. "I can't
thank

you enough," she told the other woman sincerely. "I can't explain what came over me
today, but it shook me up. I really appreciate everything you've done."

Sandy dismissed the subject with a comfortable shrug. "He's my sweetie.' Over her
shoulder, she asked, "Aren't you, Jeremiah?" Then she finished to Linden, "I'll see
both of you tomorrow, if you don't need me tonight."

Refraining from more unnecessary thanks, Linden ushered her outside and said good
night.

For a moment after Sandy left, however, Linden did not return to Jeremiah. Instead
she leaned against the door and considered the castle which had transformed her
entryway. It seemed to contradict her fears, as though it had the power to guard the
sanctuary that she had made for her son.

elieved for the first time since she had met Roger Covenant, she heated a

casserole and fed Jeremiah while she ate. At intervals she paused to talk about
anything she could think of-horses, Sam Diadem's toys, places of wonder in the Land-
hoping that the sound of her voice would also feed him, in its own way. When he
stopped opening his mouth for the spoon, she took him upstairs to bathe him.
Afterward she dressed him for bed in his-actually her-favorite pajamas, the sky-blue
flannel shirt and pants with mustangs ramping across the chest.

In his bedroom, she took a moment, as she often did, to marvel at how he had
decorated it.

One day two or three years ago, she had purchased a set of flywheel-driven model
racing cars that featured tracks which could be snapped together into structures as
elaborate as roller coasters, complete with loop-the-loops and barrel rolls. She had
been drawn to the set because it included materials like plastic Tinkertoys for building
towers and pylons to support the tracks. And because Jeremiah appeared to prefer
large projects, she had bought every set in the store, four or five of them.

He had shown no interest in the cars. In fact, he had disappointed her by showing no
interest in the tracks, either. He had not so much as touched the boxes, or turned his
eyes toward them.

Maybe he needed time, she had told herself. Maybe his occult, hidden decisions
required contemplation. Reluctant to surrender her hopes, she had carried one of the
boxes up to his bedroom and left it there for him to consider.

That night he had gone to bed still oblivious to the box. The next morning, however,



she discovered that during the night he had opened it and used every available piece
to build towers on either side of the head of his bed. Through the towers he had
twined tracks twisted into implausible shapes. And-uncharacteristic of him-the
construct was plainly unfinished. He had run out of parts before he could connect the
towers and tracks to each other above the head of his bed.

At once, she brought the remaining boxes up to his room. Like the first, they were
ignored all day. And like the first, they were opened during the night; put to use. Now
supports like drawbridges and catwalks extended along the walls, under the window,
over the bureau, and past the closet toward the door. Sections of track linked
themselves and their pylons like the ligaments of some self-proliferating rococo robot.
The racing cars themselves lay in a clutter on the floor, unregarded. And still he
obviously had not completed his design.

After a fervid search, Linden finally found a few more sets. Fortunately they sufficed.
When Jeremiah had used every last plastic beam and connector, every section of
track, he was done.

Now towers festooned with curlicues of track reached up on either side of his bedroom
door to meet in an arch at the height of the lintel. Raceways in airy spans linked those
structures to the ones which he had already finished. Yet the design would have been
useless to its cars. The track through all of its loops and turns and dives formed an
elaborate Mobius strip, reversing itself as it traveled so that in time a finger drawn
along its route would touch every inch of its surface on both sides.

She had never asked him to take it down. Surely it was special to him? Why else had
he only worked on it late at night, when he was alone? In some sense, it was more
uniquely his than anything else he had built.

Respecting what he had accomplished, she left it as it was. Cheerfully she ducked
under its spans whenever she needed to reach his closet.

The racing cars remained where she had placed them, arrayed like a display on top of
his bureau. She hoped that one day he would take an interest in them; but they were
still meaningless to him.

Shaking her head now in familiar astonishment at his arcane gifts, she settled him
into bed and asked him which of his books he would like her to read. As ever, he did
not respond; but on the theory that the adventures of a lone boy triumphing over
impossible odds might convey something to his snared mind, she took out one of his
"Bomba the Jungle Boy" books and read a couple of chapters aloud. Then she kissed
him, adjusted his blankets, turned out the light, and left him to sleep.

In one respect, at least, he was a normal boy, even a normal teenager: he slept
deeply, unself-consciously, his limbs sprawling in all directions as though they
belonged to some other body. Only on very rare occasions did she find him awake
when she checked on him before she went to bed herself. And she never knew what
had roused or troubled him.

If this had been some other night, she might have used her time to catch up on some
paperwork, or perhaps read. But tonight she was not alone. A throng of memories
accompanied her through the house: they seemed as restless and compelling as
ghosts. In particular, she recalled Thomas Covenant's gaunt face and stricken

eyes, as dear in their own way as Jeremiah's undefended slackness, and as precise as
etch-work.

Others also she could not forget: Sunder and Hollian; the Giants of the Search; all her
friends in the Land. Thinking that she would spend an hour alone with them, sharing
at least in memory her gratitude and grief, she went downstairs to the kitchen to heat
water for tea. Steaming mint might console her while she ached.

As she boiled water and prepared a teabag, filled a cup, she chose to concentrate on



the Giants. She found consolation in remembering their open hearts, their long tales,
and their ready laughter. She had not seen the First of the Search and her husband,
Pitchwife, for ten years. No doubt in their own world they had passed away centuries
or millennia ago. Nevertheless they had a healing power in her thoughts. Like
Jeremiah's faery castle, they seemed to defend her from her fears.

They alone had willingly accompanied Linden and Covenant to their confrontation with
the Despiser. They alone had stood with Linden after Covenant's death while she had
formed her new Staff of Law and unmade the Sunbane; begun the restoration of the
Land. And when she had faded away, returned to her old life, they had carried with
them the hope that she and Covenant had made for all the Earth.

Thinking of the First and Pitchwife reminded her that her worries were like the
difficulties of caring for Jeremiah, or of working at Berenford Memorial: transient
things which could not disturb the choices she had made.

She would have gone on, drawing solace from her memories; but an unexpected idea
stopped her. Perhaps it would be possible to hide Joan from Roger. If the nurse on
duty, Amy Clint's sister Sara, moved Joan to another room-no, to a spare bed in
County Hospital-Roger might not be able to find her. Certainly he would not be able to
search for her without attracting attention. Bill Coty or one of his men-or even Sheriff
Lytton-would have time to intervene.

Then what would Roger do? What could he-?

He would have no difficulty discovering Linden's address.

The phone's shrill ring startled her so badly that she dropped her cup. It hit the floor
as if in slow motion and bounced once, apparently held together by hot peppermint
tea splashing past its rim: then it seemed to burst in midair. Shards and steaming tea
spattered around her feet.

None of her friends called her at home. Neither did her colleagues and staff. They all
knew better. When they wanted or needed to get in touch with her, they dialed her
pager

The phone rang again like an echo of the shattered cup.

Roger, she thought dumbly, it was Roger, someone must have given him her number,
it was unpublished, unlisted, he could not have found it out unaided. He meant to
impose his insistence on the private places of her heart.

And then: no, it was not Roger. It was about him. He had done something.
Something terrible

The phone rested on an end table in the living room. She pounced for it as it rang

a third time. Snatched up the handset; pressed it to her ear.

She could not make a sound. Fright filled her throat.

"Dr. Avery?" a voice panted in her ear. "Linden? Dr. Avery?"

Maxine Dubroff, who volunteered at the hospital.

"I'm here." Linden's efforts to speak cost her a spasm of coughing. "What's wrong?"
"Dr. Avery, it's Bill-" Maxine's distress seemed to block the phone line. What she
needed to say could not get through. "He's- Oh, dear God."

Linden's brain refused to work. Instead it clung to the sound of Maxine's voice as if it
needed words in order to function. Still coughing, she managed to croak out, "Slow
down, Maxine. Tell me what happened.”

Maxine sucked in a harsh breath. "Bill Coty," she said in pieces. "He's dead."

The room around Linden seemed to veer sideways. Of course Maxine knew Bill: she
knew everyone. But if the old man had collapsed at home

Linden had asked him to protect Joan.

"Shot." Maxine's voice came through the handset, jagged as chunks of glass. "In the
head. By that-that -" She paused to swallow convulsively, as if her throat were



bleeding.

"Maxine." Linden fought down more coughing. "Tell me what happened.”

"I'm sorry, Doctor." Now Linden heard tears in Maxine's voice. "I'm just so upsetI
should have called you sooner. I came as soon as I heard the sirens"-she and Ernie
lived only a block and a half from Berenford Memorial-"but it didn't occur to me that
somebody hadn't already called you. I wanted to help. Ernie told me you were worried
about trouble. Bill called him about it. But I never expected

"That young man. The one who was here this morning. He shot Bill Coty."

Ice poured along Linden's veins. Her hands started to shake. "What about Joan?"
Again she heard wind thrashing under the eaves of the house. One of the kitchen
windows rattled plaintively in its frame.

"Oh, Linden." Maxine's weeping mounted. "She's gone. He took her."

Automatically Linden answered, "I'll be right there," and put down the handset. She
could not think: she was too full of rage. The old prophet had betrayed her. He had
given her no warning at all.

Apparently he no longer cared what happened to the Land.

The sirens were police cars, then: Sheriff Lytton responding too late to Berenford
Memorial's call for help.

Bill Coty must have failed to rally enough of his volunteers to Joan's protection. Or he
had simply cared too much to forget about her when he went off-duty

Hands shaking wildly, Linden picked up the handset again and dialed Sandy Eastwall's
number.

For the first time in years, she wished that she had bought a cordless phone. She
wanted to rush upstairs and check on Jeremiah while she waited, shivering, for
Sandy's voice.

Buffeted by wind, the front door thudded dully against its latch. Surely nothing had
happened to Jeremiah since she had left his room? But Bill Coty had been shot-by
Roger. Who obviously had a gun.

Linden had told Bill that Roger was not dangerous enough for guns. Now she knew
better.

Providentially Sandy answered the phone almost at once. "Hello?"

"Sandy, it's Linden. I'm sorry, I'm needed at the hospital. It's an emergency." Bill Coty
was dead because Linden had underestimated Roger's madness. Sandy did not
hesitate. "I'll be right there."

"Thanks." Linden hung up and headed for the stairs.

Joan's son would be in a hurry now. He meant to precipitate the crisis for which his
heart hungered immediately.

With her hand on the knob of Jeremiah's door, Linden paused to gather herself. How
could anything have happened to him? Scarcely twenty minutes had passed since she
had put him to bed. Yet she feared for him. Her whole body trembled at the possibility
that Roger wished him harm.

Easing open the door, she peered into his room.

Light from the hall behind her reached across his floor to the raceway towers guarding
the head of his bed. Between them he lay outstretched, his blankets already rumpled
and twisted around him, one arm extended like an appeal. He made faint snoring
sounds as he slept.

Roger had shot Bill Coty in the head.

Linden's trembling grew more acute. She shut the door and hurried downstairs to
wait for Sandy.

At the bottom of the stairs, standing amid Tinkertoy spires and buttresses, she heard
the front door rattle again as if someone outside struggled to open it. Sandy could not



have arrived yet-and in any case, she always rang the doorbell. Nevertheless Linden
ducked under a rampart to unlock the door, pull it aside.

Wind slapped into her face, snatched tears from her eyes. The gust felt unnaturally
cold; and abrasive, full of grit. A storm was on its way, a serious storm

In the porch light, Linden saw Sandy lean toward the house as if she were tacking
through the wind. Gusts plucked at her coat so that it fluttered like a loose sail.
Swept forward, Sandy mounted the steps to the porch. Linden let her into the house
and pushed the door shut, then said, "That was fast."

Light chased the shadows from Sandy's face. Strain pinched her mouth, and her eyes
were dark with doubt.

"Are you all right?" Linden asked quickly.

"I had a feeling-" Sandy began, then stopped herself to attempt an unconvincing
smile. "Whatever bothered you today must be catching. It came on me while I was
driving home. I couldn't relax-" She smiled again, more successfully this time. "I knew
you were going to call. I already had my coat on when the phone rang." Then her
expression resumed its indefinite distress. "I hope nothing bad has happened.”

"T'll let you know," Linden replied to avoid explanations. "I'll call as soon as I can."
Sandy nodded. She appeared to be listening to the wind rather than to Linden.

Still shivering, Linden took her own coat from the entryway closet, belted it around
her, and impelled herself out into the night.

When she had pulled the door closed after her, however, she paused where she was
until she heard the lock click home. She could not imagine what had unsettled
Sandy's usual phlegmatic calm, but she was fiercely glad of it. Scared, Sandy would
be particularly cautious; and Linden desired every scrap of care which Sandy could
provide for Jeremiah.

She needed that reassurance to help her bear the inchoate conviction that she was
abandoning her son. She yearned to flee with him now, take him and run

Surely Roger was unaware that she had a son?

She had to close her mouth and squint her eyes against the grit in the wind. Clutching
her resolve around her like another coat, she forced herself to hasten down off the
porch and across the lawn to her car.

A hard gust nearly tore the car door from her hand as she pulled it open. She
stumbled into the driver's seat as if she had been shoved. The door resisted her tug
for an instant, then slammed shut after her. At the impact, the car staggered on its
springs.

The starter ground briefly before the engine came to life. With as much caution as she
could muster, she backed out into the street and turned toward the hospital.

For a block or two, the wind left her alone. Then it staggered the car again, whining in
the wheel wells, striking the hood and trunk until they vibrated. The street lamps lit
dark streaks in the air like handfuls of dust thrown along the leading edge of a gale.
They swirled when they hit the car, curled momentarily on the windscreen, danced
away.

Fortunately Berenford Memorial was not far. And street lamps were more common in
the center of town: they seemed brighter. Nevertheless dust tainted the air in swift
plumes and streamers, scattering into turbulence at the edges of the buildings. Scraps
of paper twisted like tortured things in the eddies.

Past the bulk of County Hospital, she wheeled into the parking lot between it and
Berenford Memorial. From the lot she could not see the front door. But three patrol
cars had reached her domain ahead of her. Their lights flashed empty warnings into
the night.

Blinking hard at the dust, and at the wind's raw chill, she hugged her coat around her



and hastened along the walk toward the front door. She could have used the staff
entrance and saved herself thirty yards, but she wanted to enter the building as Roger
must have entered it, see the sequence of what he had done.

Around the corner of the building and along its front she hurried. The front steps she
took two at a time, nearly running.

Lit by the lights from the small reception lobby, as well as by its own lamps, the outer
door seemed to appear in front of her as if it had been swept into existence from
some other reality. She was reaching for its handle when she saw the ugly hole torn in
the metal where the lock had been. From the hole, cracks spread crookedly through
the glass.

Berenford Memorial's entrance had two sets of heavy glass doors, one inside the
other. At night the outer door was kept locked. The people who worked here used the
staff entrance and their own keys. Visitors after dark had to ring a doorbell which
summoned the duty nurse or an orderly; and they were not admitted until they had
introduced themselves over the intercom by the door.

Apparently someone had refused to let Roger in.

Sara Clint was the duty nurse: who were the orderlies? For a moment, distracted by
Roger's violence, Linden could not remember. Then she did: Avis Cardaman and Harry
Gund. Harry would have been useless against an intruder. He was a frecklefaced
young man with an ingratiating demeanor and a positive genius for paperwork; but he
tended to flinch whenever he heard a loud voice. Avis, however, was a huge and
compulsively responsible man whose gentle manner concealed his prodigious
strength.

Linden had often suspected that he could have intimidated the paint off the walls, if
he had considered it a threat to his patients.

If Roger had taken Joan in spite of Avis

How many other casualties had he left in his wake?

Snatching a quick breath for courage, she heaved open the outer door, then the inner,
and strode into the lobby.

The space was crowded with police officers: Sheriff Lytton and at least six of his
deputies. They all looked toward her as she entered.

Behind them, Harry Gund attended the reception desk. His manner seemed at once
frightened and defiant, as if he had shamed himself in some way, and now sought to
make amends with a display of attention to duty. Near him stood Maxine Dubroff and
her husband, Ernie, their arms around each other.

In a rush, Linden scanned the lobby past the shoulders of the officers, but she saw no
sign of Sara Clint.

Helplessly she wondered how her patients were reacting to gunshots and turmoil.
Just inside the door, nearly at her feet, Bill Coty sprawled in his life's blood. He still
wore his navy-blue Security uniform, with his walkie-talkie and his nightstick attached
to his belt. A splash of blood obscured the useless silver of his badge. But a small
holster at his belt was empty.

In one slack hand, he held a can of Mace: the only real weapon sanctioned by County
Hospital's insurance. Apparently Roger had not given him time to use it.

Strands of his white hair showed through the wreckage of his head. Roger's bullet had
smashed in his left temple. The exit wound in the back of his skull was an atrocity of
brains and bone. A dark trickle across his cheek underscored the dismay in his
sightless eyes.

Instinctively Linden dropped to her knees beside him; reached out as if she believed
that the touch of her hands would somehow bring him back to life. But the sheriff
stopped her.



"Don't touch him!" Lytton barked. "Forensics hasn't been here yet."

As if there could be any doubt about the cause of death.

Briefly Linden covered her face as if she could not bear the sight of Bill's lifeless form.
Almost at once, however, she dropped her hands; and as she did so her trembling fell
away as if one aspect of her ordinary mortality had sloughed from her. The crisis was
upon her now: it smelled of copper and ashes. Grimly she rose to her feet to meet it.
Bill had been shot so long ago that most of his blood had already dried. How much
time had passed? Half an hour? An hour?

How much of a head start did Roger have?

"Dr. Avery," growled Barton Lytton when she faced him. "It's about time."

He was a blunt, fleshy man with a gift for seeming bigger than he actually was. In
fact, he stood no taller than Linden herself; yet he appeared to loom over her. No
doubt that contributed to his incessant reelection: people thought of him as dominant,
effective, despite his real stature. Typically he wore mirrored aviator sunglasses, but
now they were shoved into the breast pocket of his khaki shirt opposite his badge.
Various heavy objects dragged at his belt-a radio, a cell phone, handcuffs, Mace, a
handgun the size of a tinker's anvil, spare clips-making his paunch appear larger than
it was.

"I-" Linden began. She wanted to say, I tried to warn you. But the look in his eyes,
haunted and raging, closed her throat. They were the eyes of a man in trouble, out of
his depth, with no one to blame but himself. Roughly she swallowed some of her
anger. "I came as soon as I could."

"Dr. Avery!" When she spoke, Harry Gund left the reception desk to push his way
through the clustered officers. "Thank God you're here. I've done everything I can,
but we need you.

"This is real bad, Dr. Avery," he told her earnestly. "Harry," Lytton muttered: a
warning.

Harry ignored the sheriff. Ordinarily he was deferential in the face of authority; but
now his need to exonerate himself overshadowed his timidity.

"We couldn't stop him." His voice trembled with the aftereffects of dismay and shock.
"We tried-Avis and me-but we couldn't. I didn't let him in. He rang the doorbell, used
the intercom. He was smiling, and he sounded just as reasonable as could be. But I
remembered your orders"-which he must have heard from Sara"and didn't let him in."
"Harry," Sheriff Lytton rasped again. He reached out a thick hand to silence the
orderly.

Linden interrupted the sheriff. "He was here. You weren't. Let him tell it."

Lytton dropped his hand. His shoulders appeared to slump as if she had made him
smaller.

A moment of gratitude flashed in Harry's eyes.

"I tried to stop him," he repeated. "But he had this gun, this huge gun. He shot the
lock.

"I yelled for help. Then I tried to get behind the desk so I could use the phone. But he
pointed his gun at me. If I did anything, he was going to shoot me.

"He kept smiling like we're friends or something."

Linden listened carefully, setting her own thoughts and her secret knowledge aside.
Roger had to be stopped. He's in my mind, Joan had once told Thomas Covenant, and
I can't get him out. He hates you.

"Then Bill Coty came in." Harry's tension mounted as he continued. "He wasn't
supposed to be here. He's off duty, isn't he? But he had his Mace, and he held it up
like it could stop bullets. He told him to put the gun down."

The harm that Roger could do was incalculable.



"Avis was there," Harry said, trembling now. "And Mrs. Clint. They must've heard me
yelling." Or the sound of Roger's handgun. "Avis wanted to do something, you know
what he's like, but she made him stay where he was.

"Bill was scared, you could see that, but he kept telling him to put the gun down, put
the gun down. He just smiled and smiled, and I thought he wasn't going to do
anything, but all at once he pointed the gun at Bill and fired, and Bill went down like
someone kicked him in the head."

Linden closed her eyes slowly, held them shut for a moment to contain her regret. She
had told Bill that Roger was not dangerous.

Harry was saying, "That's when Avis ran at him, even though Mrs. Clint was yelling at
him to stop. Avis tried to tackle him, but he just turned and hit him with the gun, hit
him so hard his head bounced."

Deliberately she opened her eyes again.

Behind Harry, Sheriff Lytton waited with badly concealed impatience. His officers
listened as if they were stunned, although they must have heard Harry's story earlier.
Where had Roger acquired such murderous skills?

"Avis fell down," Harry said, shaking. "He had blood all over him.

"Then he wasn't here anymore. I didn't even see where he went, but he took Mrs.
Clint with him. He made her go.

"I called the sheriff right away, right away. I was going to call you, too, but I had to
take care of Avis "

Belatedly Linden noticed another pool of blood off to the side of Bill's body. Drying
smears marked the front and sleeves of Harry's pale-green orderly's uniform. He must
have taken Avis' head in his arms, cradled the big man like a brother.

"He kept bleeding-" Harry's voice shivered on the verge of hysteria. "I couldn't make
it stop. I called Emergency, I told them stat, Avis was dying, I couldn't look at Bill but
I thought he was already dead.

"I did everything I could, Doctor." His eyes implored Linden to tell him that he was not
to blame. "Honest, I did."

His appeal touched her, but she had no room for it.

At the back of the lobby, Maxine released herself from Ernie's arms. Moving between
the silent officers, she came forward to stand beside Harry, place a reassuring hand
on his shoulder. Her kind face regarded him sadly.

The officers began to shift their feet and look around as if they were rousing
themselves from a trance.

I

"Dr. Panger has Avis in surgery," Maxine told Linden. "He may have bone splinters in
his brain."

Linden nodded an acknowledgment-Curt Panger was more than competent_ but she
was not done with Harry. "Did you see him leave?" she asked quietly.

"Oh, yes," Harry answered. "Right after I called Emergency. He had Joan, and Mrs.
Clint. Joan went with him like she wanted to go, but he had to keep his gun pointed at
Mrs. Clint. I hid behind the desk so he didn't see me."

Lytton cleared his throat fiercely. "He has a hostage, Dr. Avery." His voice seemed to
grate against his teeth. "We're wasting time here. I need to talk to you."

Linden turned her attention to him at last. "And I need to talk to you." The fact that
Roger had taken a hostage meant that he was not finished yet. If he had simply
wanted his mother, a hostage would only slow him down.

He intended more harm.

Sara Clint was a good nurse, levelheaded and compassionate. She had a husband and
two daughters. She did not deserve this.



Joan herself did not deserve it.

"Fine," Lytton growled. "So tell me just how the hell you knew this was going to
happen.”

"Not here," Linden countered. "In my office." He was more likely to tell her the truth if
they were alone.

Stifling an impulse to hurry, she took a moment to ask Maxine to call for a nurse to
replace Sara. She did not want to leave Harry on duty alone in his condition. Then she
beckoned for the sheriff to follow her and headed toward her office.

His heavy boots stamped behind her on the tile as if he were cursing.

In her office, she sat down behind her desk, anchoring herself on her medical
authority. She wanted Barton Lytton to know that she was not a woman whom he
could intimidate.

He began at once. Towering at the edge of her desk, he announced in a rough voice,
"I need to know what you know. We have to find that little shit." He glowered down at
her as if she could free him to act on his outrage and frustration. "He sure as hell
won't take her to Haven Farm. Not unless he's begging to get caught. The Clints are
decent people. I'm not going to let him get away with this.

"Tell me now, Doctor. How the fuck did you know what he would do?"

The sheriff was wrong. Roger expected to be caught; wanted that for some reason.
Why else did he need a hostage?

"I knew," she retorted firmly, "because I pay attention." The haunted ire and need in
his eyes had not changed, but now it did not sway her. "I could see as soon as I met
him that he was unstable. He kept repeating that he wanted to take care of Joan, but
his

manner was all wrong. He didn't act like a loving son. The way he talked convinced
me that the only thing he really cared about was getting her away from here.

"I tried to tell you. He wants to do something to her."

Lytton propped his fists on her desk, leaned his bulk onto his arms. In spite of his
posture, however, his eyes flinched. "You're not helping, Doctor," he said softly.
"Telling me I fucked up doesn't do shit for Sara Clint. We've got to get her back.

"I need to know where he's going. Hell, he could be halfway out of the county by now.
I can call in help. We can set up roadblocks, try to stop him. But there are too many
small roads. We can't block them all. Hell, we don't even know what kind of car he
drives. That fool Gund was too scared to look.

"And while we're sitting at roadblocks, he can hole up anywhere he wants. We'll never
find him. Until he's already done"-Lytton swallowed hard-"whatever the fuck

he has in mind.

"It's too late to tell me I should have listened to you. Tell me how to find him."

Linden recognized the justice of his response. In some sense, she respected it. But
she was not moved. The look in his eyes disturbed her. Their mix of fear and fury
seemed to promise butchery.

Terrible things might happen to Joan and Sara if Lytton tried to kill Roger

Linden held the sheriff's gaze until he looked away. Then, distinctly, she said, "There's
something I need to know first."

"Are you shitting me?" he protested. "Roger Covenant has a fucking hostage, he has
Sara Clint! We need to move! What can you possibly need to know first?"

Linden did not relent. Instead she said precisely, "When Julius Berenford found Joan
on Haven Farm ten years ago, she was sane. She couldn't remember what had
happened to her, but she could talk. She could function, at least to some extent. But
by the time you delivered her to County Hospital, Sheriff Lytton, she was a vegetable.
Entirely out of reach. If we didn't take such good care of her, she would have died



years ago.
"What happened while you were driving her back into town? What changed her?"
With a jerk, Lytton pulled himself upright. A sudden flush darkened his cheeks.
Glaring at the center of Linden's forehead, he said, "We've had this conversation,
Doctor."

"Yes, we have," she insisted. "But I need a better answer. It's time to talk about it.
Tell me what happened"

Her pager chirped at her, but she ignored it. She had come too far and waited too long
to let Barton Lytton evade her now.

Darkness spread down Lytton's neck, staining his skin with threats. Yet he could not
conceal his fear. His eyes seemed to cower in their sockets. Linden thought that he

0

might refuse to answer; but she had underestimated his rage-or his shame. Abruptly
he bared his teeth as if he were grinning. His eyes found hers in defiance.

"Oh, it's nothing much," he answered between his teeth. "I didn't hurt her or
anything, if that's what you think.

"Of course, I cuffed her. She was a fucking accessory, for God's sake. For all I knew,
she'd killed her damn ex." He faltered for an instant, wincing. Then he rasped, "After
that, I made her ride in back."

The back of a police car: the cage. Bars between her and the front seat. No handles
inside the doors. Like a dangerous criminal.

After what she had suffered

"She asked me why," he went on. "She was fucking hysterical about it. So I told her."
Linden stared at him. His gaze held a throng of conflicts. Her pager signaled again;
but now she could not force herself to glance away from him. "Told her-?"she asked
weakly.

"The truth, Dr. Avery." His tone was thick with disgust. "Her ex was a fucking leper.
And she was married to him before she knew he had it. She probably had it herself.
Hell, she probably still does. If nothing else, she's a damn carrier.

"I made her ride in back because I didn't want to be infected."

Linden heard him clearly. He was trying to sound justified. But he failed. The plain
cruelty of his actions defeated him.

Before she could react, he leaned over her desk again. "That upsets you, doesn't it,
Doctor. You don't think I should have been so mean to her.

"Well, fuck you. We should have talked about your complicity in that murder ten years
ago. You're an accessory too, but the sainted Julius Berenford protected you. The two
of you hid the truth. I'm the sheriff of this county, and you didn't let me do my job.
"Now you're at it again. But this time you won't get away with it. I'll find them without
you. And when I do, I'm going to make damn sure you get your share of the blame."
Then he stood up and wheeled out of her office. Before he reached the lobby, he
started shouting orders at his deputies.

Linden swore to herself. She could have told him where to look for Roger. She should
have. But she did not trust him. He was too eager for violence. His solution to Joan's
dilemma might leave no one alive.

Her pager beeped again, insisting on her attention. Reluctantly she looked down at its
display.

For a moment, she did not recognize the number. She stared at it, frowning, while she
pushed the button to make the pager stop chirping. Who-?

Then she had it: Megan Roman. That was Megan's home phone nhumber.

She groaned under her breath. She did not feel equal to the challenge of telling
Megan about Bill and Joan and Sara.



But what else did she propose to do, now that she had driven Barton Lytton
away? Go after Roger on her own? No. She would not risk her life-risk abandoning
Jeremiah-in that way. And it was possible that Megan would be able to help

She might know someone in the State Highway Patrol. Or, better yet, the FBI. Kid
napping was a federal crime, was it not? Megan might be able to have Joan's plight,
and

Sara's, taken out of Lytton's hands.

Swallowing her reluctance, Linden reached for her phone and dialed Megan's
number.

The lawyer picked up almost instantly. "Yes?" "Megan, it's Linden."

"Linden," Megan cried at once, "where are you?"

Her urgency seemed to knock Linden back in her seat. She heard crises in Megan's
voice; dangers she had not imagined. Quickly she asked, "Megan, what's wrong?"
"Damn it, Linden!" Megan yelled back. "Listen to me. Where are you? At the
hospital?"

"Yes, I-" Linden began, floundering.

"Then go home!" Megan demanded. "Right now! No matter what you're doing. Lis
ten! I heard what happened. Roger and Joan. Sara Clint. Bill Coty.

"T've-" Abruptly she faltered, fell silent. Dead air filled the phone like keening.
"Megan?" Linden urged her friend. "Megan?"

"Oh, Linden." Without transition, Megan's voice changed. Now she sounded like
she was in tears. "I've made a horrible mistake.

"I mentioned Jeremiah to Roger. A few days ago. He was asking questions about
you. I told him you have a son."

Somewhere in the background of herself, Linden started screaming.
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ge Cost (Love anfDespair

She saw everything with a terrible clarity. The edge of her desk looked sharp

enough to draw blood. Across its surface, sheets of paper in confusion whetted each
other to the incisiveness of anguish. The clock hanging on the wall above her seemed
to jut outward, its hands as stark as cries. In her grasp, the black plastic of the
phone's receiver looked desperate and fatal. Its cord coiled about itself, binding her to
Megan's voice.

She had lost her chance to flee with Jeremiah. It would never come again.

Her friend was saying, "Linden, I am so sorry."

She was saying, "Go home now. Maybe I'm wrong. Don't take the chance. Don't let
this become any worse than I've already made it. No one else needs you the way he
does."

Linden did not reply. If she had, Megan would not have heard her: she had already
dropped the handset. Borne along by screams, she left her office at a run. The skirts
of her coat flapped behind her like Furies.

Stop, she tried to tell herself, go back. Assume he has Jeremiah. Get Lytton's help.
Tell him where to look, make him take you with him, with your help he might find
Roger in time.

But she did not stop running, or turn. The voice of her own sanity could not reach her.
She flung aside the staff door, and the wind caught it: she might have cracked the
safety glass. But she did not pause to close it. Instead she raced headlong for her car.
The wind battered at her; struck tears from her eyes. The heels of her shoes slapped
the sidewalk awkwardly, making her stumble. One of them flipped from her foot. She



kicked the other away and ran on.

He is threatening my son!

How far ahead of her was Roger? Half an hour? An hour? Even half an hour was too
much.

As she neared her car, she tugged the keys from her coat pocket. The wind seemed to
snatch them out of her fingers: they dropped to the pavement in a buffeted arc
through the false illumination from the light poles. Without pausing, she stooped to
retrieve them.

She did not need to unlock her car: she seldom locked it. Gusts and turbulence
resisted her momentarily, then tumbled away to let her pull open the door, slide into
the driver's seat.

As soon as she had closed the door and shut out the wind, she began to quake. Her
hands faltered and shook like scraps of paper enclosed with gusts. She could not fix
her fingers to the right key. It fumbled from her grasp as she strove to push it into the
ignition. Her heart beat interminably while she struggled with it.

Raging through her teeth, she clutched the keys in her fist and punched the
dashboard hard enough to gouge metal into her palm.

If she failed I would need to take her place.

Jeremiah needed her. No one else needs you the way he does.

She thumbed the key into the ignition; cranked the starter. The old engine roared to
life like an act of will. Violent as gunfire, she aimed her car out of the parking lot and
jammed her foot down on the accelerator.

Roger did not know this town. He did not know where she lived. Even given directions,
he would have to drive slowly, peer through the darkness for street signs and house
numbers. And Sara Clint- Joan would not resist him, she was already lost. But Sara
would do whatever she could to escape him, frustrate him. He could not make an
attempt on Jeremiah unless he controlled her somehow.

He could not move quickly. If Linden did not reach her house ahead of him, she might
catch him while he was there.

If Sandy had been forewarned

The wind or her tires shrieked through a corner. The car lurched on its springs. Again
she punched the dashboard. Damn it, she should have called Sandy from her office;
or asked Megan to do it for her. She had been too long away from the Land. She had
gotten out of the habit of fighting against Despite.

Three more houses. Two. Then she reached her home.

Tires squalling, her car slammed to the curb. She made no effort to pull into her
driveway, or park sanely; did not turn off the engine. Lightning shrieked overhead, a
static discharge rubbed to life by the pressure of the wind. It left a glare across her
vision as she shoved out of the car and saw the door of her house gaping open to the
night.

Jeremiah-!

She seemed to rush forward in sheets and tatters, lifted by wind and slapped at the
front of her house. The lawn and the steps were nothing to her. She noticed only the
door banging on its hinges and the bullet-torn lock; only the ruined castle which lit
tered the entryway.

Roger had left all of the lights on as if to welcome her home. Of course. How could he
have known where to look for Jeremiah? He must have held Sandy at gunpoint While
he searched from room to room. Or else he had killed-

Fearing more blood, Linden scanned the Tinkertoys quickly, the living room carpet, the
hallway to the kitchen. But she saw nothing to suggest that he had harmed Sandy.
He had another use for her life.



She took the stairs three at a time, surged upward in her fluttering coat and her
exposed feet to confirm her worst fears.

Every light blazed. Roger had been into every room, left no part of her home
unviolated. The whole upstairs shone as if she were being welcomed to a wake. He
had searched

Jeremiah's bed lay empty. Roger Covenant had not touched the racetrack and towers.
He had disturbed nothing. He had taken only her son. There Linden stopped running.
Her terror and fury did not let her go. Instead they seemed to drive her into another
mode of being, onto a new plane of existence. Between one heartbeat and the next,
she ceased to be the Linden Avery who could panic or be paralyzed. In that woman's
place, she became Linden Avery the Chosen, who had transcended Ravers and despair
in the name of those she loved.

She knew what Roger would do. And she had already made all of the choices that
would be required of her.

Deliberately, sure of herself now, she went to her bedroom to change her clothes. She
could not go to meet the Despiser barefoot, clad only in her loose coat and the
impersonal blouse and skirt she had worn to work.

That room also Roger had violated. He had swept everything off the top of her bureau
and dressing table; emptied her drawers onto the floor; rummaged out the contents
of her closet. Cosmetics, earrings, and shampoos complicated the floor of her
bathroom.

He wanted something more than Jeremiah from her.

He could no longer surprise her: she had already guessed the truth. He had hoped to
find his father's wedding band.

Now she knew why Roger had taken Jeremiah. It was not simple malice; a desire to
hurt her for refusing him-or for opposing the Despiser. Jeremiah had no worth in
himself: no power, no ring. And Roger did not need another hostage to protect him
from Sheriff Lytton's outrage. Jeremiah's only value was to Linden herself.

Roger wanted him as leverage against her. Either here or in the Land, Roger intended
to use her son to extort what he needed from her.

Would he have claimed Jeremiah if he had found her ring? Perhaps. It was possible
that white gold lost its power if it were stolen, or reft by violence. She did not knowor
care.

Steadily, without haste, she stripped off her clothes. As she did so, she found a dull
pain throbbing in the palm of her right hand; and her touch left slight smears of blood
on her skirt and blouse. When she looked at her hand, she saw crusted blood around
a crescent cut into her palm, a small rent of vulnerability. She had cut herself when
she had punched the dashboard with her keys in her fist.

If she failed I would need to take her place.

From the litter on her floor she selected comfortable jeans, a warm red flannel shirt
that Jeremiah had seen her wear many times and might recognize, and a pair of
sturdy boots. Soon she was dressed very much as she had been when she had
followed Covenant into the night behind Haven Farm in order to rescue Joan.

Her coat she rejected. It could not protect her from the mounting storm. Without it,
she went back downstairs to call 911.

Speaking precisely, she told the operator to give Sheriff Lytton a message. Roger has
taken my son. He has another hostage, Sandy Eastwall. Look for him on Haven Farm.
Now that she had stopped running, she no longer feared what Lytton might do. He
had harmed Joan out of spite, not malice, because Julius Berenford-and Linden
herself-had made him feel emasculated after Covenant's murder. With so many lives
at stake, he would act with more restraint. And she needed his help. She was no



match for Roger's gun, or his madness.

There were other people whom she could have called, Sam Diadem and Ernie Dubroff
among them. Megan Roman would have begged for a chance to make restitution. But
Linden was unwilling to risk any more innocents.

Leaving her house as she had found it, she strode down the steps and across the lawn
back to her car.

The wind seemed to grow stronger by the moment. She had to lean against it in order
to walk forward. Stark in the cloudless dark, friction lightning streaked among the
treetops. She had never seen a storm like this before: it appeared to rip at the laws of
nature, altering realities with every strike. When she gained her car, she was vaguely
surprised to find that it still ran; that the street itself had not been torn apart. She
half expected the trees to crash and fall under the force of the wind and the lightning.
Her car shuddered at every blast, as if at any moment it might shiver itself to scrap;
yet it brunted stubbornly ahead. A few blocks took her to the main street through the
center of town. From end to end, the whole town looked deserted. There were no
other cars at the intersections, no vehicles moving anywhere. Every inhabitant of the
area had gone to ground like a threatened animal. If Sheriff Lytton or his deputies
were abroad, Linden saw no sign of them.

Alone, she passed the phone company offices, the town's only department store, the
county courthouse. The sheer intensity of the wind seemed to dim the streetlamps,
truncate their illumination; but for a moment lightning etched the courthouse out of
the crowded night, casting a bright wail across the old columns which upheld the roof.
In the harsh white glare, the giant heads atop the columns gaped like ghouls.

I

Thomas Covenant had lost his marriage there. He had nearly lost his home. And
Linden had adopted Jeremiah

How far ahead of her was Roger now? How much harm could he inflict before she
caught up with him?

She clung to the steering wheel, forcing the car forward. Sweat stung her gouged
palm.

Abruptly every lamp along the street let out an incandescent blare and went dark.
Midnight seemed to tumble out of the sky, filling the town as all the lights failed.
Lightning must have hit a transformer somewhere; or a tree had fallen across the
power lines. The beams of her headlights appeared to sag to the ground directly in
front of her, unable to penetrate the sudden blackness. Reacting on instinct, she
stamped at the brakes, and her car slewed to a stop.

At once, however, she punched the accelerator again, battling the wind for speed. She
knew this road: it had few intersections and hardly curved between town and Haven
Farm. And Haven Farm itself was only two miles away. Clearly she did not need to
worry about traffic. If the mounting gale did not blow her off the road-and if lightning
did not strike her

Roger was already there: her fears discerned him too vividly for her to believe
otherwise. She seemed to see him through her windshield, his bland unction whetted
to eagerness, his teeth bared. He had reached the farmhouse. He was inside. With
one hand, he dragged Jeremiah along: the other brandished his gun. In her
imagination, terror flashed from Jeremiah's eyes, and his slack mouth quivered on the
verge of wailing.

She could not see Sara or Sandy; could not guess what Roger would do without
electricity. Perhaps his madness had grown so lucid that he did not need light

Gusts kicked the car hard, and its front wheels seemed to lift from the road. Lightning
brought the pavement to life, then snatched it away into darkness. Fighting for



control, Linden shoved down on the gas and went faster. She was afraid that Lytton
might reach Haven Farm ahead of her-and afraid that he would not. Roger's actions
would become more extreme as time passed.

There, on her right: the dirt road that served as Haven Farm's driveway. A quarter of
a mile away beyond open fields, invisible against the wood which clustered around
Righters Creek, stood the small farmhouse where Thomas Covenant had lived. Linden
knew it well, although she had not been there for years. In memory she had
preserved its rooms. Even now, with Jeremiah in danger and her nerves primed for
battle, she could see Covenant's flagrant eyes as he had striven to prevent her from
sharing his peril.

And there, not twenty yards from the main road, lay the spot on which she had
swallowed nausea and fear in order to save the life of the old man in the ochre robe
-who had told her to Be true

and who should have by God warned her that Jeremiah's life was at risk.

Wheels skidding in the dirt, she drove toward the house through winds that gathered
a tornado's force.

Then the scant reach of her headlights found one wall of the farmhouse. It had once
been white, but over the years neglect had peeled the paint away to grey wood, and a
few of the boards had sprung from their frame. No light showed in the windows:
apparently the power failure covered this whole section of the county. Otherwise, she
felt sure, Roger would have left every lamp lit here as he had in her home, welcoming
her to his handiwork.

In a spray of dirt that disappeared instantly along the wind, Linden stopped.

Beside the house stood a dark sedan: Roger's car. He had closed the doors, but left
the trunk open. Its interior light gave off a faint glow that seemed to efface the rest of
the vehicle, so that only the trunk retained any reality in this world.

Only the trunk and whatever Roger had transported in it

For a moment, she thought that he must have carried Jeremiah there; and she nearly
burst raging from her car. But, no, Roger would not have done that, for the simple
reason that there was no need. Like Joan, Jeremiah would have caused him no
trouble, put up no resistance. Regardless of what happened, her son would have
remained rocking wherever he was put, passive and doomed.

Roger must have used the trunk to contain Sara or Sandy. Or both

Linden saw no other cars. Either the sheriff had not received her message in time, or
he had elected to ignore it.

Still she did not hesitate or hurry.

Leaving her headlights on, she turned off her car, grabbed the keys, and surged out
into the wind.

Behind his blankness, Jeremiah would be terrified. She could not know what he
remembered of his terrible past; but on some level, he might recognize what was
being done to him now. Or he might believe that he had been returned to that cruel
time when his mother had given him into the Despiser's power.

Cries which he would not be able to utter for himself filled Linden's heart as she
pushed through the blast to the back of her car. Again she had trouble handling the
keys: they dug at her gouged palm as she fumbled to open the trunk. Then she
jammed the right key into place.

From the trunk she took her medical bag and a heavy flashlight, and turned toward
the house.

A sizzling flash snatched the house into light, rendered it stark and bleached against
the black night. Without warning, gusts caught in the trunk of Roger's sedan. The lid
slammed shut like the jaws of a trap.



She wanted to clutch for courage at Covenant's ring hanging against her sternum,
but she needed both hands. Grimly she thumbed the switch of the flashlight. Like her
car's headlights, its beam seemed to fall ineffective to the ground. It barely reached
the house; cast no illumination at the front door.

Wind snapped her sleeves against her arms. Holding the flashlight before her like a
weapon, she advanced on the dark farmhouse.

He is threatening my son.

Her light traced the outlines of the door. It had no windows, offered her no way to see
past it. Its panels had held their paint better than the wall, and that white made the
door look somehow newer than the rest of the house, fresher: a portal pulled forward
in time by recent use.

Shifting the flashlight in her grasp, she used two fingers and the tip of her thumb to
test the doorknob.

It turned easily; and at once the wind ripped it away, kicked the door open inward. It
hit the limit of its hinges hard enough to shake the frame.

Her flashlight could not penetrate the darkness. Wind and dust lashed more tears
from her eyes. She had to rub the moisture away with her wrist before she could step
over the threshold, force the beam of her light into the house.

The open door let her into the living room.

If she had not remembered the room so clearly, she might not have recognized it.
Seen in the brief gleams and streaks cast by her flashlight, it seemed ruined,
uninhabitable: the scene of an earthquake or some other catastrophe. Amid funnels of
winddriven dust lay chunks of plaster from the ceiling and broken boards from the
walls. The couch against one wall had been gutted, eaten alive by rats and roaches.
Its stuffing blew like snow among the dust devils. Shards from shattered windows lay
on the armchairs, the coffee table, the rank carpet. Sections of the walls looked like
they had been blown apart by shotguns.

Roger Covenant had made no attempt to pretend that he and his mother would
actually live here. If anyone-Megan Roman, Sheriff Lytton, Linden herself-had had the
foresight to visit his intended "home," they would have seen the truth beyond any
possible contradiction.

At first, Linden could find no sign that Roger and his victims had been here. Any
marks which they might have left in the dust had been blown to confusion. But then
she noticed darker patches among the room's debris. She had taken them for clotted
dust and dirt. Now, however, she saw that they clung to the floor as if the wind had no
power over them. Some of them caught a moist gleam from her flashlight.

Crouching to examine them, she found without surprise that they were blood: viscid
and thickening, but still wet, recently shed.

"God damn you," she muttered at Roger through her teeth because she already

knew what he had done; knew what he was doing. "You will not get away with this."
Linden had sworn that he would claim Joan over her dead body; but she had not kept
that oath. She had talked herself out of taking her fears seriously enough. Now she
knew better. She would not make that mistake again.

In God's name, that bland bastard had not even had the decency to slaughter an
animal instead

Knowing the truth, and dreading it deep in her guts, she tightened her grip on her bag
and went forward, into the short hallway which connected the living room and the
kitchen.

The kitchen was as bad as the living room. Half the windows had been blown out.
Splintered fluorescent bulbs intensified the litter of glass, plaster, and broken cabinets
on the floor. And knives and utensils: whoever had cleaned out the house after



Covenant's death-Megan Roman?-must have neglected the kitchen. Open drawers had
spilled their contents like scree.

Here, too, Linden found smears and puddles of blood.

She should have been terrified for Jeremiah, but she was not. Her fears were certain:
Roger's intentions for her son would not end so soon.

He had not yet had time to offer Jeremiah to the Despiser.

From the kitchen another short passage led to three doors, a bedroom, the bathroom,
and another bedroom. Her flashlight showed the way in splashes of illumination. Dark
drips and smears marked the floor as if Roger had blazed a trail for Linden to follow to
the end of the hall.

She did not have far to go to reach the last room, where Covenant had cared for Joan.
Six forthright strides: ten hesitating steps. The door stood open ahead of her, inviting
her deeper into the night. Even though she knew what she expected to find, her dread
mounted.

She clung to the handle of her bag. Its weight comforted her. She had neglected it ten
years ago, when she had followed Covenant into the woods after Joan. It might

have helped her then, counteracting her terror. Perhaps it would aid her now.
Stabbing her light ahead of her, Linden approached the open door; stepped past the
edge of the frame.

With a splintering crash like rent heartwood, lightning struck somewhere nearby: so
near that she seemed to feel the impact in her stomach. For an instant, fierce white
filled the hall as though it shone straight through the walls into her eyes; as though in
that moment the hallway and Linden herself had been ripped into another reality by
the accumulated ferocity of the blast. Every hair on her body seemed to stand on end
as darkness recoiled over her, stifling her flashlight, leaving her blind. The ripe reek of
ozone shouted in her nostrils.

She had time to think, God, that was close

Then her struggling flashlight brought the room beyond the door back into being.

She gazed inward at more ruin, the wreckage of a dwelling that had been left without
love or care for ten years: fallen plaster and sprung floorboards, broken window glass,
drifted refuse and dust. Abandoned so, the bedroom looked toxic, fatal, as if during
his years here Thomas Covenant's illness had seeped into the walls.

Like the cushions of the living room couch, the mattress on the single bed had been
torn apart by time and vermin. Briefly Linden seemed to see the bed as it had lain
since Joan's abduction and Covenant's death; forlorn and unused. But then her
flashlight asserted its tangible vision; and lightning glared from the windows; and she
saw the truth.

On the bed lay Sara Clint, desolate in her own blood.

Beside her head, a large kitchen knife had been driven into the remains of the pillow.
Perhaps Roger had found it here, and had used it because it had belonged to his
father. It stood like a marker at Sara's head. A warning

Involuntarily Linden dropped her bag. It could not help her now. No medical power
would undo Roger's cruelty.

Blood dried on the edges of the cuts which had been made in Sara's uniform, soaked
from the wounds in her flesh. As Linden stepped into the room, she saw more and
more places where the white fabric had been sliced through; and at first she feared
that Sara had been cut and cut and cut until she had simply bled to death: slowly,
helplessly; in terror. Sara's wrists and ankles had been secured to the bed frame with
what appeared to be duct tape. She could not have avoided Roger's knife to save her
soul. Then, however, Linden saw the raw wound that grinned under Sara's chin across
her carotid arteries. Roger had pulled his blade through her life there, ending it



quickly.

Apparently he had wanted more blood than he could gather from less fatal cuts.

Or he had known that he was running out of time

Had he seen Linden's headlights approach from the road? How far ahead of her was
he?

She should go after him: now, before he increased his lead. She could move more
swiftly than he did. She did not have to drag Sandy Eastwall along, shepherd both
Jeremiah and Joan. She might be able to catch him before he carried out the next
phase of his madness. Before he butchered Sandy as he had Sara, to open the way
for the Land's destruction, and Jeremiah's.

She would go. She would. As soon as she had given a moment of shock and grief to
Sara's corpse. The nurse deserved that much. She had been among the best people at
Berenford Memorial. And her husband

Linden should have been able to smell blood. Not at first, her nose full of ozone. But
that heavy scent was gone now, torn away by conflicting winds which seemed to
tumble through the walls. Surely standing so near the bed she should have been able
to smell Sara's blood?

She could not. She smelled smoke.

As soon as she became aware of it, it seemed to gather strength: the fug of burning
wood; smoke like the malice of the Despiser's bonfire. Tension mounted in her chest.
She must have been holding her breath; or smoke had already begun to ache in her
lungs. Now her flashlight caught wisps of it amid the gloom. Tendrils curled toward the
bed until the winds clawed them apart.

Dear God! That blast of lightning-the one which had blinded her outside this room. It
must have struck the house

All this dry, untended wood would burn like tinder.

For an instant, her peril trapped her as it had ten years ago, when she had failed to
save Covenant's life. The thought that Roger had re-created Lord Foul's blazing portal
here, with her snared in its center, stunned her like a fist to the heart. Roger might be
outside at this moment, waiting for her agony to open the way

Then she remembered that he still lacked his father's ring; and she surged into
motion. Snatching up her bag, she retreated from the room to hasten toward the
kitchen.

Already worms of fire gnawed at the edges of the boards between the bathroom and
the other bedroom, Covenant's room, glowing in the benighted space. Before she
could take a step, a blast like the slap of a hurricane struck the house, and the whole
building staggered.

The door to Covenant's room jumped from its latch and blew open. At once flame like
a breaking wave tumbled along the sudden release of air into the hall: a roar of
torment from the throat of the house. Heat struck at her face, a palpable blow.
Staggering herself, she fell backward against the end of the hall. Rotten boards flexed
at the impact.

The hungry howl mounted. A tumult of flame cascaded from Covenant's room,
barricading the hall. She could not escape that way. The fury of the heat warned her:
if she strove to pass, she would catch and burn like an auto-da-f6.

Smoke piled toward her, too thick already for her light to dispel. Ducking under it, she
sprang back into the room where Sara Clint lay. Instinctively she swung shut the door,
although she knew that it would not protect her. For a moment, she gaped at air
which had already lost its capacity to sustain her. Then she rushed to the nearest
window.

Half of its glass had cracked and fallen long ago. She used her bag to break the rest



from the frame. Then she tossed the bag and her flashlight to the ground outside.
Bracing her hands on the sill, she climbed out through the window. Scraps of glass
tore fresh blood from her right palm.

Sitting on the sill, she dragged her legs out of the room, dropped to the ground. She
landed with a jolt that jarred her spine, as if she had fallen much farther; but she kept
her balance. Gasping for good air, she retrieved her bag and her flashlight, and
stumbled away to put distance between herself and the blazing house.

Helpless to do otherwise, she left Sara for cremation.

When the heat no longer hurt her skin, no longer threatened to set her hair on fire,
she turned to watch Thomas Covenant's home die.

Now gouts and streamers of flame poured from all of the windows. Fire licked
between the roof's remaining shingles, showed in the gaps which marred the walls.
Every lash of wind spread the flames, intensified the conflagration. Sparks gyred into
the sky and were torn away. In minutes the structure would collapse in on itself,
reduced to ash and embers by the eerie storm.

From Linden's perspective, Roger's sedan seemed too close to the house. Surely it
would catch fire as well? Her own car might be safe

In the flagellated light of the blaze, she saw no sign of Roger Covenant or his other
victims.

He had not gagged Sara. Jeremiah must have heard her cries. Sandy and Joan must
have heard them. Perhaps Joan was beyond caring: Sandy was not. And for
JeremiahRunning now, frantically, Linden turned her back on the roaring house and
headed

into the woods behind Haven Farm.

Wind kicked at her legs, tried to trip her among the first trees: it caught at her
clothes. She knew where Roger would go, now that he had destroyed his father's
home, his father's example of concern and devotion. She had not returned to these
woods since the night of Covenant's murder, but she was sure of them. Where else
could Roger go, if he wished to undo his father's self-sacrifice?

The woods twisted like a thrown ribbon among the fields of the county, following the
crooked course of Righters Creek. Scrub oak, sycamore, and ivy crowded against each
other along the gully of the stream. As soon as she had outrun the light of the burning
house, she had to slow down. The wind or a fallen branch or a gap in the ground
might trip her.

Gusts of wind flung limbs and leaves at her face, confused her senses with the wet
odor of rotting wood and loam. Repeatedly her bag banged into her leg. Her flashlight
was ineffective against the scourged dark. It had a will-o'-the-wisp frailty; cast only
enough light to lead her astray. No trod ground opened in any direction: the woods
were cut off from the world she knew. If she had not been sure, she might have
wandered there for hours.

But she had forgotten nothing of the night of Thomas Covenant's death: she fol
lowed her memories. The wind whipped branches to bar her way, sent tangles of ivy
reaching for her neck. But she could not be turned aside.

Roger's pace would be slower than hers. He could not be far ahead of her. Standing
somewhere else in these woods, on a hillside above Righters Creek,

Thomas Covenant had once seen a young girl threatened by a timber rattler. On his
way down the slope to help her, he had fallen-and found himself summoned to Rev
elstone. Yet he had refused the Land's need. Instead he had chosen to do what he
could

for the child in his own world.

Roger would avoid such a place. The ground itself might retain too much of his



father's courage. But Linden clung to it in her mind as she forged among the trees,
following her faint light through the rending wind.

She had every intention of refusing the Land, if she had to; if Roger left her no other
choice.

Lightning flared and snapped overhead, flooding the woods and then sweeping them
into darkness. Repeatedly she pressed the heel of her right hand against the
uncompromising circle of Covenant's ring. She needed to assure herself that she still
possessed one thing Roger wanted; one talisman with which she could bargain for
Jeremiah's life.

Her cut palm stung whenever she shifted her grip on the flashlight. Its plastic case
had become sticky with her blood. How far ahead of her was Roger? A hundred yards?
A quarter of a mile? No, it could not be so far. She remembered the way. He was
already near his destination.

Over my dead body.

Then the ground began to rise, and she recognized the last hill, the final boundary.
The cluttered terrain climbed to a crest. Beyond it, the ground dropped down into a
hollow, deep as a stirrup cup, its sides steep and treacherous. Within the hollow
nothing grew, as if decades or centuries ago the soil had been anointed with a malign
chrism which had left it barren.

As Linden reached the crest, she half expected to find fire burning below her. Roger
could have readied a conflagration here. Not tonight: he had not had time. But he
might have begun to prepare for this night from the moment when he had first known
what he meant to do.

However, there was no fire; no light of any kind. In the bottom of the hollow, she
knew, lay a rough plane of exposed stone like a rude altar. Covenant had been
sacrificed on it: she had fallen there herself. But she could not see it now. Her
flashlight's beam did not reach so far. Before her, the ground seemed to sink away
into deeper blackness like a plunge into an abyss.

Then lightning split the heavens; and in its shrill silver glare she saw the hollow as if it
had been etched onto her retinas. When night closed back over the flash, she saw the
scene still, limned in argent and terror.

Flecks of mica in the native stone glittered so that Roger Covenant appeared to stand
amid a swath of sparks. He faced up the hillside toward Linden as if he had been
expecting her-and had known exactly where she would appear. His smile had the
empty pleasantry of an undertaker's.

In his right hand, he held a gun as heavy as a bludgeon, pointing it at Sandy
Eastwall's head. She knelt on the stone beside him, her hands clasped over her heart
in prayer. Her features were swollen, aggrieved with tears.

She knew her peril. Roger must have forced her to watch while he had shed Sara
Clint's blood, preparing the way

At his back stood Joan, her head bowed in submission. Around the betrayed sticks of
her arms and legs, her nightgown fluttered like a pennon.

With his left hand, Roger gripped Jeremiah's wrist. The boy's maimed hand dangled in
his captor's grasp. He held his free arm over his stomach, rocking himself as best he
could on his feet. His lost eyes stared at nothing.

In the image burned onto Linden's retinas, sparks surrounded them all like a nimbus:
the first touch of power which would translate them to ruin.

She could see nothing except dismay. Her flashlight hardly revealed the ground at her
feet. Wind rushed wailing among the trees, lashed their limbs to frenzy. Its gusts
seemed to cry out her son's hame.

"Jeremiah!" she called like an echo of the storm. "I'm here! I won't let him hurt you!"



At once she plunged down the hillside, heedless of the dark.

Again lightning hit the night. Stone and sparks seemed to reel toward her as she
rushed downward. In the flash, she saw fresh blood stream from Joan's right temple.
Joan had smeared the blood into her mouth. Without that lunatic strength, she would
surely have collapsed.

"My dear Doctor," Roger answered, "I have a gun. I don't see how you can stop me."
Linden heard no strain in his voice, no effort to outshout the wind. Nevertheless his
words reached her as though he had spoken them directly into her heart.

She jerked to a stop half a dozen paces from him. Her flashlight reached the plane of
rock now, found four dim shapes poised in the dark. Its beam seemed to concentrate
of its own volition on the black weight of Roger's gun.

"Linden!" Sandy gasped, "Oh, my God, he killed Mrs. Clint, back in the house, he cut
her apart-"

With a negligent flick of his wrist, Roger swung the gun against Sandy's head. She
sagged to the side; nearly fell.

"You don't talk now," he informed her, smiling through another wrench of lightning
that seemed to endure for a heartbeat too long. "This is between me and the good
doctor. You don't have anything more to say."

Wind shoved at Linden's back, urged her forward. She held her ground. She wanted to
spring at Roger and tear the smile from his face; but she understood the danger too
well. He needed nothing from Sandy now except her blood. He could pull the trigger
at any moment, any provocation, to supply his desires.

With an effort, Linden turned her flashlight away from the gun and Sandy's

stricken face toward her son.

More lightning rent the night. The blasts were growing more frequent, fiercer; ac
cumulating toward a convulsion which would crack the boundary between realities. In
silver fire, she saw Jeremiah gaze blindly through her, his sight and his mind impris
oned. Horses reared uselessly across the blue flannel of his pajamas. If Roger's grip
on

his wrist caused him any pain, he did not show it.

He still held his free arm across his stomach, the hand closed into a fist. Lightning
and the wan touch of Linden's torch caught a brief flare of red from his fist: the artifi
cial red of bright paint, as raw as a cry.

The next furious flash showed her clearly that he gripped one of his racing cars in his
tight fingers. He must have picked it up from his bureau as Roger dragged him away.
Forgotten screaming rose in her. When he had been captured, her mute, blank,
helpless son had reached out

On some level, he must have understood his danger.

At any other time, she would have wept at the sight; but now she had no tears. The
moisture which the wind and her whipped hair drew from her eyes was only water, not
weeping.

"You bastard!" she yelled at Roger through the gale. "What do you want?" She knew
what he wanted.

He gazed at her. "Don't embarrass yourself, Doctor." His voice reached her effort
lessly. "You already know."

At his back, Joan made sounds that might have been pleading; but Linden could

not identify words through the wind's roar and the sizzling ire of the lightning.
"Linden," Sandy panted, "get help. He has a gun. He'll kill you, he's going to kill all
of us. You car'-"

"Yes!" Linden shouted at Roger to forestall another blow. "I know! I have it." It hung
on its chain against her chest. "But I don't understand."



"That's right. You don't."

He struck again, despite Linden's attempt to distract him. This time, Sandy

slumped to the stone and lay still. Respiration stirred her chest slightly. Blood oozed
through the hair on the side of her head.

Nothing touched Roger's bland smile.

A bolt of lightning struck the ground scarcely twenty feet from the plane of rock. It
burned in the air, impossibly prolonged, for two heartbeats; three. Static flashed along
Linden's skin as if she were about to burst into flame.

In the hot core of the blast, she saw two curved yellow marks that might have been
fangs. Or eyes.

Then darkness slapped the light away. Her flashlight revealed nothing. Until her eyes
adjusted, she could not see.

The wind might have been the voice of her own cries.

When the lightning came again, it had receded from the stone as if to make room for
Roger's madness. It struck now with horrific frequency, pounded into the hollow at
quick, erratic intervals, first on one side, then on the other, behind her, off to her left.
Each blast clung to the ground for two or three seconds, sealing off the bottom of the
hollow from the rest of the woods; interdicting help. The trapped space between the
bolts swarmed with static. Linden's hair seemed to crackle about her head. Roger,
Jeremiah, and Joan were wrapped in a penumbra of potential fire.

If a bolt hit the trees, these woods might burn like Covenant's home

"You said," Linden shouted at Roger, "you know things I don't." Each word wore an
aura of electricity. "You said I haven't earned the knowledge. But you don't know
anything about me.

"How did you earn it?"

She did not care how he answered. She wanted only to make him talk. Distract him.
Encourage him to drop his guard.

He may have believed that her right hand shook with fear; but it did not. Rather it
trembled at the severity of her restraint. Every nerve in her arm burned to swing the
flashlight into his face, hit him and hit him until she had destroyed his false image of
his father. But his gun still threatened Sandy. Linden could not risk attacking him until
he gave her an opening.

Had she seen eyes in that one long discharge? When he had split open Sandy's scalp,
spilled her blood?

"By being her son," he replied without a glance at Joan. "And Thomas Covenant's. My
parents were a leper and a victim. Really, Doctor. You could at least try to imagine
who I am."

Linden did not need to imagine it. She saw him clearly, revealed by the harsh silver
stutter of lightning.

"So what?" she shouted back. "My father killed himself in front of me. My mother
begged me to put her out of her misery. I know what having damaged parents is like.
As far as I can tell, the only thing you've earned is the right to not do this!"

Roger shook his head. Joan's thin fingers plucked weakly at his shoulders, beseech
ing him. Her touch left faint streaks of blood on his shirt.

"It's too late," he told Linden. "You're already lost. You should be able to see that.
"Your hand is bleeding, Doctor." His tone betrayed a hint of eagerness. "Why do

you suppose that is?"

She gaped at him, momentarily silenced. How had he-?

But he gripped her son by the wrist; pointed his gun at Sandy's head. For their sake,
Linden retorted, "Because I cut myself."

"No." Again he shook his head. "It's because you're already doomed. You can't get out



of it now."

Her blood also was necessary to him.

Another prolonged shaft of lightning hit and held the ground. For a moment, its
brilliance dazzled Linden, cast Roger's face into shadow. This time from within the
heart of the blaze Linden felt rather than saw the hungry yellow reach of fangs. They
seemed to strain toward her while the bolt endured.

Calmly Roger added, "But I like you, Doctor. I like what your parents did to you. I'll
give you a choice.

"I see you brought your bag." He nodded at the weight which anchored her against
the compulsion of the wind. "I'm sure you have a scalpel in there somewhere.

"Get it out. Cut off your right hand."

He smiled avidly. "Do that, and I'll let this woman live." His gun indicated Sandy's
crumpled form.

Joan lifted a tremulous hand to her wounded forehead.

Another long shaft of lightning: another impression of fangs like eyes, carious and
malevolent.

In that instant, Linden was transformed. The fierce strobe of the lightning no longer
staggered her. Shock and horror had no power over her.

"What about Jeremiah?" she cried into the storm.

Roger's inhuman gaze held her. "First your hand." No light reflected from his eyes.
They remained as dark as catacombs. "Then we'll discuss it."

She let the wind and her bag's bulk buffet her forward a step as if she were
stumbling. Just one step, to the edge of the stone. Sparks in shards of silver mica
swirled before her feet.

Jeremiah's mouth hung open, slack. His gaze was closed to her. He was her chosen
child, the son whom she had loved and tended in spite of his shuttered blankness. But
nothing in him hinted at comprehension except the red metal racing car clutched in
his left hand.

Deliberately she aimed her voice and her fury and her trembling flashlight at Roger.
"You've got it all wrong, asshole! I'll give you a choice. You give me Jeremiah. And
Joan. And Sandy. Alive! And I give you your father's ring."

He blinked as if she had surprised him. Joan made small mewling noises at his back,
apparently begging him to hasten.

Lightning struck near the plane of rock again; so near that its force sent a stinging
wave across Linden's skin. This time she was sure that she could see eyes and hunger
in the depths of the blast.

"Now why would I do that?" Roger asked her. "That ring is already mine. When I'rn
ready, I'll just shoot you and take it."

"No, you won't." Another step. Now she stood among the sparks. "That craziness in
your head. Lord Foul. He won't let you. He can't get what he wants that way. If he
could, you would have killed me already."

"Roger," Joan gasped audibly. "Roger!"

Prone at Roger's side, Sandy shifted inconsolably, trying to twist away from the pain
in her head.

Roger ignored his mother to concentrate on Linden. Briefly he seemed to consider her
proposal. Then he announced, "It's an interesting suggestion. There's just one
problem. Why would I ever trust you? If I let them go, you'll just run away.

"No, let's keep it simple. I have the gun. I have your son. If you don't feel like cutting
yourself, I'll shoot this nice lady." Sandy. "Then I'll start on-what did you call him?-
Jeremiah.

"He's just meat. Don't you know that? An empty carcass. There's nothing you could



do to save him. There hasn't been anyone in there for ten years."

The lightning had become almost constant, firing the sky and the earth in violent
blasts only a small handful of heartbeats apart. And in the core of each bolt hung Lord
Foul's eyes, rapacious and unmistakable, flickering in and out of this world as each
flash clung and faded.

Instead of answering, Linden took another step. Blood from her cut palm crusted her
hand to her flashlight. With every flash of lightning, pain pulsed in her grasp as
though her heart kept time to the music of the storm.

"You're wrong!" she shouted over the wind. "You don't understand. You haven't
earned anything. You're no better than your mother. The only thing you've ever done
with your whole life is let a crazy woman"-and Lord Foul-"tell you what to do!"

Still smiling, always smiling, Roger lifted his right arm in a slow arc to point his gun at
Linden's head. Its muzzle seemed to gape at her like a mouth, open and hungry.
"Hold it right there!" Sheriff Lytton yelled through the tumult. "Put the gun down!
Let's talk about this!"

"Roger!" Joan moaned distinctly, "I can't stand it. I can't stand it anymore." Roger's
weapon did not waver as he slowly turned his head in the direction of Lytton's voice.
Deliberately Linden turned as well, letting her knotted arm lower the flashlight to her
side, tightening her grip on her bag.

Sandy groaned painfully. Her hands made small scratching movements on the stone.
Lit by the strobing frenzy of the lightning, and watched by fangs, Barton Lytton picked
his way down the slope into the hollow. He walked with a rigid, stiff-kneed gait

as if he fought panic at every step. Silver snatched reflections of fear from his staring
eyes. Nevertheless he advanced until he neared the boundary of the storm-blasted
ground around the plane of rock. There he halted, swaying on his feet as if he were
about to fall.

His holster was empty. He had come down into the hollow unarmed.

"Sheriff Lytton," Roger remarked. "You're a brave man." The ease with which he made
himself heard through the wind's outcry mocked Lytton. "I didn't think you had it in
you."

Lightning flared and yowled, accelerating toward a crisis. Fangs hung poised for
violence in every flash. Static mounted in the air. The wind gusted like a wail torn
from the throat of the night.

"You're in trouble here, boy." Lytton's voice shook. Somehow he forced himself to
stand his ground. "You need to understand that. I've got half a dozen men up there."
He jerked his head at the rim of the bowl. "They're all around you. And some of them
shoot pretty good. If we can't talk our way out of this, you and me, they are going to
cut you down."

Linden glanced toward him, then shifted her gaze back to Roger. Her concentration
left no room for surprise at Lytton's presence-or his actions.

Roger gave Jeremiah's wrist a warning wrench that nearly snapped her restraint.
"You've been listening to the things Dr. Avery says about me," he commented to
Lytton. "That's a mistake. A law enforcement officer like yourself can't afford
mistakes."

Facing the steady muzzle of his gun, Linden eased forward cautiously.

Lytton swayed on his locked knees. "You can't either, boy. Do you understand that
you've already killed two people? Bill Coty is dead. Avis Cardaman is probably going to
die. And God knows what you've done with Sara Clint." In the lightning, he looked
pallid and frail, as if he were about to faint. "That's life in prison. Life, boy. But if you
stop now, that's all it is. You fire that gun one more time, in cold blood, and my men
will execute your ass.



"Even if you live through being shot a couple dozen times, you're still dead. You'll get
the death sentence for this. They'll stick one of those big needles in your arm, and
you'll sleep until you rot."

Apparently he thought that he might be able to frighten Roger into submission.
Plainly, however, he did not comprehend Thomas Covenant's son at all.

Yet he did not give up.

"But you drop that gun now," he went on, "and maybe they'll just declare you
incompetent. If that happens, you'll end up in a psychiatric hospital with women like
Dr. Avery taking care of you.

"What's it going to be, boy? You want a soft bed in a hospital? Or are you so pitiful
You would rather be dead?"

Sandy moved one arm, braced her hand on the stone, and tried to push herself
upright.

In that instant, Joan slumped backward as if she were about to fall. For one
heartbeat, she seemed to sag down into herself, breaking inward like a woman with
crumbling bones. Then she raised her face to the dark heavens and cried out with her
last strength, "Make it stop!"

As if in response, a long harsh shaft of lighting rife with eyes caught her where she
stood, impaling her to the stone. It burned her life away; must have seared the
marrow of her bones. While it endured, she hung in the bolt as though her death
upheld her. When the blast ended, however, she dropped like shed spilth.

Linden tottered. The rock on which she stood had become a plunge into darkness.
Jeremiah gazed vacantly past her. On the hillside, Lytton staggered backward; barely
caught himself.

Placidly Roger made his reply as loud as the wind, as large as the hollow. "You're
wasting your time, Sheriff," he said as if loan's death could not touch him. "What
makes you think I would believe a word you say?"

Without warning, he swept his gun from Linden to Lytton and fired.

The gun made a hard, flat, coughing sound, immediately torn away by the wind. The
heavy slug caught Lytton high on his right shoulder, kicked him off his feet with the
force of a thunderclap. He landed on his back without a sound. His arms and legs
recoiled, bouncing. Then he lay still.

No time had passed. Linden's heart had not yet beat again. But already Roger had
shifted his aim. His right arm dropped as he pointed his gun at Sandy's struggling
form.

His left hand gripped Jeremiah's wrist as though he meant to hold her son forever. In
that sudden absence of time, Linden made her choice. Releasing her pent arm, she
flung her flashlight at Roger's head.

Her cut hand betrayed her. Drying blood stuck the flashlight to her skin just long
enough to reduce its momentum. It appeared to tumble across the short gap toward
Roger in slow motion. When it struck the side of his neck, it had no impact.

He ignored her failure.

She did the same. With all the strength of her legs, heaving upward from the soles of
her feet, she swung her physician's bag into motion and let it fly.

It collided with Roger's ribs just as he fired at Sandy.

This time the shot seemed to make no noise. Instead Linden heard only the slug as it
spanged off the stone beside Sandy's head and whined away into the ravenous
lightning.

At last Linden's heart beat again. She drew breath; gathered herself to spring for
Jeremiah

-and the rim of the hollow on all sides exploded in a barrage of gunfire.



The sheriff's men.

Helpless to stop them, she watched muzzle flashes and streaking death, fire as
destructive as any conflagration of wood and flesh. She would have cried out for the
men to stop, spare her son, but she had no air and no voice. She could only strain
with all her heart toward Jeremiah.

As she moved, Roger's chest erupted in a spray of blood.

Still he did not release his grip on her son.

Then his life splashed into her eyes, and she could no longer see. Instead she felt the
heavy punch of lead slap her down as if she, too, had been struck by lightning.

In that brief falling interval, she tried to find her voice and cry out Jeremiah's name;
but she made no sound that he could hear.

An instant later, gunfire and Lord Foul's blasts burned all light away, and she fell into
the bottomless night.

Part One

"chosen for this desecration”

1.

"I am content"

Gunfire seemed to track her down into blackness like a cannonade: each harsh

blast drove her deeper. Concussions shocked breath and pulse and pain out of her
until only silent cries remained. She had abandoned her son to bloodshed. She tried
and tried to shout his name, strove to twist her body so that she might shield him
from the rush of death; but she only plunged farther into the dark.

She had sworn that she would protect Joan with her life. And she had promised that
she would allow no harm to touch Jeremiah. This was how she kept her vows.

She was dying; was already close to death. Lytton's deputies had granted Roger the
outcome he most desired.

Nevertheless she felt no pain. She knew only the force which had struck her to the
stone, and which struck her still, ceaselessly, impelling her always deeper into the
abyss of the Despiser's despair.

And Jeremiah

Blinded by blood, she had not seen him fall. He may not have been hit: the fusillade
might conceivably have spared him, when he could not have warded himself. But Lord
Foul did not require his death in order to snare him. Linden herself had once been
taken alive in Thomas Covenant's wake. If Roger had not relaxed his grasp on
Jeremiah's wrist

God, let it be true that Lord Foul did not require his death!

Yet the outcome would be the same, whatever the Despiser demanded. She had failed
to protect her son, failed utterly. She had not so much as witnessed his fate.

Barton Lytton had probably survived. And Sandy Eastwall might live still. Prostrate,
they had sprawled below the wild gunfire. They had no part in this.

Nevertheless everything which Linden had ached to cherish and preserve had been
lost. She had failed her son, the frail boy with one red racing car clutched in his good
hand. No one else needs you the way he does. Dead or alive, he must believe that she
had forsaken him.

Falling, she could only pray that they would not be separated; that by some miracle
he would be swept after her as she had once followed Thomas Covenant, rather than
being borne away by Roger's madness. If the Despiser took Jeremiah, claimed him;
possessed him

The thought went through her like flame through the abandoned tinder of Covenant's
home; and her own fire answered it, as extravagant as lightning. Without transition
she became a blaze of passion and argence. She had fallen so far from herself that



Covenant's ring responded. Its heat seemed to demand life from her when her heart
had already burst; labored its last. Hot silver knitted desperation into her tissues, her
bones, and made them whole. It burned the stigma of Roger's blood from her face.
Jeremiah.

If there had been any justice-any justice in all the world-her anguish would have
undone the darkness. Such power should have been stronger than loss and time;
should have allowed her to fling herself back to the desolate hollow in the woods, and
to the gunfire, so that she might shield her son with her own flesh.

Did not the Land believe that white gold was the keystone of the Arch of Time? How
else had Thomas Covenant defeated the Despiser, if not by sealing Time against him?
But Covenant was dead. Alone, she contained nothing which would enable her to
withstand the loss of her son.

Still the sound and impact of shots receded, smothered by her measureless fall. Their
violence blurred and deepened until it became a low tectonic rumble, the ancient
grinding of the world's bones. She could feel realities shift as she plunged through
them, translating her away from the people and commitments to which she had
dedicated herself.

And as she fell, she felt a blow strike her right temple.

Its force snatched a phosphene flare across the blackness in her eyes. The abyss into
which she fell became vivid with consumed comets, bursting suns, scattered stars.
She shook her head, trying to dispel them, but they did not fade. Rather they took on
coherence, definition: like a cleaned lens, they resolved suddenly into vision.

She saw him sitting on the edge of the bed in which she lay: Thomas Covenant as she
had known him on Haven Farm, gaunt with pain and empathy, his stricken gaze fixed
on her. She saw fingers that must have been hers rise to rake their nails along the
back of his right hand. Appalled, she watched herself smear her fingers in his blood
and lift them to her mouth.

Her fall had carried her into the abysm of Joan's memories. With her white gold ring,
Joan now wielded her power to rip open the barrier between worlds; summoning
Another blow reached Linden. Again she rocked with the impact, and found herself
stretched out in a bed in Berenford Memorial, her arms tied to the rails. At the same
time, she sat beside herself, wearing a doctor's white coat and a plain skirt. In scorn,
her external self snorted, Of course you can bear it. That's what you do.

Compulsory as hallucinations, times and places and identities reeled through her.

She had a son, a ten-year-old boy. He gazed at her earnestly, absorbing every word,
while she held his face between her hands. He goes somewhere, she told him. I know
he does. She loved and loathed Roger's features as though they were his father's. It's
a powerful place. He matters there. He makes a difference. Everyone makes a
difference. Now the face she held was Thomas Covenant's, the man she had known
and loved and betrayed. I have to go there. I have to find that place.

He met her tormented stare as if he understood her; as if he acquiesced.

If I fail, she adjured him, you'll have to take my place.

His acceptance was another blow.

Time blurred and ran; and Linden folded to her knees. Even in death, Joan's pain
consumed her. Kneeling, she heard fanatics preach over her like Roger or Thomas
Covenant hurling imprecations. You failed him. You broke your vows. You abandoned
him when he needed you most.

The preachers might have been Jeremiah.

Her knees hurt as if she had dropped to the hard floor from a great height. The figure
before her had become Roger again, impossibly tall and cruel. Behind him rose a
gleaming brass cross. Within each of its arms hung a bitter eye like a fang suspended



in fire. Gothic letters on a banner beyond the cross announced like a shout:

The COMMUNITY of RETRIBUTION
You are worthless. Broken. Empty of faith. Without value to God or man or Satan.

Unworthy even of damnation.

Joan! she cried into the grinding silence. Dear God. Is that what they told you? You
must expiate, her son retorted. Sacrifice. But you are worthless. You have noth

ing to sacrifice that God or man or Satan would want. The sacrifice must have some
value. Otherwise it counts for nothing.

Is that what they told you?

Only the man you betrayed can expiate for you.

Righteous and enraged, Thomas Covenant turned his back on her.

She was Joan, trapped in Joan's torment. As Roger and Lord Foul must have intended,
she reached out with power and pain to draw others after her. But she was also
herself, Linden Avery, and she had felt the touch of Covenant's ring. Reborn resources
strove for definition within her: the health-sense, the spiritual discernment, which she
had known in the Land. Tentative and fragile, her former ability to see opened itself to
the abyss and denunciation, to the excoriation of soul which tortured Joan-and felt a
Raver.

She knew it instantly, recognized its evil. Its craving for destruction was familiar to
her. It called itself turiya: it was known as Herem.

The bare memory of its hunger hurt.

It had no face, no hands, no flesh, it was a black soul, the ancient foe and ravager of
the great forest that had once thrived in the Land. Its presence was suppuration and
horror, the old screaming of trees.

In Revelstone, one of turiya's brothers, samadhi Sheol, had touched her. You have
been especially chosen for this desecration, it had told her, glad of her terror. You are
being forged as iron is forged to achieve the ruin of the Earth. Through eyes and ears
and touch, you are made to be what the Despiser requires.

Then samadhi Raver had withdrawn. But that had been enough. Appalled, she had
fallen so far into the knowledge of evil that she knew only despair; desired only death.
To herself she had appeared as ruined as the wasteland which the Ravers coveted;
lost in her own crimes.

Now a Raver had taken hold of Joan. Perhaps it had lived in her for years. Certainly it
filled her now, feeding on her madness, consuming her with its voracious
malevolence.

And it possessed Joan's ring. Turiya Herem could wield wild magic in the service of the
Despiser. Coerced by the Raver, Joan had summoned others after her. Roger. Linden
herself.

And Jeremiah-?

The woman she had once been would have quailed and fled.

But that Linden Avery was gone, unmade by Covenant's love and the Land's need. So
many of the people who had opened their hearts to her had surpassed her: Sunder
and Hollian, Pitchwife and the First, Honninscrave and Seadreamer. Covenant himself
had gone to glory in the Land's name; had defeated Lord Foul and passed beyond her.
Nevertheless they had all helped her to become who she was now: not the frangible
woman who had fled within herself from her own darkness, but rather the healer who
had raised wild magic and the Staff of Law against the Sunbane.

In the abyss between worlds, Thomas Covenant or his son had just told her, Only the
man you betrayed can expiate for you. Now he turned from her in contempt.



She stared after him with conflagration in her eyes.

She would not accept his denunciation. Joan had betrayed only her own heart. Fear
had undermined her until she became too frail to stand: fear for herself, and for her
infant son. A stronger woman might have made a different choice. But no one could
condemn her for what she had done. No one had the right.

Joan herself did not have the right.

Inspired by passion and flame, Linden refused to endure it.

With fire she dismissed Joan's self-loathing. With white power she swept her own pain
aside. The ring burned between her breasts as she shocked the dark with argence. As
if wild magic were words, she shouted a blaze of defiance into the void of Lord Foul's
malice.

Thomas Covenant-the real Covenant, not the tormentor in Joan's mind-had taught
Linden that no contempt or cruelty or hurt could defeat her if she did not choose to be
defeated. The Despiser might assail and savage her as a predator attacked prey, but
he could not deprive her of herself. Only her own weaknesses could wreak so much
harm.

That she believed utterly.

Jolted by her sudden strength, reality veered again: a nauseating reel like the plunge
of heavy seas. She seemed to tumble as if she had been snared by breakers until she
came down hard on a flash of vision like a shingled beach.

For the second time in her life, she stood with Covenant and the rest of their
companions in the depths of the isle where the One Tree spread its limbs. There
Seadreamer suffered and perished; and Vain met salvific harm; and her other
companions came near to death. But this time

Oh, this time it was not Covenant who raved with white fire, disturbing the Worm of
the World's End in its slumbers, threatening to rouse the destruction of the Earth. Now
it was Linden herself. In her hands she held more power than she could comprehend
or control; and with it she lashed out in a frenzy of desperation, seeking to reclaim
her son, and achieving only cataclysm.

Unchecked, her needs goaded the Worm to wakefulness. It lifted its vast head,
seeking havoc. For a moment as terrible as eternity, it looked into her eyes with
recognition.

No! she cried in protest. No! This was more of Joan's madness; more of Lord Foul's
malice. But it was not: it was prophecy. She had regained her health-sense and knew
the truth.

If she did not quail and flee, this augury could come to pass. With Covenant's ring,
she might indeed be capable of rousing the Worm.

Nevertheless she did not falter. Her fury held. She had lost her son, and would dare
any devastation to win him back. In her scales, he outweighed the life of worlds. If
Lord Foul believed that she could be daunted

Abruptly reality veered again, flinging her from vision to vision. For a moment, she
ambled through a chaos of outcomes: moments of outrage and stark evil; instances of
slaughter and betrayal, the cruel scything of death. Then she staggered to a halt.
Now she stood on a bluff overlooking a plain of rich life and ineffable loveliness. The
ground below her undulated among hills and woodlands; luxuriant greenswards;
streams delicate as crystal, cleansing as sunlight. Here and there, majestic Gilden
trees

A

lifted their boughs to the flawless sky, and vast oaks shed beneficent shade. Birds like
reified song soared overhead while small animals and deer gamboled alertly among
the woods. With her enhanced discernment, Linden beheld the vibrant health of the



plain, its apt fecundity and kindliness. She might have been gazing down at Andelain,
the essential treasure of the Land, born of its most necessary beauty; the incarnation
of everything which she had striven to attain when she had fashioned the new Staff of
Law.

This, too, felt like a form of prophecy.

As she drank in the gentle grandeur below her, however, a spot of wrongness like a
chancre appeared amid the grasses. It was not large-not at first-but its intensity
multiplied moment by moment as she studied it in dismay. Soon it seemed as bright
as a glimpse into a furnace, incandescent, malefic, and brutally hot. And from it
writhed forth a fiery beast like a serpent of magma; an avatar of lava with the
insidious, squirming length of a snake and the massive jaws of a kraken. While she
watched, appalled, the monster began to devour its surroundings as if earth and grass
and trees were the flesh on which it fed.

And around it other chancres appeared. They, too, gathered intensity until they gave
birth to more monsters which also feasted on the plain, consuming its loveliness in
horrifying chunks. A handful of the creatures would destroy the entire vista in a
matter of hours. But more of them clawed ravening from the earth, and still more, as
calamitous as the Sunbane. Soon every blade and leaf of life would be gone. If the
beasts were not stopped, they might eat through the world.

Then her vision fell to darkness like the closing of an eye. And she fell with it, blind
and dismayed; full of woe. If this were death, then she could only believe that she
was being translated, not to the Land, but to Hell.

But instead of the shrieks of the damned she heard a voice she knew.

It was fathomless and resonant, as vast as the abyss: her fall itself might have been
speaking. And it brought with it a sweet and cloying reek, a stench like attar, as vile
as putrefaction.

"It is enough," Lord Foul said softly. "I am content." His tone wrapped around her
caressingly, like the oil of cerements and death. "She will work my will, and I will be
freed at last.”

He may have been speaking to Joan. Or to turiya Herem.

Then the shock of her power rebounded against her, and she was flung away as if in
rejection; as if the abyss itself sought to vomit her out.

For a moment longer, she could hear the Despiser. As his voice receded, he said, "Tell
her that I have her son."

She would have wailed then: the pain would have sundered her. Now, however, she
tumbled headlong through the tectonic groan of shifting realities; and she could draw
no breath with which to cry out. Percipience came to her in scraps and tatters, grant
ing her glimpses of emptiness: the unspeakable beauty of the spaces between the
stars. The passion of Covenant's ring faded from her, quenched by the sheer scale of
what might suffer and die.

Only the loss of her son remained.

Jeremiah

It might be better for him if he had been slain.

ater she no longer tumbled, although she was unaware that anything had

changed. She did not notice the smooth cool stone under her face and chest, or the
high, thin touch of open air. Tell her that I have her son. At their fringes, her senses
tasted the immense expanse of the sky; but the Despiser had taken Jeremiah, and
nothing else conveyed any meaning.

No one else needs you the way he does.

Yet the old stone insisted against her face. Her hands at her sides felt its ancient,
flawed strength. The danger of another fatal plunge tugged at her nerves. Along her



back the breeze whispered of distant horizons and striding crests of upraised,
illimitable rock.

Where was Thomas Covenant, now that her need for him had grown so vast? She was
no match for the Despiser. Without Covenant, she would never win back her son.
She remembered Sheol's touch. At its behest, she had fled from consciousness and
responsibility. But she was no longer that woman: she could not flee now. Jeremiah
needed her. He required her absolutely.

Covenant was gone. She lacked the strength to stand in his place.

Nevertheless.

Finally she noticed that Roger's blood was gone from her face. It had clogged her
nostrils, blinded her eyes: she could still taste its coppery sickness in her mouth. Yet it
no longer stained her skin.

Despite the bullet wound in her chest-the death she could not feel-she lifted her
head and drew up her hands to confirm that she had been burned clean.

When she opened her eyes, she found herself on stone in deep sunlight. Finished
granite formed a circle around her, enclosed by a low parapet. She was alone.

Tell her that I have her son.

Once more she cried Jeremiah's name. For a moment, the sound echoed back to her,
vacant and forlorn under the wide sky. Then it vanished into the sunlight and left

no trace.

2.

Caerure

At first Linden could not move. Her cry had taken the last of her strength. Haunted by
echoes, she folded her arms on the stone and lowered her head to rest.

She knew where she was. Oh, she knew. Her brief look around had confirmed it. She
had been here once before, ten years and a lifetime ago. This stone circle with its
parapet was Kevin's Watch, a platform carved into the pinnacle of a leaning stone
spire high above the line of hills which divided the South Plains from the Plains of Ra.
How much time had passed since her first appearance here? She knew from
experience that months in the Land were mere hours in her natural world: centuries
were months. And Thomas Covenant had told her that between his imposed
translations the Land had undergone three and a half millennia of transformation.

If a comparable interval had passed again, the healing which she had begun should
have worked its way into every stretch of rock and blade of grass, every vein of leaf
and truck of tree, from the Westron Mountains to Landsdrop and beyond.

But thirty centuries and more were also time enough for Lord Foul to restore himself,
and to devise a new corruption of this precious, vulnerable place.

She would have to search for her son in a country that had almost certainly changed
beyond recognition.

According to Covenant, the Land had once been a region of health and beauty, rich in
vitality. In those days, the natural puissance of the world had flowed close to the
surface here; and the Land's inward loveliness had been tangible to everyone who
gazed upon it. But the Sunbane had tainted that elemental grace; had twisted it to
desert and rain, pestilence and fertility. As a result, Linden had only grasped the true
worth of the

Land when she had at last visited Andelain.

There, in the final bastion of Law against the Sunbane, she had seen and felt and
tasted the real wealth of Earthpower, the anodyne and solace of the Land's essential
largesse. Her preternatural discernment had made its health and abundance palpable
to her senses.

Inspired by Andelain and Covenant, she had striven with all her love and compas



sion to remake the Land as it had been before Lord Foul had launched his attack on its
nature.

Three and a half millennia? Time enough, and more than enough, for everything
which she and Covenant had accomplished to change, or be forgotten.

And the prophetic figure who should have warned her of her peril had given her
nothing. He had denied her any chance to protect her son.

Dear God, how bad was it this time? What had Lord Foul done?

What was he doing to Jeremiah right now?

That thought stung her; galvanized her.

In her own world, she was dead, or dying. Her life there was gone, stamped out by a
leaden slug. She had failed all of her promises.

Here, however, she remained somehow among the living, just as Covenant had
remained after his murder in the woods behind Haven Farm. And while she retained
any vestige of herself, only Jeremiah mattered to her.

Tell her that I have her son.

He, too, had survived: here at least, if not in his former existence.

As long as she could still breathe and think and strive, she would not, would not, allow
the Despiser to keep him.

Yet she did not leap to her feet. Already she knew that any attempt to rescue
Jeremiah might well require months. She could not simply descend from Kevin's
Watch and step to his side. The place where Lord Foul had secreted her son could be
hundreds of leagues distant. Hell, she might need days simply to gain an
understanding of her own circumstances-and the Land's.

She had seen herself rouse the Worm of the World's End. She had witnessed
monstrous creatures devouring the ground as though they fed on life and Earthpower.
And this time she was alone. Entirely alone. She did not even know whether the
village of Mithil Stonedown, where she and Covenant had found Sunder to aid them,
still existed. She had no supplies or maps; no means of travel except her untrained
legs.

All she had was power: Covenant's white gold ring, wild magic that destroys peace.
Enough power to crumble Time and set the Despiser free, if she could learn how to
use it.

Lord Foul had prepared her well to understand despair.

Nevertheless her alarm for Jeremiah had restored her to herself; and she recognized
that she had one other resource as well. During her fall from her own life, she had
tasted her former health-sense. Now she felt it fully: it sang in her nerves, as
discerning and keen as augury. It told her of the cleanliness of the sunshine; of its
untrammeled, life-giving warmth. It described to her senses the high purity of the air
and the breeze,

the sky, the heavens. It made her aware of the bold reach of the mountains behind
her, ancient and enduring, although she had not glanced toward them. And it warned
her

Involuntarily she flinched; jerked herself onto the support of her hands and knees.
Had she misunderstood the sensation? No, it was there, in the stone: a suggestion of
weakness, of frailty; a visceral tremor among the old bones of the spire. The platform
did not literally move or quiver. Still the message was unmistakable.

Something threatened Kevin's Watch. It had been strained to the breaking point. Any
new stress might cause it to collapse

-dropping her a thousand feet and more to the hard hills.

Panic flared briefly through her, and she nearly sprang erect. But then her percipience
gained clarity, and she saw that the danger was not imminent. She could not imagine



what manner of force had done the Watch so much harm, when it had withstood
every assault of weather, earthquake, and magic since at least the time of High Lord
Kevin Landwaster, a thousand years before Covenant's first appearance here.
However, no such power impinged upon it now.

Kevin's Watch would stand awhile longer.

Breathing deeply, Linden Avery closed her eyes and at last turned her discernment on
herself.

She had been shot. She had felt the shock in her chest, the irreversible rupture that
had severed her link to the life that she had chosen for herself.

Yet she was not in pain now. Probing gingerly inward, her reborn senses descried no
damage. Her heart beat too rapidly, spurred by Jeremiah's plight and her own fear;
but it remained whole. Her lungs sucked in the clean air without difficulty, and her ribs
flexed with each breath, as if they had not been touched by frantic lead.

Anxiously she opened her eyes and looked down at her shirt.

A neat round hole had been punched through the red flannel directly below her
sternum. Yet the fabric at the rim of the hole showed no blood. Even that sign that
she had been slain had been burned away.

When she unbuttoned her shirt, however, to study the skin between her breasts, she
found a round white scar in the V where her ribs came together. Covenant's ring hung
on its thin chain only an inch or two above the newly healed flesh.

Undoubtedly there was another scar in the center of her back, a larger and more
ragged wound, impossibly repaired. And her palm had been made whole as well.
Moments or hours ago, in the darkness of Joan's mind, she had felt power flare
through her; the argence of white gold. Had she healed herself? Covenant had once
done something similar. He had borne the scar of a knife throughout his remaining
time in the Land.

Such healing violated every precept of her medical training. Nevertheless it was
natural here. Wild magic and Earthpower worked such wonders. She had experienced
them at Covenant's side too often to doubt them.

Still her former life was gone; irretrievable. She would never see Berenford Memorial
again, or her patients, or her friends. She would never know whether Sandy and
Sheriff Lytton had survived

But she could not afford such griefs. Lord Foul had taken Jeremiah. She had lost
something more precious to her than her own life.

Her healed scars gave her courage. When she had rebuttoned her shirt, she climbed
slowly upright.

She knew what she would see; and at first the scene which greeted her was just as
she remembered it. The circle of stone and its parapet had been smoothed from the
native granite of the mountains; and its spire leaned northward, toward Andelain. The
sun, nearly overhead and slightly to her left in the southern expanse of the sky,
suggested that she had arrived in late morning, despite the violent darkness which
she had left behind. Confirming her other senses, the light showed her immediately
that there was no flaw upon the sun; that no vestige or reminder of the Sunbane
remained.

In this one way, if in no other, she resembled Thomas Covenant. She had not failed
the Land.

Turning slowly with the sun's health on her face, she saw the familiar mountains
rearing up over the spire to the south. Here, she recalled, the Southron Range jutted
some distance northward, forming a wedge of peaks that ended at Kevin's Watch and
the north-lying hills. From among those peaks to the west arose the Mithil River,
which then flowed along a widening valley out into the South Plains. But on the other



side, the mountains were more strongly fortified. They stretched east and then
northeast like a curtain-wall from Kevin's Watch to Landsdrop, separating the Plains of
Ra from the distant south.

Linden had never seen or heard what lay beyond the Southron Range. East of
Landsdrop, however, past Lord Foul's former demesne in Ridjeck Thome, was the
Sunbirth Sea. And as the littoral ran northward, the Spoiled Plains lapsed into
Lifeswallower, the Great Swamp, which in turn eventually rose from its fens to form
the verdant land of Seareach, where the Unhomed Giants had once lived.

Her head swirling with memories, she sat down in the center of the Watch so that she
would not fall again. She had already plunged too far: farther than she could
measure; perhaps farther than she could endure. While her eyes scanned the crests
and valleys of the mountains, and her memories gyred across the Land, she steadied
herself on the stone's stubborn endurance.

She faced there because she did not want to remember Revelstone, Lord's Keep, three
hundred leagues to the west and north: the huge granite habitation which Jeremiah
had re-created in Legos in her living room; in the life she had lost.

But beyond the Keep, high in the cold-clad fastness of the Westron Mountains-so she
had been told-lived the Haruchai. She thought of them more willingly, recalling their
distrust of her and their fidelity to Thomas Covenant; their extravagant strength; their
costly rejection of compromise.

Had they survived the uncounted centuries of her absence? Were they still a presence
in the Land?

If so, she could hope for help.

And if the tale of what she and Covenant had accomplished for the Land had
withstood so much time, she might find other allies as well. Covenant's first victory
against Lord Foul had survived the telling and retelling of it over a comparable stretch
of centuries. In Mithil Stonedown, Sunder had cast in his lot with Covenant and Linden
because his father had taught him to preserve the memory of the Unbeliever.

She needed aid of some kind. She had to trust that she would find it somehow.
Otherwise she might not have the courage to creep down the long, precarious stair
which descended from Kevin's Watch. She would certainly not be brave enough to
search the entire Land for her son.

Joan was out there somewhere, the summoner with her madness and her white ring.
And Roger was there as well, serving his bitter master. He had to be. How else could
Lord Foul have claimed Jeremiah?

At that moment, she felt Thomas Covenant's loss so acutely that it wrung her heart.
She could have borne anything, faced any peril, endured any hardship, if only he were
alive to stand beside her.

Yet when she had rested awhile, she climbed to her feet again. Yearning for her dead
lover was a weakness she could not afford. The Despiser had captured her son. While
she lived, she would do everything in her power to win him back.

Wrapping her fingers around Covenant's ring for comfort, she shifted toward the
western side of the Watch. She wanted to look down at the valley of the Mithil River.
She had hardly taken a step, however, when she froze in surprise and dismay. Her
first glance past the parapet showed her that the entire vista from horizon to horizon
was shrouded in a thick layer of yellow cloud.

No, not cloud, she corrected herself almost immediately: smog. It looked like smog.
The air thickened to obscurity no more than a hundred feet below her; as dense as
thunderheads. But it had the hue of pollution, the stifling and damaged shade of
industrial exhaust. From the mountains behind her, it stretched as far as she could see
in every direction, hiding even the base of the spire. Beneath it, where her senses



could not penetrate, the Land might have become a wasteland.

And it was wrong. Her eyes and nose, the nerves of her face, even her tongue, were
certain of that: the shrilling of her health-sense permitted no doubt. It was as vile as
the Sunbane, and as pervasive, lying like cerements over slain flesh as though the
vital

beauty, the very Law, which she had once given her utmost to preserve had been
arrayed for burial.

I am content. God in Heaven! What had the Despiser done?

Her percipience told her only that this acrid yellow shroud was an act of violence
against the fundamental Law of the Land's nature. It could not reveal the smog's
cause, effects, or purpose.

Instinctively she retreated into the center of the Watch; hugged her arms around her
stomach to contain her distress. Now she feared the descent from Kevin's Watch in a
new way. The stair was exposed, dangerous. And it would take her into that yellow
shroud. Remembering the Sunbane, she believed that the eerie smog would savage
her open nerves. It might hurt her so severely that she would lose her balance

While she squirmed in alarm, however, she heard a new sound through the gentle
breeze. Its susurration was punctuated by the noise of scrambling, the frantic
movement of skin on stone.

Where-? She looked around quickly; saw only the clean sky and the bluff mountains
and the acrid shroud.

The sound appeared to come from the stair-from someone climbing toward her.
Because she was frightened, she dropped to the stone. Then she eased forward on
her belly to peer furtively through the gap in the parapet at the top of the stair.
There she heard scrambling more clearly. Hands and feet against rock: hoarse, ragged
breathing.

A few heartbeats later, a head emerged from the yellow cloud.

A tangle of rank grey hair straggled to the shoulders of a torn and filthy tunic which
may once have been brown. A man: she knew that at once. An old man. His hands
clutching at the treads looked gnarled and bent, almost crippled. She sensed their
arthritic straining as if they ached aloud. His labored breathing threatened to choke
him.

He was mortally afraid. His ascent was an attempt at escape.

Linden's percipience was too sharp: she felt his difficulties too acutely. She had
forgotten how to manage the sensations which inundated her. Carefully she retreated
to the far edge of the Watch and sat with her back against the parapet, bracing
herself for the moment when he would emerge from the gap.

What could he flee by coming here? There was no escape for either of them now.
Lifting Covenant's ring out of her shirt, she folded it in both hands as if she were
Praying.

With a gasp of desperation, he heaved himself over the rim of the last stair and
collapsed, panting. His legs still dangled off the Watch.

The nature of his prostration told her at once that he had lost his mental balance a
long time ago; had toppled into a kind of madness. And he had not eaten for days.
Hunger and sorrow had taken his mind.

He reminded her of Nassic

When she and Covenant had arrived together in the Land, they had been greeted by
Sunder's father, Nassic, who had inherited a vague knowledge of the Unbeliever from
a long line of half-mad hermits called Unfettered Ones. In spite of his confused grasp
on events, he had done everything in his power to aid them.

A Raver had killed him for his trouble.



This old man might be in similar danger.

At once she set her own fears aside. Kneeling forward, she gripped him by his arms
and pulled him fully onto the Watch. Then she crept to the gap and looked downward
again, searching the shroud for anything that resembled turiya Herem's malice.

Still the cloud baffled her percipience; concealed its secrets.

Come on! she urged the long fall. Try me. I am in no mood for this!

Until now, she had been helpless to save any of Roger's victims. But Covenant's ring
had power here. She was done with helplessness.

Nothing appeared out of the shroud.

Slowly she withdrew from the gap; returned her attention to the collapsed old man.
For a moment, she studied him with her health-sense, trying to determine how

close he had come to death. Now that she could observe him more precisely, however,
she saw that he had not exhausted his life. In fact, he possessed an astonishing re
silience, in spite of his inanition. He was sustained byNew surprise rocked her back
onto her heels.

-by Earthpower.

Automatically she rubbed at her eyes, trying to sharpen her senses.

The old man was a being of some puissance. Human, undoubtedly: old, arthritic, and
frail. Nevertheless an active pulse of Earthpower throbbed in his worn veins. It made
her think of Hollian, who had been brought back from death by Caer-Caveral's
sacrifice and the krill of Loric. Linden remembered her vividly as she had stood at
Sunder's side, lambent with Earthpower made tangible and lovely-and mortal. Sunder
himself had shared her numinous glow. Even the child in her womb had shared it.
But neither Sunder nor Hollian had been mad.

And there was something else in the old man, another ill in addition to his arthritis
and his instability. When Linden first became aware of it, she could not define it. But
then he groaned, stirred, and raised his head; and she saw that he was blind.

He had a face like a broken rock, all ragged edges and rough planes, softened by an
old tangle of neglected beard and a patina of ingrained grime. His mouth resembled a
crack in dried mud.

And above it, his eyes were the milky color of moonstone, devoid of iris or pupil. She
thought at first that he suffered from cataracts; but when she looked more closely,
she realized that his sightlessness ran deeper. His mind itself appeared to have
rejected vision. In some way-perhaps by Earthpower-he had blinded himself.

With the Staff of Law she might have been able to heal him. She could certainly have
eased his arthritis. But with Covenant's ring? She had used its power on herself
successfully. Yet she hardly knew how she had done so. And she had been guided by
her instinctive awareness of her condition. For this tattered old man

She had little experience with wild magic; was not even sure that she could call it up
at will. And it was called wild magic for a reason: it tended always toward increase;
rampant flame; chaos. After his confrontation with the Banefire, Covenant had turned
his back on the use of such power. He had feared that it would tower beyond the
reach of his restraint: that it would rage and grow until it shattered Time, and the
Despiser was set free.

Linden's control would not be delicate enough to help the abused figure in front of her.
If he had rejected sight, he might not want to be helped.

Nevertheless she was a physician: she wished to succor him in some way, despite the
desperation of her circumstances-and, apparently, of his. Putting aside the surprise of
his presence, she cleared her throat, then said cautiously, "Don't try to move. You're
too weak-and this place isn't exactly safe. I'm here. I'll try to help you "

In response, he faced her with his blind eyes and broken mien. "Protect Anele." His



voice was a cracked whisper, hoarse with exhaustion, uncertain with disuse. "Protect-"
"I will," she answered without hesitation. "I want to. I'll do what I can. But-"

Who or what was Anele?

As if she had not spoken, he moaned, "They search for him. It pursues him. Always
he is pursued. If they take him, he will not be able to escape it. His last hope. Poor
Anele, who has lost his birthright and harms no one. His sacred trust-" He reached
one trembling hand toward her. "Protect."

A sound like a dusty sob escaped from his chest.

"I will" she said againtl "Y
,, more srongy.ou aren't alone." She had too many ques

tions-and he was plainly in no state to answer them. "We're in danger here. I don't
trust this stone. And the only way down is the same way you came up. But I'm sure
there's something I can do."

Covenant's ring would serve her somehow.

"Power," the old man croaked, "yes. Anele feels it. He climbed to find it."

On his knees, he shuffled toward her, groping with his gnarled hand until he touched
her arm. Then, however, his hand flinched away as if he feared to presumeor feared
the sensation of contact.

"They search for him," he offered abjectly, "but Anele tricks them. They can be
tricked, a little." Again he touched her arm, appealing to her-and flinched back. "But it
is not tricked. It knows where Anele is. It pursues him. If it takes him

"Ah!" he cried out weakly, "lost! All lost." Another sob broke his voice. "Anele climbed
high. His last trick. If it comes close, he will jump and die."

His distress twisted Linden's heart. "Anele," she responded, sure now of his name,
"listen to me. I'm here. I'll do everything I can. Don't jump."

She had already felt too much falling.

His hand fumbled toward her and away as though he feared to believe her. "Lost," he
said again. "All lost."

"I understand," she told him, although she did not; could not. "I'm here. Whatever
happens, you aren't alone."

He gaped at her blindly as if she were the one deranged, not he.

"But I need-" she began. Then, however, she hesitated. She hardly knew where to
start. Even if he had been sane, she would not have known which question to ask
first.

She had to guess at the things he might be able to answer.

But she had spent years dealing with damaged minds. She had learned how to

probe them gently. "You're Anele?" she inquired quietly. "That's your name?" Begin
with something concrete. Unthreatening.

He nodded as if in confirmation.

"And you have enemies?" A frail old man in his condition? "What do they want?" What
was it?

His white eyes stared at her. "They seek to catch Anele. Imprison him. They are ter
rible, terrible everywhere. It will take him. They can be tricked. It is not tricked." His
reply explained nothing. She tried a different approach. "Why does it pursue you?
Why do they?"

"Ah!" Anele broke into a low wail. "His birthright. Sacred trust. Lost, failed. Anele
failed. Everything, all lost."



Apparently he was too badly hurt to answer in terms that she could comprehend.
Perhaps her questions were too abstract; too far removed from his immediate plight.
"I understand," she repeated, striving to calm him. "I'm here. I have power." He had
said as much himself. "Whoever they are-whatever it is-they have no idea what I can
do."

Then she remarked as though she felt no threat herself, "It pursues you. Is it close?"
"Yes!" he returned instantly. "Yes!" His head nodded vehemently. "Protect him. He
must be protected!"

"Anele!" Linden spoke more sternly. "I'm here." Perhaps severity would pierce his
confusion. "I know you need protection. I want to help you. But I need to know. How
close is it? Where is it?"

Without warning, Anele sprang to his feet. His blind eyes remained fixed on her, but
his left arm gestured wildly behind him, indicating some portion of the shrouded cliff-
face.

"There!"

"Now?" she asked in disbelief. Her senses had detected nothing. "It's there now?"
,,Yes!" Lifting his head, he shouted into the clear sky, "It pursues him!" Frantically he
brandished his arms at the clean sunlight. Under their dirt, they looked as brittle as
dry twigs. "Poor Anele. His last trick. He will jump. He must! "

Then he began to weep as if he had come to the end of himself, and even the vibrant
Earthpower in his veins could no longer sustain him.

At once, Linden stood as well. "Anele!" she called softly, taking hold of his shoulders
so that he would not fling himself from the Watch. "Anele! Listen to me. I'm here. I'll
protect you."

A heartbeat later, however, a swirl of distortion against the mountains snagged in her
peripheral vision: caught and tugged so hard that she almost staggered.

Still gripping one of Anele's shoulders, she turned her head.

God in Heaven! What's that?

By standing, she had lifted her high enough to see the thing Anele dreaded.

The sight of it seemed to crawl over her skin like a rush of formication. The eerie
kinesthesia of her health-sense was so intense that she could hardly restrain her
impulse to slap at the squirming sensation.

Hundreds of feet tall, it stood against the western edge of the blunt cliff-face: a
spinning chiaroscuro of multicolored dots like the phosphene aura of a migraine.
Towering in the shape of a whirlwind, it seethed and danced hotly, each spot of color
incandescent with force, each indistinguishable from the others. Its initial impact
struck Linden so hard that she could not focus on it clearly: it appeared to be
superimposed on the impenetrable shroud below her, as if it swirled in a different
dimension. But then her senses sharpened, and she realized that she was seeing the
manifestation through the cloud. It was definitely below her, beneath the obscuring
blanket.

In all the region under Kevin's Watch, that aura was the only thing powerful enough to
pierce the shroud.

And like the shroud, it was wrong. It violated her percipience in similar ways, but
more acutely, as if it were the distilled essence of violation. In that swirl, fundamental
Laws which enabled this world's existence were suspended or distorted: reality
seemed to flow and melt into itself like the confusion in Joan's mind. Any living thing
swallowed by it might be torn apart.

And it was moving; advancing along the cliff-face toward the Watch. Soon it would be
near enough to touch the spire.

Moaning in distress, Anele wrenched at Linden's grasp. Now she understood his



reaction. She might leap from Kevin's Watch herself, if that aura came near her.
"Release Anele!" he panted urgently. "It pursues him! He must escape!"

His alarm helped her to step back from her own. Pursues him? she thought fiercely.
Not damn likely. His madness misled him. That fatal aura had no interest in him. It
had no interests at all; no consciousness and no volition. Her senses were certain. It
resembled a force of nature hideously perverted: blind, insentient, and entirely
destructive.

Yet it continued to advance on the Watch, drawing closer with every beat of her heart.
"Anele, no!" she called with as much authority as she could summon. "Don't!"
Deliberately she turned her back on the aura so that she could hold him more tightly.
"I said I'll protect you. I can't do that if you jump."

His white, staring eyes glistened as if they were sweating in terror.

Why did he think that the mad distortion wanted him?

But she could not phrase her questions in words that he would be able to answer. With
the whirlwind approaching at her back, she could hardly think. And it moved nearer at
every moment. Clutching Anele, she abandoned her confusion and reached instead for
the memory of her fall to this place. The memory of wild magic.

Under her boots, the stone seemed to shiver in anticipation or dread.

Linden had healed her wounds somehow. Yet wild magic was not inherently apt for
healing. Its impulse toward rampage limited its ordinary, mortal uses. She did not
know whether she could oppose the aura with white gold. She was not even sure that
she could muster its fire consciously.

But she did not doubt that both she and Anele would die if the seething swirl touched
them.

Moment by moment, the aura advanced. At the same time, the shivering of the stone
mounted; became insistent. Earlier she had felt a flaw in the spire, a suggestion of
frangibility. Her health-sense had told her that the Watch had been damaged

Its instability undermined her balance. Only her grim grip on Anele kept her from
stumbling.

-but she had not been able to guess what form of power had done the spire such
harm.

Now she knew.

The aura was not the only manifestation of its kind. Or it had existed for a long time-a
very long time-roving the Land as its energies dictated. In some form, it had been
here before.

Then it had left Kevin's Watch barely standing. Even through her boots, the tremors in
the stone assured her that the next touch would be the last.

The swirl would reach the base of the spire in moments.

"Anele!" she yelled frantically, "get behind me! Hold on! Don't let go, whatever hap
pens. We're going down!"

With all her strength, she wrenched him aside so that she stood between him and

the danger.

Obedient to her desperate command, he flung his arms around her neck, caught

her in a hug of panic. When he shoved the side of his head against hers, his gasping
sounded like a death rattle in her ear.

Seething viciously, the aura approached the base of the spire. Enveloped it.

For an instant nothing happened. The stone quivered and quailed-and held. Then a
rending shriek shivered the Watch, and the ancient granite twisted to splin

ters like torn kindling.

3.

In the Rubble



Through a din like the destruction of the heavens, the massive spire of Kevin's

Watch shuddered and snapped. Between one heartbeat and the next, it became
rubble hopelessly poised a thousand feet above the hills.

Dust and flung detritus obscured the sun. Ponderously at first, and as poignant as
augury, it sagged away from the cliff. Stone screams stunned the air as the platform
on which Linden and Anele stood tilted outward.

She had time for one last cry; barely heard Anele's lorn wail. Then the weight of so
much granite took hold, and the ruined Watch collapsed like a cataract.

With Anele clutching her neck, Linden fell down the sky, accompanied by shattered
menhirs-hundreds, thousands of them-heavy enough to crush villages. As she and her
burden dropped, they seemed to rebound from one tremendous shard to the next,
striking One to be deflected toward another. At any instant, they might have been
smashed to pulp between stones; slain long before their flesh was flung against the
hard hills.

Anele's grasp threatened to crush her larynx: she could not breathe. Already she
might have broken bones. Her last outcry was the rending of Kevin's Watch, an
eternity of terror and protest compressed into one small splinter of time.

And again she was struck, as she had been struck before: her temple collided with a
boulder the size of a dwelling, and the whole inside of her head-her mind and her
scream and her frantic heart-turned white with pain.

White and silver.

In the plunge of her translation here, she had given no thought to wild magic; had
made no attempt to call it forth. Instead, beneath or beyond consciousness, she had
reached out instinctively for her own strength. But this time she had already begun
groping toward Covenant's ring when the stark wrong of the aura had overwhelmed
the spire's ancient intransigence.

While the cruel bulk of stones swept her downward, and helpless collisions battered
her bones, Linden Avery became a detonation of argent fire.

In the imponderable gap between instants, she felt that she had dropped into the core
of a sun. Its glare appeared to catch and seethe in the earth's yellow shroud, lighting
the obscurity to its horizons like a lightning strike.

Then rampant flame bore her away, and she vanished into a whiteness like the pure
grief of stars.

tars, she had heard, were the bright children of the world's birth, the glad offspring of
the Creator, trapped inadvertently in the heavens by the same binding that had
imprisoned the Despiser. They could only be set free, restored to their infinite home,
by the severing of Time. Hence their crystalline keening: they mourned for the lost
grandeur of eternity.

And wild magic was the keystone of Time, the pivot, the crux. Bound by Law, and yet
illimitable, it both sustained and threatened the processes which made existence
possible, for without causality and sequence there could be no life; no creation; no
beauty.

No evil.

Joan held a white gold ring.

Lord Foul had taken Jeremiah.

Although she had failed at everything else, Linden took hold of Covenant's power and
with it transcended the necessary strictures of gravity and mass, of falling and mortal
frailty. Bearing Anele clasped at her neck, she became the center of a fire which
emblazoned the sky. Not knowing what she did, guided only by instinct and passion,
she briefly set aside the bonds of life.

For a time which she could not have measured or understood, she passed among the



sorrows of the stars, and wept with them, and felt no other hurt.

ventually, however, the stars drew nearer until they became the pressure of the sun
against her eyelids. Warmth soothed her battered face while constellations danced
into dazzles across her vision. A vast silence seemed to cover her-a silence given
depth and definition by the delicate soughing of the breeze, and by the distant call of
birds. Under her, cool edges of rock punctuated the encompassing warmth.

A deep lassitude held her, as if she had expended all her strength and could have
slept where she lay.

Every breath hurt her chest. She felt beaten from head to foot: a woman caught in a
profound wreck, and surrounded by devastation. Yet she could breathe. As far as she
knew, she had been merely bruised, not broken. The air tasted of dust and torn earth,
and soon it would make her cough; but for now she responded only to its sweetness.
The stone beneath her seemed recently damaged. Faintly she tasted its granite pain,
the raw hurt of new wounds. If she could have slowed her perceptions to the pace of
its ineffable pulse, she might have been able to hear it groaning.

Somehow she had landed atop the fragments of the Watch rather than under them.
And she had survived the impact. Falling so far, she had come down gently enough to
live.

Wild magic again.

But where was Anele? She had lost him while she fell. His arms were no longer around
her neck.

At the thought, she inhaled sharply, and immediately began coughing. Tears welled in
her eyes to wash away grit and dirt. When the pressure in her chest eased, she found
that she could blink her sight clear and look around for the old man.

Damn it, she had to be able to save somebody.

She lay amid a chaos of shattered stone. Apparently the collapse of Kevin's Watch had
struck a hillside and spread itself down into a low valley, burying grass, shrubs, and
trees under mounds and monoliths of granite. Hillcrests softened by verdure
constricted her horizons on all sides. In the direction of her feet, the vale wandered
away toward more hills.

Above her, a new scar marked the cliff-face where Kevin's Watch had clung for all its
millennia. The sun hung almost directly over the mountains, suggesting that she had
not been unconscious long. Yet the dire swirling which had caused the fall of the spire
was gone. It had dissipated or moved on.

Still, enough time had passed for the heavy debris of the Watch to settle, and for
most of the dust to drift away. And the birds had apparently forgotten the event.
Already they had resumed their piping soars and flits among the hills.

After a moment, she realized that the tumbling stone must have been seen or heard
by everyone who lived in the vicinity. Simple curiosity might bring them out to look at
the wreckage. The help she needed might be on its way to her.

Or Anele's enemies might come

In spite of the intervening shock, she remembered his fears. He had been right to
fear that aura of wrongness. He might be right to fear them as well.

Were there truly people in the Land how who meant harm to crazy old men? She
needed to find him.

If she could move

Groaning and wincing, she shifted her arms in an attempt to prop herself up. But her
limbs were as weak as an infant's: she could hardly move them. And when after a
while she succeeded, the effort left her gasping. Although her bones were apparently
intact, she felt as broken as the stone.

Sitting, she rested. Unaware at first of what she did, she gazed dully at her hands as



though she wondered what had become of them. They seemed strange to her; pallid
with powdered stone. Dumbly she stared at them, trying to determine how they had
changed.

How had they grown so frail?

They were caked in dust, but the blood which had marred her right palm was gone.
Like her other wounds, the cut she had inflicted on herself had been healed. Even the
blood had been scoured away. Still the sight of her hands disturbed her. Something
was wrong with them.

She was too tired to think.

She had lost Anele.

Surely he was around here somewhere? She had saved herself. Surely she had done
the same for him?

Vaguely she lifted her eyes to the cerulean expanse of the sky. Northward only the
crests of the hills defined the horizon, their slopes blurred by trees and brush. Behind
her, however, mountains lambent with sunlight piled into the heavens. The more
distant peaks held snow.

When she glanced back down at her cut palm, she realized that she could not dis cern
whether it had healed cleanly. She could not tell whether the nerves were whole, or
the tendons. If blood flowed in the veins, it lay beneath the reach of her perceptions.
From the Watch, she had not been able to see the ground. The whole region had been
covered by a smog of wrongness. Now nothing obscured her view in any direc

tion. Yet the sun shining down on her had lost its impression of beatitude. It might
have been any sun in any world.

Suddenly frightened, she dropped her hands to the stone edges under her, probed
their rough planes with her fingers-and felt only cool stone, superficial and crude;
mute; lifeless.

The Land's yellow cerements had vanished

-taking her health-sense with them. She had lost her sensitivity to the Land's rich
vitality and substance. A remnant of her percipience had endured after she had
regained consciousness: now it was gone.

Goaded by new fears, she forced herself to her feet, standing awkwardly on the
broken stones so that she could search for Anele.

The rubble covered the hillside where it had fallen. Above her, massive fragments of
granite balanced precariously on other stones of all sizes. She had not felt Anele slip
away. For all she knew, wild magic had burned out his life. Or he might have been
crushed under the jagged menhirs around her.

He was all she had.

But then, ten or fifteen paces above her on the slope, she spotted a hand clutching at
the stone as if it groped for help.

Without her health-sense, she could only see its surface; could discern nothing about
the body to which it belonged. Yet it moved. The fingers searched feebly at the rocks.
In a rush, Linden scrambled toward it.

She was weak, and haste made her careless. She slipped repeatedly on the
treacherous rubble, fell; caught herself and climbed again, panting with urgency.
Without her boots and jeans, she would have scraped her legs raw; but she took no
notice.

When she reached the stone where the hand clutched, she found Anele among the
wreckage behind it.

He lay on his back, blind eyes staring whitely upward. With both hands he clawed
vaguely at the granite as if he sought to dig his way out of a grave. His breath labored
painfully through his filthy beard.



"Anele," she gasped thinly. Bending over him, she tried to force her senses into him;
tried to see beyond the surface of his seamed, unwashed skin. But of the madness
and Earthpower which had defined him earlier she caught no glimpse. He was closed
to

her now.

Oh, God. She did not understand.

A moment of sharp grief overtook her, and her vision blurred as she mourned the loss
of her health-sense. For her, the beauty had gone out of the world. And she had
tasted it so briefly-

During her previous time in the Land, percipience had exposed her to evils against
which she had no armor and no weapons. The Sunbane and samadhi Raver had nearly
shattered her spirit. Nevertheless she had learned to treasure such discernment. It
had shed light into beauty as well as evil. It had enabled her to understand why
Covenant loved the Land. It had taught her to view healing in a new way, less as a
repudiation of death and more as an affirmation of life. And it had given her purpose,
a reason to continue striving when her burdens, and Covenant's, and the Land's,
seemed more than she could bear.

A Raver had told her, You are being forged as iron is forged to achieve the ruin of the
Earth. You have been chosen, Linden Avery, because you can see. But Lord Foul had
misjudged her. Because she could see, she had learned to loathe and oppose him. In
the end, her health-sense had made her effective against the Sunbane.

She had lived without it for ten years now, but she treasured it still. For a while, the
loss of it rent her heart.

However, she had no time for grief. The hole in her shirt and the scar on her chest
changed nothing. She needed answers; understanding. And she hungered for
companionship. Therefore she needed Anele.

She repeated his name more strongly. "Can you hear me? Are you all right?"

He jerked as though she had slapped him. "You!" For a moment he rubbed at his eyes
as if he wanted to force his blindness aside. Then he rolled over and lurched upright.
"You are here." Coughing at the dust in his throat, he leaned against the boulder
behind which he had lain, braced his feet on a canted shelf of stone. "I did not delude
myself. You have saved me."

Before she could respond, he fumbled toward her. Instinctively she reached out to
help him. One of his hands found her arm, gripped it hard. With the other, he reached
up to explore her face as if he thought that he might recognize her by touch.

In spite of herself, Linden flinched. But the old man held her.

"The Law of Death was broken," he murmured, apparently speaking to himself while
his fingertips traced her expression, "long ago." He held his head cocked to one side,
considering her eyelessly. "The Law of Life was sundered in Andelain. Such things are
possible."

She stared at him, baffled at first by the change in his manner. The angle of his head
suggested a derangement of some kind. Yet his madness had apparently passed with
the smog. He sounded sane now, in possession of himself.

Capable of answers.

"I'm Linden," she told him at once. "Linden Avery. I just got here. I don't know if
you've ever heard of me. I don't know what's going on. But I-"

Abruptly he dropped his hand. With one trembling finger, he pointed at Covenant's
ring hanging outside her shirt.

"And you have power. That is well. You will have need of it."

His words disturbed her as if they had been pronounced by an oracle. He had become
strangely knowledgeable since the collapse of the Watch. She did not know how to



approach him.

"I was worried," she responded awkwardly as she slipped the ring back under her
shirt. "You disappeared while we were falling. I was afraid you were dead."

He cocked his head farther. "I feared you. You might have been-" He shuddered; and
with his free hand he rubbed the top of his head roughly. "The folk of this region are
kindly toward me. Kevin's Dirt blinds them, and they cannot see me. Upon occasion
they grant me food and shelter. But they are not blinded. If any Master came upon
me, I would be taken and doomed. Therefore I did not seek you out."

Cautious with him, Linden did not ask him to explain who they were. That question
could wait. First she needed to know more about his mental state; his apparent
recovery. Gently she inquired, "'Kevin's Dirt'? What's that?"

In spite of her care, he winced. Suddenly impatient, he demanded, "You have beheld
it, have you not? From the Watch? An evil which concealed all the Land? That is
Kevin's Dirt."

"Yes, of course," she replied, confused. "A dirty yellow cloud, like smog. But it's gone
now."

Anele snorted. "It is not. You are merely blind."

Floundering, she said, "I don't understand."”

With a jerk, he cocked his head over to the other side. "Do you behold me now? Do
you discern what I am?"

"Of course-" she began, then stopped herself. "Not the way I did," she admitted.
There the distortion of his mind, and the Earthpower in his veins, had been plain to
her. Now she could not detect them.

"You are blind," he repeated scornfully. "Kevin's Dirt blinds you. On the Watch you
stood above it. It could not affect you. Now-" He smacked his lips as if in disdain or
regret. "You are unaware of it because it blinds you. You do not see me. Only the
Masters-"

Abruptly he tightened his grip on her forearm. Without transition, his manner became
fearful. "Do they come?" he whispered. "I have no sight, and their stealth exceeds my
hearing."

Although he could not watch her, Linden made a show of looking around the

hillsides, studying the slope of rubble. "I don't see anyone. We're alone, at least for
now."

Anele clutched at her with both hands. "They will come." His voice shook. "You must
protect me."

That was the opening she needed. Taking him by the shoulders, she held him

firmly. "I will. I've already promised that. And I've kept you alive so far. No one will
hurt you, or trap you, while I can do anything about it."

Slowly his features relaxed. "From the breaking of the Watch," he responded softly,
"yes. With power. Such things are possible." He released a low sigh. "I have failed my
power. It was given into my hands, but I have betrayed that trust."

His Earthpower? Linden wondered obliquely. Had "Kevin's Dirt" deprived him of his
nature, as it had blinded her health-sense? Or did he refer to something else?

But she did not pursue such questions. Instead she broached her own needs. "That's
right," she began. "I saved you. Now you can help me.

"Anele, I'm a stranger. I was here once before, but that was a very long time ago.
Now everything has changed." She appealed to him as she had so often appealed to
her patients, asking them for hints to guide their treatment. "You have to understand



that I don't know what's going on. I don't know anything about Kevin's Dirt, or
Masters, or that sick aura-"

"The caesure," he offered helpfully. If his eyes had been whole, they might have been
as bright as a bird's.

Linden nodded. "All right, that caesure. I don't know what it is. I don't know what it
does," except cause harm and dread. "I can't even imagine what Lord Foul is trying to
accomplish-"

At the Despiser's name, Anele winced again. Shrugging her hands away, he crouched
against the stone. His head turned fearfully from side to side: he might have been
trying to locate a threat.

"The Grey Slayer," he breathed. "Maker of Desecration. He seeks to destroy me. He
sends his caesures to achieve ruin. Kevin's Dirt blinds the Land. The Masters name
him their foe, yet they serve him and know it not."

"Anele." Linden stooped to his side, sure now that he was still mad. "I said I would
protect you," She did not believe for a moment that the Despiser's caesures were
aimed at him. "You know how powerful I am."

Carefully she touched him again, stroked his shoulder, hoping to convince his nerves,
if not his faulty mind, that he was safe with her.

"But Lord Foul has taken my son. My son, Anele." This old man had once been
someone's son, cherished as she cherished Jeremiah. If he could remember- "I have
to get him back."

For Jeremiah's sake, she risked saying, "That means I have to find the Despiser."
Anele did not respond. She could not be sure that he had understood her.
Nevertheless some of the tension in his shoulder eased.

"I don't know how to do that." She took a deep breath and held it for a moment to
steady herself. "I have a white gold ring. I have power. But I can't help my son if I
don't know where Lord Foul is. I can't even imagine where to look.

"Anele, I need answers. I need you to answer my questions."

Still the old man did not speak. However, he appeared to be considering her words.
She fell silent herself, trusting her hand on his shoulder to communicate what she
could not.

After a while, he shifted so that he could sit with his back to the stone. His scrawny
legs sprawled pitifully in front of him. His feet were twisted and scarred, gnarled with
old injuries and calluses. He must have lived without the benefit of sandals for many
long years.

At last he said, "You have a son." His voice was a forlorn sigh, filled with decades of
bereavement and suffering. "His birthright has been torn from him. Mine I have lost. I
am not worthy of protection. I live only because I am the Land's last hope.

"Ask your questions. I will attempt to answer."

Oh, Anele. His reply caught at Linden's heart. The last hope? Was that possible?
What had happened to him? How had he been so badly damaged?

Still striving for caution, she asked in a musing tone, "'Kevin's Dirt." Why is it called
that?"

He leaned his head to the other side and looked around, apparently searching for an
explanation. "These stones do not know," he replied gruffly. "Kevin Landwaster they
know, the last of the Old Lords. The Ritual of Desecration is written within them. But
Kevin's Dirt is a human name. It is too recent to be discerned here."

Linden did not understand. She was too tired; and the mounting ache of her many
bruises confused her. She, too, had known the High Lord. Kevin's shade had accosted
her in Andelain, trying to persuade her to turn against Thomas Covenant. The dead
Lord had believed that Covenant's intentions would damn the Land.



His tormented spirit had been difficult to refuse. He was familiar with despair; as
familiar as Linden herself. Yet in the end she had set her doubts aside to join
Covenant against the Despiser.

Kevin's Dirt. It was not a good omen that Lord Foul's blinding shroud had been named
for the man who had helped perform the Ritual of Desecration.

While Linden tried to comprehend Anele's response, the old man continued to study
the shattered rocks blindly. After a while, he asked, "Are you content? I must not
remain here. They will discover me."

She made an attempt to go on. "How long-" But her throat closed, choked by auguries
and dust. She had to swallow several times before she could ask, "How long has the
Dirt been up there?"

Her companion shrugged. "Twenty-five score years? Fifty score? The bones of the
Earth do not regard such details."

"And these caesures? " she pursued. "Have they been around that long?"

He shook his head. "I read nothing certainly. It appears that they have hunted the
Land for perhaps five score years. No more than that, I judge."

-

"And you?" Linden asked. "How old are you?"

Anele sagged as though her question diminished him. "The stones do not know." An
undercurrent of bitterness ran beneath the surface of his tone. "I also am too recent.
And I cannot answer you. My recall is disturbed. Have my parents perished? Did I
receive my birthright from their failing hands?" He sighed again. "I am uncertain.”
The more he spoke, the more confused he seemed.

"But you said the caesures hunt for you," she objected. "If they've been around for a
hundred years, they must have appeared before you were born. You aren't that old."
"Did I? It may be that I did" By degrees, his bitterness lapsed into mourning. "My
mind wanders betimes.

"Certainly they did not threaten the Land when I was born." His head fell further to
the side as if he lacked the strength to hold it up. "Yet I cannot be so aged. I have
been harried beyond endurance, lost and alone, footsore and battered and hungry to
the marrow of my bones. It is not possible that I have lived so long. My flesh could
not have borne it."

Softly he finished, "The caesures do not desire me. I am scant threat to the Grey
Slayer. Yet I fear them utterly. If they take me, I am doomed and damned."

As Anele spoke, Linden's frustration grew. He had been born before the caesures
began, yet they were older? Impossible. Clearly she could not trust his apparent
sanity. His mind existed in fragments dissociated from each other, and he had lost the
ability to combine them into a coherent whole.

Pausing to gather her resolve, she gazed around at the rocks and hillsides. If or when
someone came to investigate the collapse of Kevin's Watch, she did not want to be
taken by surprise. Then she returned her attention to Anele.

"What do they do," she asked, "these caesures? "

"They sever," he answered. "Dislocate. I cannot name it. Five score years is too short
a time. These stones do not speak of it plainly."

Sever? Dislocate? Vexation tugged at her restraint. With an effort, she fought it down.
"The stones speak to you? You can read them?"

In spite of Kevin's Dirt? Did his inherent Earthpower give him that discernment?

He turned to face her squarely. His white eyes regarded her like closed shutters,
concealing the strange rooms of his mind. "Look about you," he said with a touch of
his former impatience. "The truth is visible here."

Ah, visible, she groaned to herself. To him, perhaps: not to her. In crucial ways, she



was as blind as her companion. And she felt so weak- She had eaten nothing for
several hours; drunk nothing. And since then she had been stretched to her limits.
She only continued questioning Anele because she could not imagine where she might
find food or water.

"All right," she murmured. "You already know I can't see whatever is in the rocks.
She had never been a woman who could read stone. "Never mind that. Earlier you
said the Law of Death was broken. And the Law of Life. What did you mean?"

"Only what all folk know." His air of impatience grew as he answered: he may have
felt as frustrated as she did. As if he were reciting part of a liturgy, he intoned, "High
Lord Elena wrested Kevin Landwaster from beyond death. She drank the Blood of the
Earth and coerced him with the Power of Command. Thus was the boundary which
distinguishes the end of life made fragile. In her folly, she violated the Law of Death."
Linden had heard such things from Thomas Covenant.

But then Anele faltered. "The Law of Life-" For a moment, he fell silent, angrily
slapping the top of his head with both hands. Next he rubbed his face roughly. "Do I
read or remember? Nothing is certain, nothing sure. Have I heard a tale? Do the
stones remember?" His impatience vanished, engulfed in sorrow. "The fault is mine.
All this"-he gestured wildly around him-"Kevin's Dirt and caesures, the Masters and
the dread fire of the skurj. All the Land's pain. The fault is mine."

Shaken by his distress, Linden reached out to comfort him; but he struck her hand
aside.

God help me, she thought. Protect me from people who punish themselves. She had
spent far too much of her own life doing the same.

Sadly she said again, "All right. Never mind. I can live without knowing that. Just tell
me what the Law of Life is."

She already knew the answer. She only wanted to keep him talking while she groped
for courage.

"It is hope and cruelty," he replied like a tocsin, "redemption and ruin. It is the
boundary which distinguishes the end of death."

She had been in Andelain when Sunder and the last Forestal had brought Hollian back
to life-and with Hollian her unborn child.

Surely thousands of years had passed since that fraught night? It had nothing to do
with Anele. It could not. Nor could Linden imagine that it pertained to her dilemma
now.

By its very nature, the new Staff of Law that she had fashioned should have stabilized
the disturbed boundaries between life and death. And its wielders-Sunder, Hollian, and
their descendants-would have wished to restore the Land's essential health. Surely
their use of the Staff would have healed the strictures which separated the living from
the dead long ago?

Such evils as Kevin's Dirt and caesures should not have been able to exist in the
presence of the Staff of Law. Had her efforts for the Land accomplished nothing?
Everything Anele said carried her farther and farther from sanity.

Roughly she demanded, "And you had something to do with it? It's your " fault'?"

In response, he clutched for the sides of her face. His hands shook feverishly. "Gaze
about you!" he cried. "Consider the stones!" His eyes burned as if he had gone blind
with terror and abhorrence. "Do not torment me so."

Trying to ease him, Linden softened her tone. "Does the Law of Life have anything to
do with your birthright? You keep saying that you failed somehow. You lost your
birthright. Do you want to recover it? Is that what you mean when you talk about
hope?"

None of this made any sense.



Anele answered with an abject wail.

Then he whirled away from her to scramble over the shattered rocks, heedless of his
old flesh and brittle bones. She shouted after him urgently, but he did not stop.
Groping for holds and footing, he fled as swiftly as his frail strength could take him.
Again she looked around. Had he sensed some peril? But she saw nothing to alarm
her. The sky and the sun hung over the quiet hills as if they could not be touched.
The old man did not flee from her. He fled because of the question she had asked.
"Anele!" she called again, "wait!" Then, groaning to herself, she started after him.
Her bruises had begun to throb, draining her endurance. Unable to move quickly, she
concentrated instead on placing her feet and bracing her hands so that she did not
slip or tumble. If Anele desired her protection, he would wait for her when his distress
receded. And if he did not

He was her only link to the Land's present.

When she had traversed half the rock fall, she glanced up and saw Anele standing on
the rough grass of the hillside a few steps beyond the rubble. He had turned to watch
her progress.

He appeared to be grinning.

Beyond doubt, he was a lunatic.

He had stopped just below a bulge in the hillside. There the ground swelled into an
outcropping, as if under the soil a massive fist of gutrock had been trapped in the act
of straining for release. His position provided him with cover from the east while
allowing him a clear view over the rock fall to the western hills, toward Mithil
Stonedown.

Had he thought of such things? Did his sanity-or his cunning-stretch so far?

Linden sorely wished that she knew.

At last, she left the broken stones behind, crossed a band of gouged dirt, and reached
hardy grass. Pausing for a moment's rest, she looked up at Anele.

The blind old man held his head oddly askew, grinning at her openmouthed. His smile
exposed the gaps between his remaining teeth.

Despite his expression, the white glare of his eyes resembled anguish.

Linden felt a pang of concern. Without hesitation, she ascended the slope until she
stood no more than a pace below him.

He was not tall: his head was nearly on a level with hers as she tried to gauge his
condition; discern what lay behind his mad grin and tormented stare.

"Anele," she asked softly, "what's wrong? Help me understand"

His grin suggested that he wanted to laugh at her. When he replied, his voice had
changed gained depth and resonance so that it seemed to reach past her toward the
far

hillsides, warning them to beware.

Distinctly he pronounced, "I see that you are the Chosen, called Linden Avery. At one
time, you were named 'Sun-Sage' for your power against the Sunbane. I have your
son."

Then he began to laugh as if his heart would break.

4,

Old Friends

Linden staggered backward, downhill: she nearly fell. I have your son, her son, - at
Lord Foul's mercy. The eerie change in Anele's tone echoed the Despiser s resonant
malice.

It was as thoughOh, God!

-as though Lord Foul spoke through the blind old man.



She wanted to shout back at him, repudiate him somehow; but stark silence
smothered her voice. Even the birds had ceased calling, and the breeze had fallen
quiet, shocked still by the hurtful sound of Anele's voice. In an instant, the air seemed
to lose its warmth: a chill crept through her clothes. The sun mocked her from its
unattainable height.

Anele continued laughing in mad agony.

"That dismays you, does it not? You have cause. He lies beyond you. At my whim, I at
1 able to command or destroy him."

Stop! she tried to cry out, stop! but her voice choked in her throat.

Which shall I perform?" he himmused cruelly. "Would it harm you more to observe my
service, or to witness his death in torment?" He laughed harder. "Wretched woman! I
do not reveal my aims to such as you."

For a moment, Linden could not breathe. Then she gasped, "Anele, stop this.

Stop it."

Anele did not comply. Insanity or Despite held him like a geas: tears streamed from
his white eyes. Barking harsh laughter, he took a step toward her.

"Yet this I vow. In time you will behold the fruit of my endeavors. If your son serves
me, he will do so in your presence. If I slaughter him, I will do so before you. Think
on that when you seek to retrieve him from me. If you discover him, you will only
hasten his doom. While you are apart from him, you cannot know his sufferings. You
may be certain only that he lives."

His voice knelled in her ears. It was no wonder that the old man had lost his mind.
The woman she had once been might have covered her ears and cowered; but she
was different now. In response, an abrupt torrent of rage flashed through her, and she
did not doubt herself. Inspired by memories of argent, she surged back up the hillside
like a rush of fire. As she caught her fists in the front of his tattered raiment, she
seemed on the verge of wild magic, almost capable of erupting in flame at will.

"Foul, you sick bastard," she hissed into Anele's weeping face, "hear me. If you can
talk through this miserable old man, I'm sure you can hear me. You're finished. You
just don't know it yet. Whatever you do to my son, I'm going to tear your heart out.
"Your only hope"-her fury rose into a shout "is to let him go unharmed!"

Anele struggled weakly against her grasp, but Lord Foul did not release him. His lips
trembled as he jeered at her, "Fool! I have no heart. I have only darkness. For that
reason, I strive to free myself." His blindness sneered at her. "For that reason, I do
not relent, though my torments are endless. For that reason, you may no longer
oppose me.

"No mortal may stand in my path. I have gained white gold, and my triumph is
certain."

"Just watch me," Linden muttered. Deliberately she stepped back, letting Anele go as
her anger took another form. She was too furious to bandy threats with the De spiser.
"Talk all you want." And she did not mean to take her ire out on the old man. He was
not responsible for the words in his mouth. "I'll have more to say when I find you."
Turning her back, she sat down on the grass and closed her eyes. Briefly her ex
haustion became a blessing: she could sink into its depths and shut her ears to any
thing Anele might say.

I have your son. Oh, Jeremiah. Hang on. Please. I'll get you back somehow. I swear
on my soul.

I have gained white gold

He had access to Joan's ring. That poor aggrieved woman had been brought here. And
she must have drawn Roger after her, as she had drawn Linden. Linden could not
imagine that he had been left behind to die of his wounds.



-and my triumph is certain.

How many enemies did she have? she thought, aching. How many people would she
have to fight in order to reach her son?

But she had more immediate concerns. She was near exhaustion and needed to
concentrate on water and food. Shelter. Rest. If she turned her mind to them, such
necessities would defend her against feeling overwhelmed.

The Staff of Law should have made Kevin's Dirt impossible.

Opening her eyes, she scanned the hills. There might be a stream somewhere among
them. If there were not, she should be able to reach the Mithil River. As for food
Surely treasure-berries still throve in the Land, in spite of caesures and Kevin's Dirt?
Long ago the Sunbane had been unable to quench them: they had endured its
depredations even without the beneficent influence of the original Staff. At times she
and Covenant, Sunder and Hollian, had lived on aliantha alone, and had grown
stronger. If the gnarled shrubs had not been destroyed somehow, they should be easy
to locate now.

Groaning at her bruises, Linden forced herself to her feet.

Anele remained rooted to the grass with his head on one side and moist distress in his
moonstone eyes. He still wept, although he no longer spoke. Tears spread streaks
through the grime on his cheeks into his ragged beard. His mouth worked in silence,
forming imprecations or appeals which made no sound.

"Come on," she breathed to him wearily. "If you're done threatening me, let's go find
water. And food." Touched by his mute distress, she added, "I'll start crying myself if I
don't at least get something to drink soon."

Perhaps he would comprehend that she did not intend to abandon him, and would
take heart.

In a cracked whisper, he replied, "You have delayed too long. The Masters are here."
The Masters-?

Quickly she glanced around at the wide tumble of rock, and the hills beyond; the
rolling slopes on either side of her. But she saw no one, no movement of any kind
Facing Anele again, she asked, "Where? I don't see anyone."

"Then you are blind," Lord Foul retorted while Anele's features twisted in fear, "as you
should be." The old man's chest heaved for air as if he were choking.

Linden raised a hand toward him, made her tone as soothing as she could. "Try to
stay calm. I said I would protect you. Just tell me where they are, if you can. Or point
them out."

Anele chuckled between painful breaths, but did not respond.

She started to turn away, then froze as a figure dropped out of the sky and landed on
the grass half a dozen paces from her.

He must have leaped from the edge of the bulge behind Anele, nearly a stone's throw
above her. Nevertheless the newcomer landed with feline grace and an easy flex

of his legs, and stood facing her like a man who had spent long moments waiting
patiently to be noticed.

After her first fright, Linden felt a jolt of recognition. He was one of the Haruchai.
Panting, Anele plunged to his knees as if his tendons had been cut. Relief nearly undid
her as well.

The Haruchai-Thank God!

She had not known them when they were the Bloodguard, the guardians of the Lords:
faithful beyond sorrow or sleep. She had first met them as the victims of the Clave,
sacrificed to feed the Banefire with their potent blood. After that, however, they had
served Thomas Covenant-and Linden herself-with a severe and absolute fidelity.

For a long time, they had not trusted her. Committed to their own certainty, they had



not endured her internal conflicts graciously. Nevertheless she had learned to consider
them friends. They were men who kept their promises. And they had the strength to
give their promises substance.

They demanded of themselves commitments more strict than anything that they
required from others.

Friends, she told herself again. Answers. Anele feared the Haruchai, that was plain;
but she did not doubt that they would aid her against Lord Foul.

Their name for the Despiser was Corruption. He was their antithesis, their sover

eign foe.

The man before her had the characteristic features of his kind: a stocky and muscular
frame; a flat, undecipherable countenance that seemed impervious to time; brown
skin; dark curly hair cropped short. Above his bare feet and legs, he wore a short
tunic made of a material that resembled vellum dyed ochre. A sash of the same hue
cinched the tunic to his waist.

A ragged scar, long healed, marred the skin under his left eye.

If the Haruchai had not changed since she had known them, this man was a fearsome
warrior, full of great force, prodigious skill, and uncompromising judgment. Even to
her truncated senses, he seemed impenetrably solid, weighty enough to have gouged
holes in the hillside when he landed.

"Protect!" Anele gasped in his own voice. "Oh, protect. You swore. You swore! "

The Haruchai glanced toward Anele. "She cannot protect you," he stated with an
awkward inflection. "We have sought you long and arduously. Now you are done. You
will no longer threaten the Land."

For her companion's sake, Linden moved to stand between him and the Haruchaie
"Wait a minute," she said unsteadily. "Wait. Let's not rush into anything. I don't
understand any of this.

"I know you. I mean I knew you. A long time ago. Back then, the Haruchai were an
other name for faithfulness. Don't you know me? I was hoping that your people would
remember-"

She sagged into silence, momentarily defeated by the man's lack of expression.
"How can we know you?" countered the Haruchai. "You have not spoken your name."
Of course, Linden thought. She should have realized- Too much time had passed.

As clearly as she could, she announced, "I'm Linden Avery the Chosen. I was with
Thomas Covenant when he fought the Clave and the Sunbane. I don't know how long
ago that was. Time"-she rubbed a blur of memory from her eyes-"moves differently
here." Then she added, "Some of your people helped us search for the One Tree.
Don't you remember?"

The Haruchai stared at her inflexibly.

She stood her ground. "This poor old man is terrified of people he calls “Masters: I
promised I would protect him. I won't let you hurt him."

The newcomer continued to stare at her. After a moment, however, he replied, "We
remember, though many centuries have passed. We remember the Lords before the
Ritual of Desecration. We remember the destruction of the Staff of Law, and the
slaughter of the Unhomed. We do not forget the malevolence of the Clave. The name
you have given is known to us."

The edge of discomfort in his tone reminded Linden that among themselves the
Haruchai communicated mind to mind. They did not naturally express themselves
aloud.

"It is spoken with respect," he went on. "And your raiment is strange. The same is
said of the white gold wielder, ur-Lord Thomas Covenant, and of his companion,
Linden Avery the Chosen. It may be that you speak the truth. Later we will grant you



opportunity to persuade us that we must honor you."

Then the Haruchai glanced at Anele. "But the old man is ours. He has eluded us for
many years. We are indeed the Masters of the Land, and we do not permit freedom to
such as he."

She regarded the Haruchai in dismay. The Masters-?

Damn you, Foul, what have you done?

The people whom she had known here had never sought to rule any aspect of the
Land. Only the Despiser and his servants nurtured such ambitions.

Certainly the Haruchai had displayed no interest in sovereignty. They had defined
themselves by their devotion to people whom they deemed greater than themselves;
to causes which they considered worthy of service. Linden remembered vividly those
who had accompanied the Search for the One Tree, Brinn and Cail among them. In
her experience, no one had ever matched their fierce rectitude.

She would have been proud to call them friends.

Now they were the Masters of the Land-?

But the Haruchai before her had not finished speaking. "Do not fear for him. He will
come to no harm. We do not desire his distress. We will only deliver him to Revelstone
so that he may work no ill."

The Master apparently thought that this would reassure her.

It did not. She had been through too much, and could not bear to fail another
commitment. "You aren't listening," she told the Haruchai. "I said I promised to
protect him. He's old and confused, he's no threat. And he's terrified of being trapped.
He won't be able to avoid those caesures.

"We name them " Falls,"" said the Haruchai.

Linden ignored that. "I don't know why he's so afraid of them. But I think they're what
broke his mind in the first place. Being helpless is the worst thing that could happen
to him. He's so scared- Any kind of restraint might destroy him. Even if you're gentle
about it, you could ruin what's left of him.

"I made him a promise," she finished. "You of all people should understand what that
means."

The Haruchai showed no reaction. He did not so much as blink.

A moment later, however, she heard an impact on the grass behind her: the sound of
a body landing lightly. In alarm she wheeled toward Anele and saw another

Haruchai already standing behind him.

This one bore no scars. He may have been younger than his companion.

"Where is your power now?" Anele cackled at her in Lord Foul's voice, "the wild magic
that destroys peace?"

"He belongs to us," the new arrival said flatly. "We will permit him no more freedom."
Bitter with anger and fatigue, Linden turned back to the first Haruchai.

He had moved one or two steps closer to her.

"I told you-!" she began.

He interrupted her. "I have said," he repeated without expression, "that we will grant
you opportunity to persuade us that we must honor you. Until that time you

must accompany us. We will treat the old man gently."

"No!" Linden shook her head, infuriated by his impenetrability. "You will not touch
him!"

The Haruchai shrugged as if in dismissal.

Anele went on chortling. "They are Haruchai. Did you believe that they would heed
you?"

Roger Covenant also had refused to hear her.

Before she could defend herself, the Haruchai swept forward. Swiftly his fist lashed



out; struck her in the center of her forehead. Her head snapped back. The hills reeled
drunkenly around her.

As she lapsed into darkness, she heard Anele's cry of woe.

Lilaunted by lamentation, Linden Avery rode a dark tide of pain and futility, as
helpless as a dried leaf on a wave. She chose nothing, determined nothing: she
merely reacted to events. The Despiser had laid a snare for the people of the Land,
and they walked toward it blindly. She could not even warn them. They refused to
listen.

Why should they heed her? She had no name for their peril. She had no idea what the
Falls and Kevin's Dirt were for.

Jeremiah's plight was only more immediate, not worse. Lord Foul threatened the life
of the Land, and of all the Earth, and she had no means to save any of them, except
by wild magic. Yet any use of white gold endangered the Arch of Time. For that very
reason, Thomas Covenant had forsworn his power.

Now the man she loved lay forever beyond her reach. No matter how acutely she had
yearned for him over the years, she would never see him again, or feel his touch, or
hold him in her arms.

She had learned to yearn instead for her son. Whatever happened, she intended to
save Jeremiah.

Borne along by the current of her unconsciousness, she endeavored to slough away all
other considerations; to concentrate her whole heart on her vulnerable son. But the
dark scend did not float her to Jeremiah. Instead it brought Covenant's voice to her
ears.

He sounded as he had sounded in life: harsh and compassionate; driven to extremes,
deeply wounded, and dear; full of comprehension and rue.

Linden, he said distinctly, you aren't listening.

Oh, Covenant! she cried out within herself. Where are you? Why can't I see you? Are
you all right?

I'm trying to tell you. He seemed as strict as the Haruchai. You need the Staff of Law.
For a moment, he surprised her questions to silence. I don't know where it is. She
might have wept. It doesn't seem to work anymore.

Violations of Law like Kevin's Dirt and caesures could not have flourished in the
presence of the Staff.

You aren't listening, he repeated more gently. I said, I understand how you feel. It's
too much to ask of anyone. Don't worry about that. Do something they don't expect.
Like what? she countered in tears. All I have is your ring. It isn't mine. It isn't me. It
doesn't belong to me the way it did to you. I don't understand any of this.

Foul has my son!

Don't worry about that, he said again. Already his voice had begun to recede from
her. Trust yourself. She could barely hear him. Do something they don't expect.

Then he was gone. She sobbed his name, but only breakers and seething answered.
Eventually a swell lifted her up to deposit her upon a plane of stone above the tide.
When she returned to herself there, her cheeks were wet with weeping.

Ilor a time, she lay still, resting her bruised body on the cool smooth stone. Her
former life had not prepared her for physical ordeals. All of her muscles throbbed with
overexertion. In addition, her tongue felt thick with thirst, and her stomach ached for
food.

Nevertheless those pangs hurt her less than the knowledge that she had failed to
keep her promise to Anele. Covenant had told her to trust herself. He might as well
have advised her to fly to the moon. Too many people had already died.

Groaning softly, she opened her eyes on darkness like the inside of her mind.



She lay facedown on stone worn or polished smooth. The air felt cool and clean in her
sore lungs. When she tried to shift her limbs, they moved as easily as her injuries
allowed. To that extent, at least, she was intact. She simply could not see.

But when she raised her head, pain lanced into her neck: whiplash from the blow she
had received. At once, a sharp throbbing began in her forehead, and the stone under
her seemed to tilt. Cursing to herself, she lowered her head again.

Damn them anyway. The Haruchai she had known-Brinn, Cail, and the othershad not
made a practice of striking down strangers.

And where had she been taken? Underground? No. The air was too fresh, and the
stone not cold enough, for a cave or cavern.

Night must have fallen while she was unconscious. Or the Haruchai had left her in

a windowless cell somewhere. Mithil Stonedown? To the best of her knowledge, that
was the nearest village.

The Haruchai did not need cells to control their prisoners.

For a while, she postponed the challenge of rising to her feet. Instead she reached
under her chest to confirm that Covenant's ring still hung on its chain around her
neck; to reassure herself on its hard circle. Then she turned her attention to the
scents

of this space.

At first, she detected only grime and old sweat, the sour odor of an untended body
.,hahlv hers. Stone dust still caked her hair, clogging her senses. When she reached
past those smells, however, she caught a faint whiff of water and the unmistakable
aroma of cooked food.

Suddenly eager, she braced her arms on the stone, wedged her legs under her. Then,
carefully, she pushed herself up onto her hands and knees.

The pain in her neck brought tears to her eyes; and for a moment the stone seemed
to cant under her. Briefly she rested where she was. Then she began to grope
forward, hoping for water.

Her right hand found an emaciated ankle.

It jerked away from her touch as she snatched back her hand. Hoarsely an old voice
croaked, "Leave Anele alone. Cruel Masters. Let him perish."

Anele. Her throat was too dry for sound: she could not say his name. Nevertheless
she felt a rush of relief. At least the Haruchai had not separated them. Presumably
they were prisoners together.

She might yet be given a chance to keep her promise.

Shifting her knees to the left, she continued searching.

After a moment, the edge of her left hand encountered a hard shape. Quickly she
reached for it.

It was round and curved: a large bowl. Its surface felt like polished stone, cooler
than the floor. When she dipped her fingers into it, she found water.

At once, she lowered her pounding head and drank.

Every swallow was bliss on her swollen tongue and parched throat. She could easily
have emptied the bowl. As the level of the water dropped, however, she pulled back
her head.

"Anele," she panted softly into the dark, "it's me. Linden. I found water." The Haruchai
had told her that they treated their prisoners gently.

A prompt scuffling answered her. "Where?" her companion asked. "Anele is thirsty.
So thirsty. They are cruel. They give him nothing."

One of his hands grasped at her side.

"Here." She reached for his wrist and guided him to the bowl. As he clutched its
sides, she added, "Take all you want. I'm sure they'll bring us more."



Anele's only response was to lift the bowl so that he could drink more deeply. While
the old man satisfied himself, Linden resumed her search. She was confident

that she had scented food.

Their captors would have left it near the water.

Less than an arm's length away, she discovered a second bowl. It had been fashioned
of stone like the first, but its sides were warm. When she poised her face over it, she
felt

a waft of steam stroke her cheeks.

Stew, definitely: meat and broth; vegetables of some kind. And- Was it possible?
Had she caught a hint of aliantha?

F

Dear God.

Saliva filled her mouth. Sweeping the floor with one hand, she found a pair of wooden
spoons. Without hesitation, she dipped a spoon into the bowl and tested its contents.
They retained some warmth, but were no longer hot. Mutton and gravy thick with
flour. Small round shapes that tasted like spring peas. And yes, beyond question:
aliantha. As her first mouthful comforted her tongue, it left behind a distinctive savor
of peach tinged with salt and lime.

For the first time since she had arrived on Kevin's Watch, Linden remembered hope.
The Haruchai had told her the truth. If they stirred healing treasure-berries into their
viands, they did not intend their prisoners to suffer.

To that extent, at least, Anele had misapprehended the Masters. They had not fallen
entirely under Lord Foul's sway.

Linden ate several spoonfuls of the stew while her companion drained the bowl of
water. Then she whispered to him, "Over here, Anele. It's food."

"It is fatal," he answered anxiously. "They seek to poison Anele:"

"No, they don't," she replied as calmly as she could. "I've already tasted it. It's good."
Unsure how to persuade him, she added, "They put treasure-berries in it."
Immediately he shuffled to her side. "Aliantha sustains Anele," he muttered as she
pressed a spoon into his hands. "Often naught else preserves his life." Together they
crouched over the bowl.

She stopped before she was satisfied, leaving the rest for her companion. But Anele
continued ladling stew into his mouth until he had scraped the bowl empty.

Half to herself, she murmured, "Poor man, how long have you been lost?"

He did not answer. No doubt in his present condition he could not. His manner of
speaking told her that his madness had reasserted its hold over him.

"In a minute or two," she breathed absently, "I'm going to look for a way out of this
place-whatever it is. But first I'm going to rest a bit."

Her torn muscles and bruises demanded that.

Turning away from Anele, she crawled until the tips of her fingers brushed a wall. Like
the floor, it was formed of smooth, cool stone. She sat with her back against it and
leaned her head on it to reduce the strain on her neck.

Water and food. Aliantha. And captors who were prepared to treat her kindly. The
Haruchai had only struck her because she had opposed his desire to take Anele.
Perhaps she did indeed have reason to hope.

If she could convince the Masters that she was the Linden Avery who had
accompanied Covenant to the Land so many centuries ago, she might win back their
amity Then she would get answers. Guidance. Aid.

If.

You need the Staff of Law.

Otherwise she would have to find a way to escape. She would have to tackle the



whole Land with only Anele's insanity to direct her.

Do something they don't expect.

What in hell was that supposed to mean?

She ought to move; start exploring. But she was entirely out of her depth. She
hardly knew how to tread water in this situation: she could not imagine how she
might

extricate herself. And she was so tired- Her last night in her own bed, her last experi
ence of comparative innocence, seemed to have occurred weeks or months ago.
Somewhere in the darkness, her companion sighed. "Anele is weak," he muttered to
himself. "Too old. Too hungry. He should refuse food, water. Better to perish. They
only prolong Anele's life to hurt him. Hold him for it."

He meant a caesure.

Quietly Linden asked, "What will it do to you, Anele?" In spite of her fatigue, she could
still be moved. "What're you so afraid of?"

His voice shuddered as he replied, "It severs."

She swore to herself. "So you said. What does it sever?"

"Life." Anele moaned as though she had dismayed him. "Anele's life. It is the maw of
the Seven Hells. Betrayed trust. Failure. Sorrow."

Linden did not press him. His distress restrained her.

And she remembered the Seven Hells.

During their generations of dominion over the Land, the Clave had preached that the
Earth had been created as a prison for a being called a-Jeroth of the Seven Hells,
whose domain was pestilence, desert, fertility, war, savagery, rain, and darkness. Thus
Sunder had explained the Sunbane to Covenant and Linden. It was the manifestation
of a-Jeroth's evil; and it was also retribution against those who had failed to oppose
the lord of the Seven Hells.

After so many centuries, Linden was appalled to think that any vestige of those
teachings still persisted. Surely she and Covenant and their friends had discredited
the Clave utterly when they had driven it out of existence?

The Masters name him their foe, yet they serve him and know it not.

Ah, God. She was out of her depth in all truth: floundering in quicksand. Caesures
were the gullet of the Seven Hells, swallowing people away from life? The Haruchai
served Lord Foul?

Catching her lower lip between her teeth, Linden braced her hands on the floor and
pushed herself to her feet. Forget whiplash and bruises. Never mind exhaustion or
murder. More than sleep or healing, she needed answers. She had to find out what
was going on.

The pain in her neck undermined her balance; but she leaned against the wall and
followed it with her hands. If nothing else, she might be able to determine the
dimensions of her prison.

She had hardly taken two steps, however, when a flicker of light caught at the corner
of her vision.

She flinched, clinging to the wall as if for protection.

She saw nothing. Blackness seemed to swim about her head, tugging her toward a
fall.

Staring into the dark, she held on.

There. A small flame reappeared in front of her. She saw it through a thin vertical slit
like a cut in the wall of her gaol. An instant later, it shifted out of reach. But she had
seen it.

The slit had appeared tall enough to be the edge of a door. Or the gap between a
doorframe and a hanging curtain



Before she could move forward to investigate the opening, she saw the flame again.
This time it did not disappear. Instead it came toward her.

A heartbeat later, a figure swept aside a heavy leather curtain and stepped through
the doorway.

He held what appeared to be a cruse cupped in one hand; and from within it a burning
wick flamed upward: an oil lamp. The thin yellow light nevertheless seemed bright to
her darkened sight. She could see his garments and features clearly, his short vellum
tunic, the jagged scar under his left eye.

He was the Haruchai who had struck her down.

"Protect!" gasped her companion. "Protect Anele!" Hissing through his teeth, he
scrambled backward to crouch against the far wall of the chamber.

The Haruchai gazed at Anele for a moment, then shifted his attention to Linden. "You
understand that we will not harm him. We seek only to ward him, and the Land." He
faced her like a man who could not be impugned. However, he may have been able to
sense her distrust. Stooping, he set his lamp down at his feet. Then he asked
awkwardly, "Are you well?"

Making him wait while she tried to calm herself, Linden glanced around the space.
The lamp showed her a square room that she could have crossed in five or six strides.
The wall at her back-she stood to the right of the doorway-held a wide window sealed
with rocks. Another curtain hung opposite her, filling a second doorframe; and a third
marked the wall near Anele. Presumably they both opened on to other rooms.

This place had not been built as a gaol. It may once have been a small dwelling,
abandoned now to the Masters' use.

Perhaps they did not routinely take prisoners.

Holding that scant comfort, Linden faced the Haruchai again.

"How could I be well?" she countered sourly. "You damn near broke my neck."

The man returned an impenetrable stare. The unsteady flame of his lamp cast
shadows like streaks of repudiation across his countenance. "You will heal."

Instead of answering, she held his gaze as she had held Sheriff Lytton's, daring him
to believe that she could be intimidated.

He was Haruchai: his manner did not waver. "Do you desire more water? More

food? We will provide for your comfort."

"Thank you." His offer softened Linden's attitude. His people had already demon
strated that they meant to treat their prisoners kindly. "We do need more food and wa
ter. As for our comfort-" She paused, wondering how much he would be willing to

tell her.

If he had not struck her, she might already have blurted out Jeremiah's name.

Her captor waited stolidly. After a moment, she suggested, "You might start by
telling me your name."

"I am Stave," he replied without hesitation. "With Jass and Bornin, I ward this
Stonedown."

Ward it from what? she wanted to ask. But that could wait until she had convinced
him of her identity. And until she had discovered whether or not she could trust him.
If Anele were right about the Masters, they would strive to prevent her from reach
ing her son.

Rather than dive into those murkier waters, she inquired, "This is Mithil Stonedown?"
He nodded. "Yes."

"Good." That small confirmation of her assumptions made her feel stronger. "I'm
glad to find something that hasn't changed.

"Now, about our comfort-"

Stave faced her with no discernible impatience.



Linden took a deep breath. "What Anele needs is to be set free, but I already know
you won't take my word for that. At least not yet. So let's start with me.

"I'm Linden Avery. People called me "the Chosen. 'l came here a long time ago with
Thomas Covenant' Ur-Lord and Unbeliever. "For a while, I was a prisoner of the Clave.
So were a lot of the Haruchai. Brinn, Cail, and several others joined us on a quest for
the

One Tree. We wanted to make a new Staff of Law. Eventually we succeeded."

Several of the Haruchai had given their lives to make that possible.

"You said," she continued, "you would let me prove I'm telling the truth. When are
you going to do that?"

Stave continued to study her. "How will you persuade us?"

Linden stifled an impulse to reach for Covenant's ring. Instead she offered, "You said
you remember. Ask me questions."

Behind her as she faced her captor, Anele made frightened noises deep in his throat.
"Very well:" Stave's manner stiffened slightly. He might have been listening to other
voices than hers. "Name the Haruchai who failed to refuse the Dancers of the Sea" His
people set inhumane standards for themselves. They had no mercy for those

who demonstrated mortal desires and flaws.

"Brinn and Cail" She had forgotten nothing of her time with Covenant. "Ceer and
Hergrom were already dead. Hergrom was killed by a Sandgorgon. Ceer died saving
my life." Grimly she refused to relive the events she described. Her memories would
only weaken her here: she needed to keep her concentration fixed on Stave. "Brinn
and Cail were the only ones left to hear the merewives."

On his hands and knees, Anele crept forward a little way, leaving the protection of the
wall as if he wanted to be near Linden.

The Master studied her with apparent disinterest. "What became of Brinn and Cail?"
She sighed. Such things should have been common knowledge; the stuff of legends.
Sunder and Hollian had heard the story. The Giants of the Search had participated in
the events. Surely they had told the tale?

What had happened during the millennia of her absence? What had gone wrong?
Stung by loss, she replied stiffly, "Brinn decided to challenge ak-Haru Kenaustin
Ardenol. Otherwise we wouldn't have been able to approach the One Tree." She and
her companions had been lost in mist until Brinn had released them. "The Guardian
was invisible. Brinn didn't stand a chance." Gaps in the gravid mist had allowed
glimpses of his struggle. "But he found a way. When the Guardian drove him off a
precipice, he dragged Kenaustin Ardenol with him. He bought us access to the One
Tree by surrendering his life.

"We thought he was dead." No living flesh could have survived the punishment Brinn
had taken, or the fall from that height. "But his surrender defeated the Guardian.
Instead of dying, he took Kenaustin Ardenol's place. He became the ak-Haru."

The Guardian of the One Tree.

"As for Cail-"

Linden paused to swallow memories and grief. Stave waited for her like a man who
could not be swayed.

Again Anele advanced slightly. Apparently her tales meant something to him.

"Your people judged him pretty harshly," she told the Haruchai when she was ready to
continue. "He was faithful to Covenant and the Search," and finally to Linden herself,
"for months, and they practically beat him to death. They considered him a failure."
And Cail had accepted their denunciation.

"But in spite of that," she went on, "he helped us against the Clave and the Banefire."
Against Gibbon Raver and the na-Mhoram's Grim. "He didn't leave us until Covenant



put out the Banefire, and we were all safe."

All but Grimmand Honninscrave, who had given his life to rend samadhi Sheol.

There she stopped. Stave gave no sign that he had understood her answer; that the
heritage of his people meant anything to him. Yet he was not done. In the same
awkward, ungiving tone, he asked, "When Cail departed from you, where did he go?"
Again Linden restrained an impulse to reach for Covenant's ring. "Your people called
him a failure," she repeated. "Where else could he go? He went to look for the
merewives."

Their song had planted a glamour in his soul which he had not wished to refuse.
Bereft of home and kinship and purpose, he had embarked on a quest for the depths
of the sea.

If Stave challenged her further, she feared that she would rage at him. Like all of
those who had been lost in the Land's service, Brinn and Cail deserved more respect
than he appeared to give them.

However, he did not demand more answers. Instead he studied her flatly. His mien
conveyed an impression of absence, as if he were no longer entirely present in the
room. Then without transition he seemed to return. Holding both fists together at the
level of his heart with his arms extended, he gave her a formal bow.

"You are Linden Avery the Chosen," he said uncomfortably, "as you have declared. We
do not doubt you.

"Be free among us." Reaching behind him, he held the curtain aside for her. "Tell us
how we may honor your fidelity to ur-Lord Thomas Covenant and your triumph over
Corruption'

Sudden relief nearly dropped Linden to her knees. Thank God! She had hardly dared
to acknowledge how badly she needed his aid: his, and that of all the Haruchai.

She let her head drop mutely, a bow of her own to repay his acceptance. You need the
Staff of Law. Perhaps now she would be able to begin her search.

Scrambling forward, Anele startled her by throwing his arms around her calves. "Free
Anele!" he panted. "Oh, free him. They will slay him and name it kindness."

Linden looked down at his face. Shadows shed by the shifting flame of the lamp
seemed to chase a stream of expressions across his visage: terror and hope, disgust,
profound bafflement. Light in flickers turned his moonstone eyes to milk.

He must have meant that as a prisoner he would be exposed to a caesure. The
Haruchai had never been killers. They fought with transcendent skill: they slew when
the exigencies which they served required it. But to harm a forlorn creature like Anele
was surely beneath them.

Yet she had promised the old man her care. She could not set aside her word merely
because she was weak and in need.

Groaning to herself, she dragged up her head to meet Stave's gaze.

"You heard him." The words sighed between her lips. "Honor me by letting him go.
He's just a crazy old man." A madman rife with secrets and inbred Earthpower. "T'll
make sure he doesn't hurt anyone."

Stave regarded her implacably. "Linden Avery," he replied at last, "we regret that you
have asked this of us. We wish to honor you, but in this we will not comply. We have
taken upon ourselves the guardianship of the Land. We are its Masters because we
cannot preserve the Land from Corruption in any other way. We do not permit such
beings as this Anele to work their will. They serve Corruption, whatever they may
believe of themselves."

Anele clung harder to Linden's legs, breathing in sharp gasps like mouthfuls of dread.
If he leaned on her, he would topple her to the floor. Her sense of balance already had
too many flaws.



"Anele." She stooped to him, urged him to ease his grasp. "I won't leave you. You can
trust me." The thought of freedom blew to dust in her chest. "If the Masters won't let
you go, I won't go either. I'll stay with you until they come to their senses."

She knew the Haruchai too well to believe that they would change their minds.

Anele groaned as if she had betrayed him. Dropping his head, he pressed his face
against her shins. However, he loosened his hold slightly; enough to let her keep her
feet.

Like a shrug, Stave released the curtain. The leather fell back into place, swaying
heavily.

"All right," Linden told him faintly. "I'm staying here. But I need answers. I've been
away for a long time. I need to know what's going on." The Haruchai acquiesced with
a slight nod.

She still did not know whether she could trust him.

She ached to learn who held the Staff of Law-and why it had apparently lost its
effectiveness. But she withheld those questions. First she needed to test Stave as he
had tested her; needed to hear him prove himself.

She wobbled for a moment, barely caught herself. "Forgive me," she breathed as
though he might disdain her weakness. "I'm very tired. It's hard to think.

"What is it about Anele that worries you? Why is it so important to keep him
prisoner?"

What harm could the poor old man possibly do?

Stolidly Stave responded, "He is a man of Earthpower."

"You can see that?" Anele had told her that the Masters were not hampered by Kevin's
Dirt, but she had been suspicious of his sanity.

"You have stood upon Kevin's Watch, have you not?" the Haruchai replied like a shrug.
"We felt the force of wild magic there. From that height, you surely beheld a yellow
cloud like a shroud upon the Land. Did it not appear to cloak the Land in evil?" When
she nodded, he said, "It is named Kevin's Dirt. It has blinded the folk of the

Land. It deprives them of their"-he seemed to search for a word-"penetration. The life
of the Land has been closed to them.

"But we are Haruchai. We retain our discernment. Thus we are able to guard the
Land."

In spite of his mental confusion, Anele had told her the truth-about a number of
things.

But Stave's explanation raised another question. Guard the Land from what? He and
his people were strong and fearless; but they had no power to oppose evils like
Kevin's Dirt and the Falls. She was not sure that they could be opposed.

What else threatened the Land?

She kept that fear to herself, however. She did not mean to be distracted from Anele's
plight.

"All right," she repeated. "He's full of Earthpower. So what? How does that make him
dangerous?"

"We do not know," Stave admitted. "Yet the Earthpower is his. It cannot be taken
from him. Therefore we will not release him."

"Because you think he might use it someday? What's wrong with that?"

It was Earthpower, the vital substance of the Land, and infinitely precious.

"You do not comprehend," the Haruchai informed her dispassionately. "Any use of
Earthpower serves Corruption."”

Now Linden stared at him in dismay. "What, Earthpower? You think Earthpower is
wrong?"

How could any sentient being consider the spirit and essence of the Land evil?



Straining at her knees, Anele gasped, "Do not permit them! They are fierce and
terrible. Can you not see? They will destroy Anele." Then he cried out, "He is the hope
of the Land!"

Convulsively he began to cough as if he were suffocating on sorrow.

Stave ignored the old man. "You are indeed weary, Linden Avery," he stated. "You
have not heard me. Earthpower is not “wrong: That is impossible. My words were that
any use of Earthpower serves Corruption."

Linden reeled inwardly, staggered by too many assaults on her perceptions. He is the
hope of the Land- Who, Anele? How? And how could using Earthpower serve Lord
Foul? The two were fundamentally antithetical. Any use-? How in sanity's name had
Stave's people reached such a grotesque conclusion?

She could not

Suddenly urgent, she stooped again, clasping her hands to the sides of Anele's face to
demand his attention. "Anele, listen to me. I heard you. I won't forget. But I can't
deal with this many questions at the same time. I need you to let go of me. I need
you to be patient. Before I do anything else, I have to concentrate on what Stave is
saying.

"T'll stay with you. I'll get to the bottom of all this. Somehow. "But first you have to let
go."

Anele's eyes stared into hers blindly. Bits and streaks of lamplight cast desperation
across his features. Between bursts of coughing, he groaned deep in his chest.

By slow increments, he released her.

When his arms had finally dropped free, he crawled back to the rear wall and curled
himself against it as though he found more comfort in blank stone than in her
avowals. Cursing to herself, Linden faced the Haruchai again.

"You'd better explain yourself," she said darkly. "Earthpower is good, but using it
isn't?" All life in the Land throve on Earthpower. "How is that even possible?"

And who in hell gave you the right to judge the natural essence of any living thing?
Stave may have shrugged: shadows made her uncertain. The scar on his cheek
gleamed like a small grin in the wavering light. "We do not account for it;" he replied.
"That is not our place. We lack the lore for such explanations. We only remember, and
learn.

"But the Staff of Law which you formed was soon lost. Doubtless if it had remained

in wise hands, the peril of Earthpower would be diminished. "You are Linden-"

"Just a minute." Without knowing what she did, she covered her ears to close out his
words; as if she might cause them to be unsaid. "Give me a minute." The Staff was
lost? That explained

It explained too much.

But it should have been impossible. Soon lost- People like Sunder and Hollian would
not have been careless with something so precious. And after his defeat Lord Foul
would have needed centuries, millennia, to recover his strength.

The touch of hope which she had felt earlier fell to ashes as she lowered her hands.
Without the Staff of Law, the Land was effectively defenseless. Cryptic evils like the
caesures and Kevin's Dirt might prove as ruinous as the Sunbane had ever been.
"This is terrible;" she began weakly. "I had no idea." She could barely force herself to
meet Stave's flat gaze. "I don't know what to say."

Unconscious, she had heard Covenant tell her, You need the Staff of Law. But if the
Staff were lost- Lord Foul may have sent Covenant's voice to taunt her, as he had
caused her to be tormented during her translation to the Land. "Who lost it? How
could this happen?"

Anele squirmed against the wall, apparently trying to find a comfortable position.



"We do not know what transpired,” the Haruchai replied. "We were not present. We
know only that the new Staff of Law was delivered into the hands of the Graveler
Sunder and the eh-Brand Hollian when the Sunbane had been quenched. Among their
kind, they were long-lived, and for perhaps five score years they served the Land with
great care, healing what they could, and easing what they could not. Without them,
many villages would not have survived the abrupt cessation of the Sunbane, for the
folk of the Land knew no other way to live.

"Yet at last Sunder and Hollian grew weary and wished to set aside their labors. To
their son they gave the Staff so that he might continue their service. Of a sudden,
however, he disappeared, and the Staff with him." A liquid rattle disturbed Anele's
respiration. "We have discovered no account of his doom. The Staff has not been
found, though the Haruchai and the folk of the Land sought for it long and arduously."
Stricken, Linden sighed, "All right. Go on. I just"-weakly she retreated to the nearest
wall and slid down it to the floor-"just need to sit down."

She lacked the courage to hear the rest of Stave's explanation on her feet.
Apparently considerate, he allowed her a moment to compose herself. Then he began
again.

"You are Linden Avery the Chosen. The Haruchai are known to you. You must grasp
that to speak as you do is"-again he hunted for the right word-"graceless for us. Our
thoughts are not easily contained in uttered speech. I can only assure you that we
remember, and learn.

"And we remember much.

"The Haruchai recall High Lord Kevin son of Loric in his grandeur, with Revelstone his
glorious habitation, and all the Council at his side in strength and peace."

As he continued, Stave's voice took on a slight singsong cadence. Occasionally he
touched on details which had been mentioned to Linden by Covenant and others, but
most of what he said was new to her.

"Many times many centuries ago," he related, "the Haruchai marched from their icy
fastness in the Westron Mountains seeking opposition against which they might
measure themselves. They had no wish to diminish or command those who dwelt
elsewhere. Rather they sought to discover their own true strength in contest.
Therefore they entered the Land. And therefore, when they had seen the might of
High Lord Kevin and felt the astonishment of his works, our distant ancestors
challenged him.

"However, he declined contention. He desired only peace and beauty, he treasured the
richness of the Earth's life, and he welcomed the Haruchai in friendship and honor.
"Your words will not convey his effect upon our people. Above all else, they desired to
show themselves equal to those admirable Lords. Because they could not test
themselves in combat, they elected rather to demonstrate their worth in service.
"Together they swore an undying Vow, enabled and preserved by Earthpower. They
became the Bloodguard, five hundred Haruchai who set aside the fierce love of their
Women and the stark beauty of their homes, and who neither slept nor rested nor
wavered in the Lords' defense. If one were slain in that service, the Vow brought
another

to take his place.

"For centuries the Bloodguard kept faith. They knew the marvels of Andelain and the
eldritch Forests, extravagant with Earthpower. They knew the love and fealty of the
Unhomed, the Giants of Seareach. They knew the broad backs and strong thews and
boundless fidelity of the Ranyhyn, the great horses of Ra, in whom the Earthpower
shone abundantly. In their Vow, the Bloodguard themselves became men of wonder."
An undercurrent in Stave's tone suggested that he would have gladly lived in that



ancient time; shared that Vow.

"Yet High Lord Kevin's greatness was misled by Corruption. In his love of peace and
health, he countenanced Corruption's place among the Council of Lords, not
recognizing the truth of the Despiser. And from that honorable blindness arose the
enduring ills which have befallen the Land. For when Corruption unveiled his face, he
had grown too puissant to be defeated in any contest of arms and powers, though the
attempt was made at great cost.

"The Bloodguard burned to challenge the Despiser themselves, to exceed his might
with their own valor. They believed that they were indomitable. Corruption had not
yet taught them otherwise.

"But the High Lord forbade them. He could not bear to chance that they might fail and
fall. Concealing the darkness in his heart, he ordered the Bloodguard from the Land.
And because they honored him-because they trusted him-they obeyed his will,
dispersing themselves among the mountains."

A note of sadness entered the faint music of Stave's tone. "They did not grasp that
darkness had mastered the High Lord's heart. In despair he had conceived a
stratagem of desperation. By his command, both the Bloodguard and the Unhomed
were barred from the Upper Land. Likewise he sent the folk of the Land from their
homes, and instructed the Ramen to guide the Ranyhyn away. Then he met with
Corruption in Kiril Threndor, and there challenged the Despiser to the Ritual of
Desecration."

Bits of lamplight reflected from Stave's gaze as if his eyes were full of embers and
kindling, primed for fire.

"It is said that Corruption acceded gleefully. Desecration is his demesne, and he knew
as High Lord Kevin did not that from such an expression of pain no life or being or
power could emerge unscathed."

Linden lowered her head to her knees to rest her throbbing neck. She remembered
Kevin's tormented shade as keenly as the cut of a blade.

Anele lay hugging himself with his knees against his chest. He had turned to face the
wall, away from Linden and Stave. He may have fallen asleep.

"Together," Stave continued, "Corruption and the Landwaster wrought devastation. In
that Ritual, the old Lords and many of their most precious works were swept from the
Land. Much of beauty was crippled, and much destroyed utterly. When those

who had been dispersed returned to the Land, they found a wilderland where they had
left vitality and health. A thousand years passed before the many healings of the new
Lords bore fruit, and the beauty which belonged to the Land could grow anew."

There the Haruchai paused briefly.

Linden did not raise her head. She did not want to see sparks gather into
conflagration in his eyes.

When Stave resumed, however, his voice had regained its familiar dispassion.

"From Kevin Landwaster, the Bloodguard learned the peril of trust. Linden Avery, you
have felt the doubt of the Haruchai. You know that these words are truth."

She did indeed. The persistent suspicions of Brinn, Cail, and their companions had
caused her more pain than she could recall without trembling. But she said nothing
that might deflect Stave's narrative.

"The Bloodguard served the new Council as they had served the old. Once again, they
honored the Giants and the Ranyhyn. Where they could, they gave battle to
Corruption's minions. But they had learned to doubt, and now they did not relax their
vigilance, or grant unquestioning compliance to any act or choice of the Lords."

Once more the cadences of distant singing claimed Stave's tone. "Yet their strength
was proven weakness. In the battles of the new Lords against Corruption's armies,



the Unhomed, whom the Bloodguard loved, were utterly destroyed. Confronting a
Raver in the flesh of a Giant-a Raver that held a fragment of the Illearth Stone and
was thereby made extravagant in power and malice-the Giants could not rouse
themselves to oppose their own doom. Therefore they were slaughtered.

"There the Bloodguard glimpsed the onset of a new Desecration. For that reason, they
determined to take the Despiser's defeat into their own hands. When the Illearth
Stone had been wrested from the Raver's hand, three of the Bloodguard, Korik, Sill,
and Doar, claimed that fragment of great evil. Seeking to prevent a greater ruin, they
fulfilled the desire of all the Bloodguard to challenge Corruption."

Now Stave's tone hinted at bitterness. "They were mastered easily and entirely. Their
skill and fidelity had no force against Despite. They were enslaved. They were maimed
to resemble the Unbeliever. And they were dispatched to Revelstone to declare

the Lords' last defeat.

"There the Vow was broken " Vistas of sorrow filled the background of his voice. "The
Bloodguard were Haruchai. They could not suffer it that they had been so turned
against themselves. The beauty and grandeur which had inspired the Vow required
flawless service, and they had shown themselves flawed. Earthpower had enabled
their service, but it had not preserved them from dishonor.

"In the name of the purity which they had failed to equal, the Haruchai returned to
their cold homes, turning their backs in shame on the Council and the Ranyhyn, on
Andelain and all the Land. Aided by the last of the Unhomed, ur-Lord Thomas
Covenant defeated Corruption, and so the Land was spared another Desecration, but
the Haruchai had no hand in that triumph.”

Still Stave's inbred dispassion sustained him. "From their shame, they learned that
they could not endure it. And from their Vow, they learned that they had been misled
by Earthpower. Such puissance both transcended and falsified their mortality. Without
Earthpower, they would have remained what they were, Haruchai, inviolate. They
would have known themselves unequal to such banes as the Illearth Stone and
Ravers."

That Linden understood. She, too, was certain of her own inadequacy. And she had
learned from Thomas Covenant that such knowledge could be a source of strength.
"Yet evil continued to flow from the use of Earthpower," Stave explained. "For thirty
centuries and more, the Haruchai remained among their mountains and their women,
and at last their memories gave birth to a wish to see what had become of the Land.
Again some among them sojourned eastward. Thus they discovered the Clave and the
Sunbane.

"So much of their tale you know. The Haruchai were imprisoned by the Clave. Their
fierce blood was shed to feed the Banefire. When they, and you, were freed by the
Unbeliever, they again set themselves against Corruption in anger and repudiation.
"But they did not renew the shame of their past arrogance. Instead they contented
themselves in Thomas Covenant's troubled service, and in yours, and in defense of
the folk of the Land. Therefore they were not again turned against themselves.

"And again the ur-Lord triumphed over his foe. That tale the Haruchai heard from the
Giants of the Search. And they heard as well that Linden Avery the Chosen gave form
to a new Staff of Law. Thus you triumphed over the Sunbane, so that the Land might
once again be allowed to heal."

She found herself nodding, although the movement hurt her neck. Hardly aware of
what she did, she had raised her head to gaze into Stave's indecipherable face.
"Desiring a service in which they might also triumph," he said, "the Haruchai
remained when you had returned to your world. The new Staff was given to the folk of
the Land, but it was soon lost, and there were no Lords who might have defended



Earthpower from darkness. The Land required our care."

Anele whimpered as if in nightmare; but he did not turn from the wall.

"Do you understand me, Linden Avery? We had learned that the Ritual of Desecration
and the Sunbane were expressions of Earthpower. We had learned that Earthpower
could not preserve any service from shame, neither ours nor the Lords. We had
learned that mortal hearts are weak, and that Corruption is cunning to exploit that
weakness. And we had learned to love the Land, as the Lords did before us.

"In the end, we learned that the Land and all its life would not have suffered such
renewed and again renewed cruelty if Earthpower were not"-again he paused to
search for a word-"accessible for use. Certainly it is not Corruption. But in the absence
of the Staff of Law, only Corruption is served when mortal hearts exercise Earthpower.
Even in the presence of the Staff, great evil may be wrought. Therefore we have taken
upon ourselves the guardianship of the Land.

"We do not rule here. We command nothing. We demand nothing. All life is free to live
as it wills. But we do not permit any exertion of Earthpower."

Linden stared at him, but she could no longer see him. Tears blurred her vision. Only
Corruption is served- How was it possible to have learned so much, and to understand
so little?

Earthpower was life: no mere decision or belief on the part of the Haruchai could
gainsay it. Everything that had form and substance here was in some sense an
"exertion of Earthpower." The true peril lay not in its use, but in the hearts of those
who did not understand their own vulnerability to despair.

Against that danger, Linden Avery, like Thomas Covenant before her, was defended by
the knowledge of her inadequacy. She could not be misled by despair because she did
not expect herself to be greater than she was.

Kevin's Dirt held sway, and caesures stalked the Land, because the Staff of Law had
been lost-and because the Haruchai did not "permit" any other use of Earthpower to
oppose those evils.

But Stave was not done. "Nor are we content," he stated more stiffly. "We do more.
Though we remember much, we do not share our memories. We seek to end all
recollection of Earthpower, so that no new use may arise to thwart us.

"We command nothing," he insisted. "We rule nothing. But we discourage tales of the
past. We relate none ourselves. We confirm none that others relate. Human memories
are brief, and we nurture that brevity.

"For many centuries now, the folk of the Land have known little which might harm
them. You are forgotten, Linden Avery. The ur-Lord himself, whom we greatly honor, is
no longer remembered. If it is your wish to oppose us, you will find no aid in all the
Land:'

Now Linden dashed the blur from her sight to gape aghast at the Haruchai, silently
begging him to stop. But he did not.

"In this the Giants have been our gravest hazard. The folk of the Land are as short of
life as of memory, but the span of the Giants is measured in centuries. They
remember. They return to the Land at intervals, when their wide sojourning tends
hither. And they speak of what they remember.

"They love long tales, which they recount at all opportunities. Therefore we are Wary
of them. As it lies within our power, we dissuade their travels to the Upper Land. And
we do what we may to prevent the folk of the Land from hearing their tales."

Linden flinched as if Stave had struck her-and still he was not done. "The Giants

have not forgotten you, Linden Avery," he assured her, "yet you will find no aid among
them. Their last sojourn to the Land ended scant decades ago. They will not return in
your lifetime, or the next."



Good God, she groaned in protest. And you think you've given up arrogance? Stave's
people had gone beyond folly. Anele was right about them. They might call Lord Foul
their enemy, but they served him and did not know it.

She should have risen to her feet; faced him with her anger and dismay. But she did
not. He had shaken her profoundly. The flame of the lamp guttered in her face, and all
of her courage had fallen to ash.

However, her face must have betrayed her reaction. After a moment, Stave observed,
"Still you do not understand." He addressed her from an unattainable height. "This
manner of speech misrepresents us. It misrepresents truth. And I have deflected
myself from the pith of that which I must convey."

He appeared to reconsider his approach. "All other matters are secondary," he said
then. "Only the question of Earthpower signifies. Grasping that, you will grasp all
else."

He began again as though he could read the floundering incomprehension written in
the play of lamplight on her features, and knew now how to answer it.

"Consider, Linden Avery. The Elohim are beings of Earthpower, and they serve only
their own freedom rather than the needs of the Earth. And the Worm of the World's
End is Earthpower incarnate.

"The peril is manifest. It cannot be denied.

"When he had concealed the old Staff of Law so that it would not constrain him, Kevin
Landwaster enacted the Ritual of Desecration. That was Earthpower.

"Though she held the old Staff in her hands, and Thomas Covenant urged restraint,
High Lord Elena exercised the essential ichor of the Earth to lift dead Kevin from his
grave. Disdaining his agony, she compelled his shade against Corruption. Thus was
the Law of Death broken, and the Staff lost, to no avail.

"That was Earthpower."

And still Stave was not done.

"The ancient Forestals were beings of wonder. Long they labored to preserve the
remnants of the One Forest. Yet when they had dwindled to the last, and Caer-Caveral
stood alone in Andelain, he surrendered all use and purpose to break the Law of Life
so that Hollian eh-Brand might live again. Now no guardian remains to the trees, and
their long sentience has faded away.

"That was Earthpower.

"The Vow which misled the honor of the Bloodguard was made possible by
Earthpower. Like the Sunbane before it, Kevin's Dirt is an expression of Earthpower.
Beasts of Earthpower rage upon Mount Thunder, and the lurker of the Sarangrave
grows restive. Of the evils which now threaten the Land, only the Falls appear to
spring from

another fount. In all other forms, it is by Earthpower that the Land is imperiled, as it
has been from the beginning."

There the Master finished. "Give answer, Linden Avery. As you have said, Brinn of the
Haruchai has become the Guardian of the One Tree. In this he surpasses our
knowledge of ourselves. He both exalts and humbles us. We must show that we are
worthy of him, in guardianship and devotion.

"We have determined that we will serve the Land. How then may we countenance any
exercise of Earthpower?"

Still Linden could not muster the strength to stand. She needed help from someone.
She had no idea how to free her son. She did not even know where to look for him.
Nor could she imagine where the lost Staff might be found. For that search also she
would need help. And she was certain now that the Haruchai would not "countenance"
such a quest. How could they? The Staff was an instrument of Earthpower.



She did not answer Stave as he might have desired. Instead she countered his query
with one of her own.

Bowing her head, she asked past the swaying veil of her hair, "If you're so determined
to suppress the past, why are you willing to let me go?" She was a portion of the
Land's history incarnate. "Aren't you afraid of what I might do?"

Another man might have sighed. Stave only lifted his shoulders slightly. "You are
Linden Avery the Chosen. You have stood at the Unbeliever's side, and have kept
faith. To our knowledge, no harm has arisen from you, or from the wild magic which
you now wield. With white gold, ur-Lord Thomas Covenant has twice defeated
Corruption. And when we have doubted you, your choices and actions have shown
their worth.

"We will"-once more he searched for the right word-"accept the hazard that you may
seek to oppose us."

Oh, T'll oppose you, she wanted to say. I haven't forgotten a thing. I'll tell it all, and to
hell with you.

Don't you understand that Earthpower is life?

Nevertheless she kept her anger to herself. Her plight was too grave; and she was too
Weak: she feared to declare herself. And Stave would not be swayed by Jeremiah's
peril. Instead of responding to the Master's assertion, she said obliquely, "That smog
that yellow shroud. Why is it called Kevin's Dirt?"

His answer had the finality of a knell. "We name it so because we deem it to be a
foretaste of Desecration. Its pall covers the Land in preparation."

Have mercy, Linden groaned to herself. A foretaste- Was Lord Foul that sure of
himself?

Hiding behind her hair, she told the Haruchai softly, "If that's true, I need time to
think. I want to be alone for a while."

She had come to the end of what she could bear to hear.

Until she heard the soft rustle of the curtain and knew that Stave was gone, she did
not raise her head.

Incongruously considerate, he had left his lamp behind.

His people did not allow any use of Earthpower. Deliberately they had caused its very
existence-the Land's true heritage-to be forgotten.

If Covenant could have heard her-if he had been anything more than a figment of her
dreams-she might have groaned aloud, I need you. I don't think I can do this.
Abruptly her companion rolled away from the wall. His arms trembled as he braced
himself into a sitting position. Tears glistened in the grime on his cheeks, formed
lamp-lit beads in his tattered beard. His lower lip quivered.

Miserably he breathed, "Anele is doomed."

She could not contradict him. She did not know how.

5.

Distraction

After a time, Anele wore out his inchoate sorrow and lapsed from weeping. A low
breeze seemed to blow through Linden, scattering the ashes in her heart until nothing
remained to indicate that she had ever known fire. But she could not remain where
she was. The stone of the floor and walls offered her no accommodation. Instead its
hard surfaces pressed on her bruises when she already felt too much distress.
Eventually she rose to her feet, picked up the lamp, and limped across the room to
investigate the other chambers of their gaol.

The curtained doorway near Anele admitted her to Mithil Stonedown's version of

a lavatory. A stone basin and a large ewer full of water sat on a low wooden table.
Beside them was a pot of fine sand, presumably for scrubbing away dirt. A clay pipe



an
gled down into the floor answered other needs.

She wanted to wash. A lifetime of ablution might not suffice to make her clean

again. However, her hurts were too deep and tender to be rubbed. And she was nearly
prostrate on her feet, hardly able to hold up her head.

Unsteadily she left the lavatory.

In the next chamber, she found what she sought: beds; two of them standing

against the side walls. They had trestle frames well-padded with bracken and grass
covered by blankets woven of rough wool. A window interrupted the far wall above the
level of her eyes: it, too, had been wedged full of rocks.

Turning her head, she informed Anele wanly, "Two beds." When he did not respond,
she added, "You probably haven't slept in a bed for years."

Still he showed no reaction. He had slumped until his body appeared to mold itself
against the stone.

Sighing, she entered the bedchamber and let the curtain drop behind her.

For no particular reason, she chose the bed on the left. Stumbling to it, she sat on its
edge and unlaced her boots, pulled off her socks. Then she stretched out between two
of the blankets and fell instantly asleep.

Pain disturbed her at intervals, but it could not rouse her. Exhaustion held her

hurts at bay. Jeremiah appeared to her in spikes like coronary crises. She saw the
supplication in his muddy gaze. Tousled by neglect and rough treatment, his hair hung
in poignant clumps. Horses reared, unregarded, across the blue flannel of his
pajamas.

She wept for him without waking.

Covenant spoke to her distantly, too far away to be heard. Honninscrave screamed as
he contained samadhi Sheol so that Nom the Sandgorgon could rend Lord Foul's
servant. Covenant insisted, but his desire to console or guide her could not cross the
boundaries between them. Warped ur-viles fell in butchered clusters, crushed by the
unexpected vehemence of Vain's midnight hands.

In life, Covenant had drawn her into the light when her darkness had threatened to
overwhelm her. He had done so repeatedly. He had taught her that her fears and
failures, her inadequacies, were what made her human and precious; worthy of love.
But he could not reach her now.

Because the ur-viles had turned against the Despiser, he had destroyed them all.

To free Covenant from the fatal stasis imposed by the Elohim, Linden had possessed
him with her health-sense. There she had found herself in a field of flowers under a
healing sun, full of light and capable of joy. Covenant had appeared as a youth, as
dear to her as Jeremiah. He had opened his hands to her open heart, and had been
made whole.

P

Linden, he called to her faintly, find me.

If her son could have spoken, he might have begged her for the same thing. In
dreams she cried out his name, and still slept.

ollowed by an echo of her lost loves, she drifted finally out of slumber. Tears cooled
her cheeks when she opened her eyes.

A weight of lassitude clung to her limbs, holding her down. Yet she was awake. Dimly
lit by small motes and streaks of sunshine from the blocked window, the stone walls
of her gaol rose around her.

When she glanced at the other bed, she saw that it lay vacant, untouched. Anele had
slept in the outer room.

Or the Haruchai had taken him during the night; delivered him to Revelstone is the



hope of the Land.

Her only companion.

Stupefied with rest and dreams, Linden rolled her stiff body out of bed.

Her joints protested sharply as she forced herself to her feet. Standing motionless,
she rested for a moment or two; tried to summon her resources. Then she shambled
forward like a poorly articulated manikin.

Beyond the curtain, gloom filled the outer chamber. The lamp had burned out. The
only illumination angled in strips past the edges of the leather that hung in the gaol's
entrance.

She could hear no sound from the village around this small dwelling: no calls or
conversation, no passing feet, no children at play. Mithil Stonedown seemed entirely
still; lifeless as a graveyard. Only Anele's hoarse breathing humanized the silence.
He lay where Linden had left him, curled tightly against the wall as if for comfort. In
sleep and gloom, he looked inexpressibly forlorn. Nevertheless she felt a muffled re
lief to find that he had not been taken from her.

While she slept, fresh bowls of food and water had been placed on the floor. But they
were half empty: Anele must have eaten again during the night.

For herself, she was not conscious of hunger or thirst. Somnolence and dreams filled
her head, crowding out other sensations. But she knew that she needed food; and so
she crossed the floor to sit beside the bowls. In Jeremiah's name, she spooned cold
stew into her mouth and drank cool water until she had emptied both bowls.
Covenant had told her to find him. Trust yourself Do something they don't expect
Her dreams were going to drive her crazy.

In an effort to undo their effects, she struggled to her feet and went into the lavatory.
There she splashed herself with cold water and rubbed her skin with sand until

her bare feet began to cramp against the unwarmed floor. Then she returned to the
bedchamber to don her socks and boots.

Simple things: trivial actions. Meaningless in themselves. Nevertheless they helped
her shrug aside her sense of helplessness.

She had made promises to Anele. She did not regret that. Because of them, however,
she was trapped here as much as he. But she was a physician, trained to patience and
imprecise solutions; the circadian rhythms of devotion. If she were a woman who
gave way to frustration-or to despair-she would have lost courage and will long ago.
Thomas Covenant had taught her that even the most damaged and frail spirits could
not be defeated if they did not elect to abandon themselves.

When she had secured her resolve, she left the bedchamber again, intending to open
the outer curtain, locate the nearest Haruchai, and insist on talking to Stave once
more. She wanted to hear everything that he might be able to tell her about how the
Staff of Law had been lost.

She needed to understand what had become of the Land.

In the larger room, however, she found Anele awake, sitting with his back to the wall.
Clearly sleep and food had done him good. His skin tone and color had improved, and
some of the wreckage was gone from his features. He did not rise to greet her; but
his small movements as he turned his head and shifted his shoulders seemed more
elastic now, less fragile.

"Anele," she inquired quietly, "how are you? Why didn't you use the bed? You would
have slept better."

He dropped his chin to his chest, avoiding her gaze. His fingertips moved aimlessly
over the stone on either side of him. "Anele does not sleep in beds. Dreams are
snares. He will be lost in them. They cannot find him here."

Without her health-sense, Linden felt profoundly truncated, almost crippled. But she



needed to understand him. As gently as she could, she pursued him.

"Here?" she prompted, her voice soft. "On the floor?"

"On stone," he acknowledged. "You do not protect Anele. He has no friend but
stone."

In another phase of his madness, he had claimed that the rocks around him spoke.
"Anele-" Muttering to herself at the pain in her muscles, Linden squatted to sit be
side him. Deliberately she set her shoulder against his, hoping to reassure him. "I said
I Would protect you. I meant it. I just haven't figured out how yet."

Then she asked, "What does stone do for you? Why do you need it?" How could walls
and floors guard him from dreaming?

The old man struggled for an answer. "Anele tries- He strives- So hard. It pains

him. Yet he tries and tries." She waited.

F

After a long moment, he finished, "Always. Trapped and lost. Anele tries. He must
remember."

Remember what? she wanted to ask. What kind of knowledge did his fractured mind
conceal from him? Why had he chosen madness?

But if he could have answered that question, he would not have been in such straits.
Seeking a way to slip past his barricades, she asked instead, "Do you remember me?"
He flashed her a blind glance, then turned his head away. "Anele found you. High up.
The Watch. It pursued him. He fled. You were there." So much he retained, if no
more.

"Do you remember what happened to us?" Linden kept her tone calm, almost
incurious. She wanted him to believe that he was safe with her. "Do you remember
what happened to the Watch?"

In spite of her caution, however, she had disturbed him. He seemed to shrink into
himself. "It came. Anele fell. Fire and darkness. White. Terrible."

Perhaps she had not phrased her question simply enough. Gently, softly, she tried
again.

"Anele, are you still alive?"

If he could have caused the wall to swallow him, he might have done so. "It came," he
repeated. "They came. Worse than death."

Linden sighed to herself. Her brief percipience on Kevin's Watch had given her the
impression that he was fundamentally responsible for his own condition. He had
chosen insanity as a form of self-defense. Having chosen it, however, he could not
simply set it aside. He would have to find his own way through it, for good or ill.

The same necessity ruled her, as it ruled Jeremiah.

Hoping to comfort him, she reached out to squeeze the old man's shoulder. "Don't
worry about it." Covenant had said the same to her. "It's easier to remember when
you don't try too hard.

"Once I figure out what to do, we'll get out of here. In the meantime, I'm sure the
Masters will bring us more food and water. And I need someone to talk to"-a new idea
occurred to her in mid-sentence-"preferably someone who isn't one of them.

She wanted to talk to a Stonedownor. If the Haruchai would allow her.

Deliberately she climbed to her feet. Limping to the outer doorway, she pushed the
leather curtain aside and leaned her head into the sunlight.

The door opened on a narrow passage of packed dirt between flat-roofed stone
dwellings. A mid-morning sky arched overhead, deep blue and apparently
untrammeled in spite of Kevin's Dirt. A few birds called to each other in the distance,
but she heard nothing else; saw no one. The whole village might have been deserted.
She wanted to bask in the sun's warmth for a moment, let its touch sink into her



hurts; but almost immediately one of the Haruchai appeared around the corner of her
gaol.

She recognized the unscarred Master who had helped Stave capture Anele and her.
"Linden Avery." He bowed as Stave had done, with both fists extended from the level
of his heart. "I am Bornin. You are welcome among us. What is your desire?"

She nodded a bow. His characteristic stolidity brought back her sense of betrayal and
outrage. However, she kept her reaction to herself. "Thank you, Bornin," she replied
evenly. "There are a couple of things you could do for me, if you don't mind."
Expressionlessly he waited for her to continue.

"We could use more water and something to eat," she explained. "And I want to talk
to one of the Stonedownors. Is there anyone around who can spare me a little time?"
If she could not seek out comprehension, she would make it come to her.

Bornin appeared momentarily uncertain. "What will a Stonedownor reveal to you that
we cannot?"

"I'm not sure," she answered noncommittally. "I might ask what it's like to live
without Earthpower. Or I might just want some company. Anele isn't much of a
conversationalist."

The Haruchai seemed to consult the open air. Then he nodded. "Very well, Linden
Avery. Do you wish to accompany me, or will you await my return?"

Thinking of Anele, she swallowed her desire for freedom and sunshine, and let the
curtain drop between herself and Bornin.

The old man lifted his head briefly, then returned to his fractured thoughts.

"Anele," she said on an impulse, "you've scrambled to survive for a long time.
Decades. Does anyone ever help you? Do you have any friends?"

How was it possible for a demented old man to keep himself alive? Hunger and in
juries, if not sheer loneliness, should have killed him long ago.

Again he raised his white eyes. For a moment, he appeared to consider her question
seriously. "Anele is lost," he said almost calmly. " Always alone. And always harried.
They

seek him.

"But-" Concentration and gloom filled his sightless gaze. "Folk are kind. When

they are far away. Even here- Anele is fed. Given raiment. When they are far away.
"And-"

His voice trailed off as if he had lost the thread of a memory. "And?" Linden prompted.
Come on, Anele. Give me something. I can't do it all alone.

"And-" he began again. He seemed to cower against a wall deep inside himself.
Creatures. Dark. Fearsome. Lost things, long dead. Anele fears them. He fears"They
feed him. Force blackness into him. Make him strong. Heal him, whispering

madness.

"Madness."

Without warning, he shouted in protest, "Creatures make Anele remember!" Then he
collapsed to his side, clutching his knees to his chest, hiding his face.

"Anele!" At once, Linden dropped to the floor beside him, tugged him into the cradle
of her arms. "Oh, Anele, I'm so sorry. I know you suffer. I didn't mean to remind you.
I just-"

She had no way of knowing what might cause him pain. Helpless to do otherwise, she
held him and rocked him until his tension eased and he grew still.

At the same time, she tried to comfort herself. She had been in worse straits than
this. The Clave had imprisoned her for days: a Raver had demeaned her utterly. In
Kiril Threndor, moksha Jehannum had tortured her while Covenant confronted the
Despiser. Oh, she had been in worse straits. Much worse.



But Jeremiah had not. Even when he had held his right hand in the bonfire: even
then. That agony had been relatively brief; and he had found a way to escape from it.
It could not be compared to the torments Lord Foul might devise for him. His
dissociation would not defend him from the malice of a being who could possess him
While you are apart from him, you cannot know his sufferings.

And he could hope for nothing from her. She did not know where to look for him-and
might not have been able to reach him if she had known.

Anele's state frustrated and pained her; but it also protected her. If she had not felt
compelled to care for him, she might not have been able to contain her own anguish.
ater the old man left her to use the lavatory. When he returned, he sat beside her
again, his shoulder touching hers like a recognition of companionship. For that she
was grateful.

Eventually a hesitant scratching came to the outer curtain; and the stocky frame of a
Stonedownor ducked inward with a large stone bowl cupped in each hand. "Anele?" he
asked uncertainly. "Linden Avery? You wished to speak with me? I was told-"

His voice faded into doubt. Unsure of himself, he stooped to set his bowls on the floor.
Without hesitation, Anele rose to cross the room and drink from one of the bowls.
Linden struggled to rouse herself. She had asked to speak to a Stonedownor, but she
no longer remembered why. Nothing that he might say would enable her to help her
son.

The man waited for a long moment, indecisive. Then he made an attempt to pull up
his dignity.

"I see now that I was mistaken. Pardon my intrusion."

With the constrained light behind him, his face lay in shadows. Yet his eyes found a
way to appeal to her. Somehow he conveyed the impression that he had come, not
because a Master had requested it, but because he wanted to.

"Wait," Linden murmured hoarsely. "I'm sorry. Wait."

Somewhere she found the strength to gain her feet.

"I don't mean to be rude." Her own voice seemed to reach her from a great distance.
"I'm just"-her throat closed convulsively-"just scared."

She took a step or two forward. While the Stonedownor waited for her, she rubbed her
hands across her face; pulled her hair back over her shoulders.

"There's something I didn't tell the Masters." She sounded too far away from herself
to speak coherently. "The Haruchai.

"It's my son-"

Unable to go on, she stopped, hoping that her visitor would reach out to her in some
way.

He seemed to swallow conflicting responses. After a last hesitation, he said, "I am
Liand son of Fostil. The Master did not say that you wished to speak to me. He said
only that you wished to speak to a Stonedowner. I presumed to offer myself."

As if he understood that she needed an explanation-a chance to gather herself he
continued.

"My duties are among the horses rather than in the fields, and horses are easily
tended. They are few in any event, and not needed today. Having no other demands
upon me, I often accompany the Masters, or do their bidding.

"I was-" Sudden embarrassment made him falter. "I had concealed myself nearby
when they took you and your companion. I helped them to bear you here.

"Since that moment, I have wished to speak with you. You are strange in the South
Plains, and to me, and I am hungry to learn of new things."

While he spoke, Linden rallied her resources. She felt the delicacy of his manner, the
instinctive consideration: his unprompted account of his presence gave her time to



prepare. He may have felt awkward, but he did not appear so to her. Instead he
seemed spontaneously kind.

That contrast with Stave and the Haruchai encouraged her to gather her courage.
"Thank you, Liand," she said when she could breathe more easily. "I'm glad you're
willing to talk to me."

Anele turned his back, dismissing the Stonedowner, and moved to sit once again
against the far wall.

"Oh, I am willing in all truth." Liand's voice was an intent baritone, full of
concentration and interest. "Your speech is foreign to my ears, and your raiment is
unlike any I have beheld." Frankly he admitted, "I am eager to offer whatever I may."
"Thank you," she said again. Inadvertently she had provided herself with an opening,
an approach to her immediate concerns. As she considered how she might proceed,
she tried to see his face more clearly. However, the gloom shrouded his features,
blurring their definitions. Tentatively she asked, "Can you let in more light? The
Masters won't release Anele, and I promised not to leave him. But I want to be able to
look at you."

"Surely." Liand reached at once to the side of the doorframe, located a hook which
must have been formed or attached for the purpose, and hung the curtain there. "Will
this suffice?"

The sunlight did not stretch far into the chamber; but enough reflected illumination
washed inward to brighten the room considerably.

"It will"-Linden smiled wanly-"as soon as we sit down." Easing herself to the floor, she
indicated a spot for him inside the doorway. "Anele and I had a rough time yesterday,"
she explained as neutrally as she could. "I haven't got my strength back yet."

When Liand complied, the light revealed him plainly. He was a young man, perhaps
half her age, with broad shoulders and sturdy, workman's hands, wearing a jerkin and
leggings of rough wool dyed the hue of sand. Thick leather sandals protected his feet.
His features reminded her distantly of Sunder, the only Stonedowner whom she had
known well: he had Sunder's blunt openness without the bereavements and guilt
which had complicated her friend's native simplicity. And he was characteristically
brown-skinned, brown-eyed. Above his square jaw, imprecise nose, and eager gaze,
his loose hair and eyebrows were a startling black, as dark as crow's wings.

His mouth seemed made for smiles; but he was not smiling now.

"I witnessed your capture,” he told Linden gravely. "The Masters were not gentle with
you. And I cannot conceive what you must have endured in the fall of the Watch.
Indeed, I cannot conceive how it is that you yet live."

Dropping his eyes, he observed noncommittally, "The Masters may comprehend that
wonder, but they answer inquiries rarely-and never when what has transpired
surpasses our experience. To justify your captivity, they say only that Anele requires
their care, and that you opposed them."

He did not need to add that he was eager to hear a better explanation. His excitement
was plain in the feigned relaxation of his posture, the quick clench and release of his
hands. However, she was not ready to put him in peril. Anything that she revealed
might turn the Haruchai against him. Hell, they might decide to treat him like they did
Anele. She could not take that kind of chance with him: not yet.

And she did not know if he were truly as guileless as he appeared. The health-sense
which she had regained and lost again would have discerned his essential nature.
Without it, she had to be more careful.

"Maybe we can talk about that later," she answered. "There's a lot at stake, and right
now I don't know who I can trust and who I can't." To forestall an interruption, she
went on more quickly, "I was here once before, but that was a very long time ago. I



gather my name doesn't mean anything to you?"

The Stonedownor shook his head.

"Thomas Covenant?" she continued. "Sunder son of Nassic, the Graveler of Mithil
Stonedown? Hollian eh-Brand?"

The First of the Search? Pitchwife?

Liand shook his head again. "This is Mithil Stonedown. These other names I have
never heard." He hesitated, then asked, "What is a *~ Graveler'?"

Linden swallowed indignation. Those damn Masters had suppressed everything. If the
people of the South Plains had forgotten the lore on which their lives had once
depended

Controlling herself with difficulty, she told Liand, "You see my problem. Too much time
has passed. If you don't even know what a Graveler is-" She sighed. "I can't tell you
who I am, or what I'm doing here. You wouldn't understand unless I explained the
whole history of the Land first."

Liand leaned forward, undaunted by her response. "But you are able to explain that
history. The Masters do not speak of such things. If they are asked, they do not
answer.

"Linden Avery, I would do anything that might serve you, if in return you would share
with me the Land's past. I know naught beyond the small tale of my family and Mithil
Stonedown for a few generations only, a few score years. Yet I have-"

Abruptly he stopped; pulled himself back from his enthusiasm. "My heart speaks to
me of greater matters," he said more warily. "Simple fragments of the Land's lost tale
would content me. There is little that I would not do for you in exchange."

His words nearly broke down her defenses. An offer like that- She could have taken
advantage of him shamelessly.

Betray the Masters for me. Help us escape. Guide us. I'll tell you stories that will turn
your head inside out.

She might be able to find her son.

Surely the Haruchai deserved no restraint from her? God, no. In the name of their
own self-esteem, they had deprived the Land of its history and power; its access to
glory. They deserved anything that she could do to subvert them.

But she knew better. Stave's convictions may have offended hers; but that did not
detract from his essential worth: his rigorous honesty and candor; his readiness to
judge himself more stringently than he judged anyone else.

And

Unhappily she told herself the truth.

And Liand was no match for them. They were the Haruchai, preternaturally potent,
and defiantly uncompromising. If she set him against them, they might kill him. They
would certainly damage his spirit. She would have his pain on her conscience, and
would gain nothing.

In spite of Jeremiah's plight, she could not turn her back on her own scruples.
Restraining herself, Linden gazed into the Stonedownor's face. "Convince me," she
countered quietly. "Tell me what you were about to say. "Yet I hav