Davi d Eddi ngs
THE BELGARI AD
Part One

PAWN OF PROPHECY

For Theone who told me stories but could not stay for mne and for Arthur, who
showed me the way to becone a man and who shows ne still.

PROLOGUE
Being a History of the War of the Gods and the Acts of Belgarath the Sorcerer
-adapted from The Book of Alorn

VWHEN THE WORLD was new, the seven Gods dwelt in harnmony, and the races of nman
were as one people. Belar, youngest of the Gods, was bel oved by the Alorns. He
abode with them and cherished them and they prospered in his care. The other
Cods al so gat hered peopl es about them and each God cheri shed his own people.

But Belar's el dest brother, Al dur, was God over no people. He dwelt apart from
men and Gods, until the day that a vagrant child sought himout. Al dur
accepted the child as his disciple and called himBel garath. Bel garath | earned
the secret of the WIIl and the Wrd and becane a sorcerer. In the years that
foll owed, others al so sought out the solitary God. They joined in brotherhood
to learn at the feet of Aldur, and tinme did not touch them

Now it happened that Al dur took up a stone in the shape of a globe, no |arger
than the heart of a child, and he turned the stone in his hand until it becane
a living soul. The power of the living jewel, which nmen called the Ob of

Al dur, was very great, and Al dur worked wonders with it.

O all the Gods, Torak was the nost beautiful, and his people were the

Angar aks. They burned sacrifices before him calling himLord of Lords, and
Torak found the snell of sacrifice and the words of adoration sweet. The day
cane, however, when he heard of the Ob of A dur, and fromthat nmonent he knew
no peace.

Finally, in a dissenbling guise, he went to Aldur. "My brother," he said, "it
is not fitting that thou shoul dst absent thyself from our conpany and counsel
Put aside this jewel which hath seduced thy mnd fromour fellowship."

Al dur | ooked into his brother's soul and rebuked him "Wy |ost thou seek
| ordshi p and domi nion, Torak? |Is not Angarak enough for thee? Do not in thy
pride seek to possess the Orb, lest it slay thee."

G eat was Torak's shane at the words of Al dur, and he raised his hand and
snote his brother. Taking the jewel, he fled.

The ot her Gods besought Torak to return the Orb, but he would not. Then the
races of man rose up and cane agai nst the hosts of Angarak and nmade war on
them The wars of the Gods and of men raged across the land until, near the
hi gh pl aces of Korim Torak raised the Orb and forced its will to join with
his to split the earth asunder. The nountains were cast down, and the sea cane
in. But Belar and Aldur joined their wills and set linmts upon the sea. The
races of man, however, were separated one fromthe others, and the Gods al so.

Now when Torak raised the living Ob against the earth, its nmother, it awoke
and began to glow with holy flane. The face of Torak was seared by the blue
fire. In pain he cast down the mountains; in anguish he cracked open the



earth; in agony he let in the sea. Hs left hand flared and burned to ashes,
the flesh on the left side of his face nelted |like wax, and his left eye
boiled inits socket. Wth a great cry, he cast hinself into the sea to quench
t he burning, but his angui sh was without end.

When Torak rose fromthe water, his right side was still fair, but his left
was burned and scarred hideously by the fire of the Ob. In endl ess pain, he

I ed his people away to the east, where they built a great city on the plains
of Mallorea, which they called Cthol Mshrak, Cty of Night, for Torak hid his
mai m ng i n darkness. The Angaraks raised an iron tower for their God and

pl aced the Ob in an iron cask in the topnost chanber. O ten Torak stood
before the cask, then fled weeping, lest his yearning to | ook on the Ob

over power himand he perish utterly.

The centuries rolled past in the | ands of the Angarak, and they cane to cal
their mai ned God Kal - Torak, both King and God.

Bel ar had taken the Alorns to the north. O all nen, they were the nost hardy
and warlike, and Belar put eternal hatred for Angarak in their hearts. Wth
cruel swords and axes they ranged the north, even to the fields of eterna
ice, seeking a way to their ancient enemies.

Thus it was until the time when Cherek Bear-shoul ders, greatest king of the
Alorns, traveled to the Vale of Aldur to seek out Belgarath the Sorcerer. "The
way to the north is open," he said. "The signs and the auguries are
propitious. Nowis the tinme ripe for us to discover the way to the Cty of

Ni ght and regain the Orb from One-eye."

Pol edra, wife of Belgarath, was great with child, and he was reluctant to
| eave her. But Cherek prevailed. They stole away one night to join Cherek's
sons, Dras Bull-neck, Algar Fleet-foot, and Riva Iron-grip.

Cruel winter gripped the northland, and the noors glittered beneath the stars
with frost and steel-gray ice. To seek out their way, Belgarath cast an
enchant nent and took the shape of a great wolf. On silent feet, he slunk

t hrough the snowfl oored forests where the trees cracked and shattered in the
sundering cold. Gimfrost silvered the ruff and shoul ders of the wolf, and
ever after the hair and beard of Bel garath were silver

Thr ough snow and nist they crossed into Mallorea and came at last to Ctho

M shrak. Finding a secret way into the city, Belgarath led themto the foot of
the iron tower. Silently they clinbed the rusted stairs which had known no
step for twenty centuries. Fearfully they passed through the chanber where
Torak tossed in pain-haunted slunmber, his mainmed face hi dden by a steel mask.
Stealthily they crept past the sleeping God in the snol dering darkness and
cane at last to the chanber where lay the iron cask in which rested the living
O b.

Cherek notioned for Belgarath to take the Ob, but Belgarath refused. "I may
not touch it," he said, "lest it destroy me. Once it wel coned the touch of nman
or God, but its will hardened when Torak raised it against its nother. It wll
not be so used again. It reads our souls. Only one without ill intent, who is

pure enough to take it and convey it in peril of his life, with no thought of
power or possession, may touch it now "

"What man has no ill intent in the silence of his soul ?" Cherek asked. But
Riva Iron-grip opened the cask and took up the Ob. Its fire shone through his
fingers, but he was not burned.

"So be it, Cherek," Belgarath said. "Your youngest son is pure. It shall be



his doom and the doom of all who follow himto bear the Ob and protect it."
And Bel garath sighed, knowi ng the burden he had pl aced upon Riva.

"Then his brothers and I will sustain him" Cherek said, "for so long as this
doomis upon him™"

Riva muffled the Ob in his cloak and hid it beneath his tunic. They crept
agai n through the chanbers of the mai ned God, down the rusted stairs, along
the secret way to the gates of the city, and into the wastel and beyond.

Soon after, Torak awoke and went as always into the Chanber of the Ob. But
t he cask stood open, and the O'b was gone. Horrible was the wath of
Kal - Torak. Taking his great sword, he went down fromthe iron tower and turned

and smote it once, and the tower fell. To the Angaraks he cried out in a voice
of thunder. "Because you are becone indol ent and unwat chful and have let a
thief steal that for which | paid so dear, | will break your city and drive

you forth. Angarak shall wander the earth until Cthrag Yaska, the burning
stone, is returned to ne." Then he cast down the Cty of Night in ruins and
drove the hosts of Angarak into the wilderness. Cthol M shrak was no nore.

Three | eagues to the north, Belgarath heard the wailing fromthe city and knew
that Torak had awakened. "Now will he conme after us," he said, "and only the
power of the Orb can save us. Wen the hosts are upon us, Iron-grip, take the
Ob and hold it so they nay see it."

The hosts of Angarak came, with Torak hinself in the forefront, but Riva held
forth the Ob so that the mai med God and his hosts mght behold it. The Ob
knew its eneny. Its hatred flamed anew, and the sky becane alight with its
fury. Torak cried out and turned away. The front ranks of the Angarak hosts
were consunmed by fire, and the rest fled in terror.

Thus Bel garath and his conpani ons escaped from Mal | orea and passed again
t hrough the marches of the north, bearing the Orb of Al dur once nore into the
Ki ngdons of the West.

Now t he Gods, knowi ng all that had passed, held council, and Al dur advised
them "If we raise war again upon our brother Torak, our strife will destroy
the world. Thus we nust absent ourselves fromthe world so that our brother
may not find us. No longer in flesh, but in spirit only nay we remain to guide
and protect our people. For the world's sake it must be so. In the day that we
war again, the world will be unnade."

The Gods wept that they must depart. But Chal dan, Bull-God of the Arends,
asked, "In our absence, shall not Torak have dom ni on?"

"Not so," Aldur replied. "So long as the Orb remains with the line of Riva
Iron-grip, Torak shall not prevail."

So it was that the CGods departed, and only Torak renai ned. But the know edge
that the Ob in the hand of Riva denied himdom nion cankered his soul.

Then Bel garath spoke with Cherek and his sons. "Here we nust part, to guard
the Ob and to prepare agai nst the com ng of Torak. Let each turn aside as |
have instructed and make preparations.”

"W will, Belgarath," vowed Cherek Bear-shoulders. "Fromthis day, Aloriais
no more, but the Alorns will deny dominion to Torak as |long as one Alorn
remai ns. "

Bel garath rai sed his face. "Hear ne, Torak One-eye," he cried. "The living Ob



is secure against thee, and thou shalt not prevail against it. In the day that
t hou comest against us, | shall raise war against thee. | will maintain watch
upon thee by day and by night and will abide against thy coming, even to the
end of days."

In the wastel ands of Mallorea, Kal-Torak heard the voi ce of Bel garath and
snote about himin fury, for he knew that the living Ob was forever beyond
hi s reach.

Then Cherek enbraced his sons and turned away, to see themno nore. Dras went
north and dwelt in the lands drained by River Min. He built a city at Boktor
and called his lands Drasnia. And he and his descendants stood athwart the
northern marches and denied themto the enemy. Al gar went south with his
peopl e and found horses on the broad plains drained by Aldur River. The horses
they tamed and learned to ride for the first tinme in the history of nan,
mount ed warriors appeared. Their country they called Al garia, and they becane
nomads, followi ng their herds. Cherek returned sadly to Val Al orn and renaned
hi s ki ngdom Cherek, for now he was al one and wi thout sons. Gimy he built

tall ships of war to patrol the seas and deny themto the eneny.

Upon the bearer of the Orb, however, fell the burden of the |ongest journey.
Taking his people, Riva went to the west coast of Sendaria. There he built

shi ps, and he and his people crossed to the Isle of the Wnds. They burned
their ships and built a fortress and a walled city around it. The city they
called Riva and the fortress the Hall of the R van King. Then Belar, God of
the Alorns, caused two iron stars to fall fromthe sky. Riva took up the stars
and forged a blade fromone and a hilt fromthe other, setting the Ob upon it
as a ponmel -stone. So large was the sword that none but Riva could wield it.
In the wastel and of Mallorea, Kal-Torak felt in his soul the forging of the
sword and he tasted fear for the first tine.

The sword was set against the black rock that stood at the back of Riva's
throne, with the Ob at the highest point, and the sword joined to the rock so
that none but Riva could renove it. The Ob burned with cold fire when Riva
sat upon the throne. And when he took down his sword and raised it, it becane
a great tongue of cold fire.

The greatest wonder of all was the marking of Riva's heir. In each generation
one child in the line of Riva bore upon the palmof his right hand the nmark of
the Ob. The child so narked was taken to the throne chanber, and his hand was
pl aced upon the Orb, so that it mght know him Wth each infant touch, the
Ob waxed in brilliance, and the bond between the Iiving Ob and the Iine of

Ri va becanme stronger with each joining.

After Bel garath had parted from his conpani ons, he hastened to the Val e of

Al dur. But there he found that Poledra, his wife, had borne tw n daughters and
then had died. In sorrow he naned the elder Polgara. Her hair was dark as the

raven's wing. In the fashion of sorcerers, he stretched forth his hand to |ay

it upon her brow, and a single lock at her forehead turned frost-white at his

touch. Then he was troubled, for the white | ock was the mark of the sorcerers,
and Polgara was the first female child to be so narked.

H s second daughter, fair-skinned and gol den-haired, was unmarked. He called
her Bel daran, and he and her dark-haired sister |oved her beyond all el se and
contended with each other for her affection

Now when Pol gara and Bel daran had reached their sixteenth year, the Spirit of

Al dur cane to Belgarath in a dream saying, "My beloved disciple, I would join
thy house with the house of the guardian of the Orb. Choose, therefore, which

of thy daughters thou wilt give to the Rivan King to be his wife and the



nmot her of his line, for in that Iine |lies the hope of the world, against which
t he dark power of Torak may not prevail."

In the deep silence of his soul, Belgarath was tenpted to choose Pol gara. But,
knowi ng t he burden which lay upon the R van King, he sent Bel daran instead,
and wept when she was gone. Polgara wept also, long and bitterly, know ng that
her sister must fade and die. In time, however, they conforted each other and
cane at last to know each ot her

They joined their powers to keep watch over Torak. And sone nen say that they
abide still, keeping their vigil through all the uncounted centuries.

Part One
SENDARI A

Chapter One

THE FI RST THI NG t he boy Garion renebered was the kitchen at Faldor's farm For
all the rest of his life he had a special warmfeeling for kitchens and those
pecul i ar sounds and snells that seened somehow to combine into a bustling
seriousness that had to do with love and food and confort and security and,
above all, home. No matter how high Garion rose in life, he never forgot that
all his menories began in that kitchen

The kitchen at Faldor's farmwas a |l arge, |ow beaned roomfilled with ovens
and kettles and great spits that turned slowy in cavernlike arched
fireplaces. There were | ong, heavy worktabl es where bread was kneaded into

| oaves and chickens were cut up and carrots and celery were diced with quick
crisp rocking nmovenents of |ong, curved knives. Wen Garion was very small, he
pl ayed under those tables and soon | earned to keep his fingers and toes out
fromunder the feet of the kitchen hel pers who worked around them And
sonmetines in the late afternoon when he grew tired, he would lie in a corner
and stare into one of the flickering fires that gleamed and refl ected back
fromthe hundred polished pots and knives and | ong-handl ed spoons that hung
from pegs al ong the whitewashed walls and, all benused, he would drift off
into sleep in perfect peace and harnmony with all the world around him

The center of the kitchen and everything that happened there was Aunt Pol. She
seened sonehow to be able to be everywhere at once. The finishing touch that

pl unmped a goose in its roasting pan or deftly shaped a rising | oaf or
gar ni shed a smoki ng ham fresh fromthe oven was al ways hers. Though there were
several others who worked in the kitchen, no |oaf, stew, soup, roast, or

veget abl e ever went out of it that had not been touched at |east once by Aunt
Pol . She knew by snell, taste, or some higher instinct what each dish

requi red, and she seasoned themall by pinch or trace or a negligent-seening
shake from earthenware spice pots. It was as if there was a kind of nagic
about her, a know edge and power beyond that of ordinary people. And yet, even
at her busiest, she always knew precisely where Garion was. In the very m dst
of crinmping a pie crust or decorating a special cake or stitching up a freshly
stuffed chi cken she could, without |ooking, reach out a | eg and hook hi m back
out fromunder the feet of others with heel or ankle.

As he grew a bit older, it even became a gane. Garion would watch until she
seened far too busy to notice him and then, |aughing, he would run on his
sturdy little legs toward a door. But she would always catch him And he woul d
| augh and throw his arms around her neck and kiss her and then go back to

wat ching for his next chance to run away agai n.

He was quite convinced in those early years that his Aunt Pol was quite the
nost i mportant and beautiful woman in the world. For one thing, she was taller



than the other wonen on Faldor's farmvery nearly as tall as a man-and her
face was al ways serious-even sternexcept with him of course. Her hair was

| ong and very dark-al nost bl ack-all but one |l ock just above her left brow

whi ch was white as new snow. At night when she tucked himinto the little bed
cl ose beside her own in their private room above the kitchen, he would reach
out and touch that white | ock; she would smile at himand touch his face with
a soft hand. Then he woul d sl eep, content in the know edge that she was there,
wat chi ng over him

Faldor's farmlay very nearly in the center of Sendaria, a m sty kingdom
bordered on the west by the Sea of the Wnds and on the east by the Gulf of
Cherek. Like all farnmhouses in that particular time and place, Faldor's
farnmstead was not one building or two, but rather was a solidly constructed
conpl ex of sheds and barns and hen roosts and dovecotes all facing i nward upon
a central yard with a stout gate at the front. Along the second story gallery
were the roonms, some spacious, some quite tiny, in which lived the farnhands
who tilled and planted and weeded the extensive fields beyond the walls.

Fal dor himself lived in quarters in the square tower above the central dining
hal | where his workers assenbled three tinmes a day-sonetinmes four during
harvest tine-to feast on the bounty of Aunt Pol's kitchen

Al inall, it was quite a happy and harnoni ous place. Farmer Faldor was a
good master. He was a tall, serious man with a | ong nose and an even | onger
jaw. Though he sel dom | aughed or even smiled, he was kindly to those who

wor ked for himand seened nmore intent on maintaining themall in health and

wel | -being than extracting the |ast possible ounce of sweat fromthem In many
ways he was nore like a father than a naster to the sixty-odd people who |ived
on his freeholding. He ate with them which was unusual, since many farmers in
the district sought to hold thensel ves al oof fromtheir workers-and his
presence at the head of the central table in the dining hall exerted a
restraining influence on sonme of the younger ones who tended sonetines to be
boi sterous. Farnmer Fal dor was a devout man, and he invariably invoked wth

si mpl e el oquence the bl essing of the Gods before each neal. The people of his
farm knowing this, filed with sone decoruminto the dining hall before each
meal and sat in the senblance at |east of piety before attacking the heaping
platters and bowl s of food that Aunt Pol and her hel pers had placed before

t hem

Because of Faldor's good heart-and the magic of Aunt Pol's deft fingers-the
farmwas known t hroughout the district as the finest place to live and work
for twenty | eagues in any direction. Wole evenings were spent in the tavern
in the nearby village of Upper Gralt in mnute descriptions of the
near-mracul ous neals served regularly in Faldor's dining hall. Less fortunate
men who worked at other farnms were frequently seen, after several pots of ale,
to weep openly at descriptions of one of Aunt Pol's roasted geese, and the
fame of Faldor's farm spread wi de throughout the district.

The nost inmportant man on the farm aside from Fal dor, was Durnik the snith.
As Garion grew ol der and was allowed to nove out from under Aunt Pol's

wat chful eye, he found his way inevitably to the smthy. The glowi ng iron that
canme fromDurnik's forge had an al nbst hypnotic attraction for him Durnik was
an ordi nary-looking man with plain brown hair and a plain face, ruddy fromthe
heat of his forge. He was neither tall nor short, nor was he thin or stout. He
was sober and quiet, and Iike npbst nen who follow his trade, he was enornmously
strong. He wore a rough |leather jerkin and an apron of the same material. Both
were spotted with burns fromthe sparks which flew fromhis forge. He al so
wore tight-fitting hose and soft | eather boots as was the customin that part
of Sendaria. At first Durnik's only words to Garion were warnings to keep his
fingers away fromthe forge and the gl owi ng netal which came fromit. In tine,
however, he and the boy becane friends, and he spoke nore frequently.



"Always finish what you set your hand to," he would advise. "It's bad for the
iron if you set it aside and then take it back to the fire nore than is
needful . "

"Why is that?" Garion would ask

Durni k would shrug. "It just is.
"Always do the very best job you can," he said on another occasion as he put a
| ast few finishing touches with a file on the nmetal parts of a wagon tongue he
was repairing

"But that piece goes underneath,” Garion said. "No one will ever see it."
"But | knowit's there," Durnik said, still smoothing the netal. "If it isn't
done as well as | can do it, 1'll be ashanmed every tine | see this wagon go
by-and I'Il see the wagon every day."

And so it went. Wthout even intending to, Durnik instructed the small boy in
t hose solid Sendarian virtues of work, thrift, sobriety, good manners, and
practicality which formed the backbone of the society.

At first Aunt Pol worried about Garion's attraction to the smithy with its
obvi ous dangers; but after watching fromher kitchen door for a while, she
realized that Durnik was al nost as watchful of Garion's safety as she was
hersel f and she becane | ess concer ned.

"I'f the boy becomes pestersone, Goodnman Durnik, send himaway," she told the
smth on one occasi on when she had brought a |arge copper kettle to the snithy
to be patched, "or tell me, and I'll keep himcloser to the kitchen."

"He's no bother, Mstress Pol," Durnik said, smling. "He's a sensible boy and
knows enough to keep out of the way."

"You're too good-natured, friend Durnik," Aunt Pol said. "The boy is full of
guestions. Answer one and a dozen nore pour out."

"That's the way of boys," Durnik said, carefully pouring bubbling netal into
the small clay ring he'd placed around the tiny hole in the bottom of the
kettle. "I was questionsone nyself when | was a boy. My father and old Barl
the smth who taught nme, were patient enough to answer what they could. 1'd
repay thempoorly if I didn't have the same patience with Garion."

Garion, who was sitting nearby, had held his breath during this conversation
He knew that one wrong word on either side would have instantly bani shed him
fromthe smthy. As Aunt Pol wal ked back across the hard-packed dirt of the
yard toward her kitchen with the new nmended kettle, he noticed the way that
Dur ni k wat ched her, and an idea began to formin his mnd. It was a sinple

i dea, and the beauty of it was that it provided sonething for everyone.

"Aunt Pol," he said that night, w ncing as she washed one of his ears with a
rough cl ot h.

"Yes?" she said, turning her attention to his neck
"Why don't you marry Durni k?"

She st opped washi ng. "Wat ?" she asked.



"I think it would be an awfully good idea."

"Ch, do you?" Her voice had a slight edge to it, and Gari on knew he was on
danger ous ground.

"He |likes you," he said defensively.

"And | suppose you've already discussed this with hinf"
"No," he said. "I thought 1'd talk to you about it first."
"At |least that was a good idea."

"I can tell himabout it tonmorrow norning, if you'd like."

H s head was turned around quite firmy by one ear. Aunt Pol, Garion felt,
found his ears far too convenient.

"Don't you so rmuch as breathe one word of this nonsense to Durnik or anyone
el se," she said, her dark eyes burning into his with a fire he had never seen
there before.

"I't was only a thought," he said quickly.

"A very bad one. From now on | eave thinking to grown-ups." She was stil

hol di ng his ear.

"Anyt hi ng you say," he agreed hastily.

Later that night, however, when they lay in their beds in the quiet darkness,
he approached the probl em obliquely.

"Aunt Pol ?"

"Yes?"

"Since you don't want to marry Durni k, whom do you want to marry?"
"CGarion," she said.

"Yes?"

"Cl ose your mouth and go to sleep.”

"I think I'"ve got a right to know," he said in an injured tone.

"Garion!"

"Al'l right. I"'mgoing to sleep, but I don't think you' re being very fair about
all this."

She drew in a deep breath. "Very well," she said. "I'mnot thinking of getting
married. | have never thought of getting married and | seriously doubt that
"Il ever think of getting married. | have far too nmany inportant things to
attend to for any of that."

"Don't worry, Aunt Pol," he said, wanting to put her nmind at ease. "When

grow up, I'Il marry you."

She | aughed then, a deep, rich |augh, and reached out to touch his face in the



darkness. "Ch no, ny Garion," she said. "There's another wife in store for
you. "

"Who?" he denanded

"You'll find out," she said nysteriously. "Now go to sleep."
"Aunt Pol ?"

"Yes?"

"Where's ny nother?" It was a question he had been nmeaning to ask for quite
sone tine.

There was a | ong pause, then Aunt Pol sighed.
"She died," she said quietly.

Garion felt a sudden wenching surge of grief, an unbearabl e angui sh. He began
to cry.

And then she was beside his bed. She knelt on the floor and put her arns
around him Finally, a long time later, after she had carried himto her own
bed and held himclose until his grief had run its course, Garion asked
brokenly, "Wat was she |ike? My nother?"

"She was fair-haired," Aunt Pol said, "and very strong and very beautiful. Her
voi ce was gentle, and she was very happy."

"Did she | ove me?"
"More than you could imgine."

And then he cried again, but his crying was quieter now, nore regretful than
angui shed.

Aunt Pol held himclosely until he cried hinself to sleep

There were other children on Faldor's farm as was only natural in a community
of sixty or so. The older ones on the farmall worked, but there were three
other children of about Garion's age on the freehol ding. These three becane
his playmates and his friends.

The ol dest boy was nanmed Rundorig. He was a year or two ol der than Garion and
quite a bit taller. Odinarily, since he was the eldest of the children
Rundori g woul d have been their |eader; but because he was an Arend, his sense
was a bit limted and he cheerfully deferred to the younger ones. The ki ngdom
of Sendaria, unlike other kingdoms, was inhabited by a broad variety of racial
stocks. Chereks, Algars, Drasnians, Arends, and even a substantial nunber of
Tol nedrans had nmerged to formthe el emental Sendar. Arends, of course, were
very brave, but were also notoriously thick-w ned.

Garion's second playmate was Doroon, a small, quick boy whose background was
so mxed that he could only be called a Sendar. The nobst notabl e thing about
Doroon was the fact that he was al ways running; he never wal ked if he could
run. Like his feet, his nind seened to tunble over itself, and his tongue as
well. He tal ked continually and very fast and he was al ways excited.

The undi sputed | eader of the little foursome was the girl Zubrette, a
gol den- haired charner who invented their games, made up stories to tell them



and set themto stealing apples and pluns from Fal dor's orchard for her. She
ruled themas a little queen, playing one against the other and inciting them
into fights. She was quite heartless, and each of the three boys at tines

hat ed her even while remaining helpless thralls to her tiniest whim

In the winter they slid on wi de boards down the snowy hillside behind the
farmhouse and returned hone, wet and snow covered, with chapped hands and

gl owi ng cheeks as evening's purple shadows crept across the snow. O, after
Durnik the smith had proclainmed the ice safe, they would slide endlessly
across the frozen pond that lay glittering frostily in alittle dale just to
the east of the farmbuildings along the road to Upper Galt. And, if the
weat her was too cold or on toward spring when rains and warm wi nds had made
t he snow slushy and the pond unsafe, they would gather in the hay barn and

| eap by the hour fromthe loft into the soft hay beneath, filling their hair
with chaff and their noses with dust that snelled of sunmer.

In the spring they caught polliwogs al ong the marshy edges of the pond and
clinmbed trees to stare in wonder at the tiny blue eggs the birds had laid in
twi ggy nests in the high branches.

It was Doroon, naturally, who fell froma tree and broke his armone fine
spring morni ng when Zubrette urged himinto the highest branches of a tree
near the edge of the pond. Since Rundorig stood hel pl essly gaping at his
injured friend and Zubrette had run away al nost before he hit the ground, it
fell to Garion to make certain necessary decisions. Gravely he considered the
situation for a few nonents, his young face seriously intent beneath his shock
of sandy hair. The arm was obvi ously broken, and Doroon, pale and frightened,
bit his lip to keep from crying.

A movenent caught Garion's eye, and he gl anced up quickly. A man in a dark

cl oak sat astride a |large black horse not far away, watching intently. When
their eyes net, Garion felt a nomentary chill, and he knew that he had seen
the man before-that indeed that dark figure had hovered on the edge of his
vision for as long as he could renmenber, never speaking, but always watching.
There was in that silent scrutiny a kind of cold aninosity curiously mngled
wi th something that was al nost, but not quite, fear. Then Doroon whi npered,
and Garion turned back

Carefully he bound the injured armacross the front of Doroon's body with his
rope belt, and then he and Rundorig hel ped the injured boy to his feet.

"At | east he could have hel ped us," Garion said resentfully.

"Who?" Rundorig said, |ooking around.

Garion turned to point at the dark-cloaked man, but the rider was gone.
"I didn't see anyone," Rundorig said.

"It hurts,” Doroon said.

"Don't worry," Garion said. "Aunt Pol wll fix it."
And so she did. Wien the three appeared at the door of her kitchen, she took
in the situation with a single glance.

"Bring himover here," she told them her voice not even excited. She set the
pal e and violently trenbling boy on a stool near one of the ovens and nixed a
tea of several herbs taken fromearthenware jars on a high shelf in the back
of one of her pantries.



"Drink this,"” she instructed Doroon, handing hima steam ng nmug.

"WIl it make nmy arm wel | ?" Doroon asked, suspiciously eyeing the
evil-smelling brew

"Just drink it," she ordered, |laying out sonme splints and |inen strips.

"Ick! It tastes awful," Doroon said, naking a face.

"It's supposed to," she told him "Drink it all."

"I don't think I want any nore," he said.

"Very well," she said. She pushed back the splints and took down a |long, very
sharp knife froma hook on the wall

"What are you going to do with that?" he demanded shakily.

"Since you don't want to take the nedicine," she said blandly, "I guess it'll
have to conme of f."

"OFf?" Doroon squeaked, his eyes bul ging.

"Probably about right there," she said, thoughtfully touching his armat the
el bow with the point of the knife.

Tears coming to his eyes, Doroon gul ped down the rest of the liquid and a few
m nutes | ater he was noddi ng, al nbst drowsing on his stool. He screanmed once,
t hough, when Aunt Pol set the broken bone, but after the arm had been w apped
and splinted, he drowsed again. Aunt Pol spoke briefly with the boy's
frightened nother and then had Durnik carry himup to bed.

"You woul dn't really have cut off his arm" Garion said.

Aunt Pol | ooked at him her expression unchangi ng. "Oh?" she said, and he was
no longer sure. "I think I1'd like to have a word with M stress Zubrette now, "
she said then.

"She ran away when Doroon fell out of the tree,” Garion said.
"Find her."

"She's hiding," Garion protested. "She always hides when somnet hi ng goes w ong.
I wouldn't know where to | ook for her."

"Garion," Aunt Pol said, "I didn't ask you if you knew where to look. | told
you to find her and bring her to ne."

"What if she won't cone?" Garion hedged.

"Garion!" There was a note of awful finality in Aunt Pol's tone, and Garion
fled.

"I didn't have anything to do with it," Zubrette lied as soon as Garion |ed

her to Aunt Pol in the kitchen
"You," Aunt Pol said, pointing at a stool, "sit!"

Zubrette sank onto the stool, her nmouth open and her eyes wi de.



"You," Aunt Pol said to Garion, pointing at the kitchen door, "outl"
Garion left hurriedly.

Ten mnutes later a sobbing little girl stunbled out of the kitchen. Aunt Pol
stood in the doorway | ooking after her with eyes as hard as ice.

"Did you thrash her?" Garion asked hopefully.

Aunt Pol withered himwith a glance. "OF course not," she said. "You don't
thrash girls."

"I would have," Garion said, disappointed. "What did you do to her?"
"Don't you have anything to do?" Aunt Pol asked.
"No," Garion said, "not really."

That, of course, was a ni stake.

"Good," Aunt Pol said, finding one of his ears. "It's time you started to earn
your way. You'll find sone dirty pots in the scullery. 1'd like to have them
scrubbed. "

"I don't know why you're angry with ne," Garion objected, squirmng. "It
wasn't ny fault that Doroon went up that tree.”

"The scullery, Garion," she said. "Now"

The rest of that spring and the early part of the sunmer were quiet. Doroon

of course, could not play until his arm nmended, and Zubrette had been so
shaken by whatever it was that Aunt Pol had said to her that she avoi ded the
two other boys. Garion was left with only Rundorig to play with, and Rundorig
was not bright enough to be much fun. Because there was really nothing else to
do, the boys often went into the fields to watch the hands work and listen to
their talk.

As it happened, during that particular sumer the men on Faldor's farmwere
tal ki ng about the Battle of Vo Mnbre, the nost cataclysmic event in the
history of the west. Garion and Rundorig listened, enthralled, as the nen
unfol ded the story of how the hordes of Kal Torak had quite suddenly struck
into the west sone five hundred years before.

It had all begun in 4865, as men reckoned time in that part of the world, when
vast nmultitudes of Mirgos and Nadraks and Thulls had struck down across the
nmount ai ns of the eastern escarprment into Drasnia, and behind themin endl ess
waves had conme the uncountabl e nunbers of the Ml oreans.

After Drasnia had been brutally crushed, the Angaraks had turned southward
onto the vast grasslands of Algaria and had |aid siege to that enornous
fortress called the Algarian Stronghold. The siege had | asted for eight years
until finally, in disgust, Kal Torak had abandoned it. It was not until he
turned his arny westward into U gol and that the other kingdons becane aware
that the Angarak invasion was directed not only against the Al orns but agai nst
all of the west. In the sunmer of 4875 Kal Torak had cone down upon the
Arendi sh plain before the city of Vo Mnbre, and it was there that the

conbi ned arnmies of the west awaited him

The Sendars who participated in the battle were a part of the force under the



| eadershi p of Brand, the R van Warder. That force, consisting of R vans,
Sendars and Asturian Arends, assaulted the Angarak rear after the left had
been engaged by Al gars, Drasnians and U gos; the right by Tol nedrans and
Chereks; and the front by the | egendary charge of the Mnbrate Arends. For
hours the battle had raged until, in the center of the field, Brand had net in
a single conbat with Kal Torak hinself. Upon that duel had hinged the outcone
of the battle.

Al t hough twenty generations had passed since that titanic encounter, it was

still as fresh in the nenory of the Sendarian farners who worked on Fal dor's
farmas if it had happened only yesterday. Each bl ow was descri bed, and each
feint and parry. At the final noment, when it seened that he must inevitably
be overthrown, Brand had renmpved the covering fromhis shield, and Kal Torak
t aken aback by sone nonentary confusion, had | owered his guard and had been

instantly struck down.

For Rundorig, the description of the battle was enough to set his Arendi sh
bl ood seething. Garion, however, found that certain questions had been |eft
unanswered by the stories.

"Why was Brand's shield covered?" he asked Cralto, one of the ol der hands.

Cralto shrugged. "It just was," he said. "Everyone |'ve ever talked with about
it agrees on that."

"Was it a magic shield?" Garion persisted.

"I't may have been," Cralto said, "but |I've never heard anyone say so. Al |
know i s that when Brand uncovered his shield, Kal Torak dropped his own
shield, and Brand stabbed his sword into Kal Torak's head through the eye, or
so | amtold."

Garion shook his head stubbornly. "I don't understand,"” he said. "How would
somet hing |i ke that have nade Kal Torak afraid?"

"I can't say," Cralto told him "I've never heard anyone explain it."

Despite his dissatisfaction with the story, Garion quite quickly agreed to
Rundorig's rather sinple plan to re-enact the duel. After a day or so of
posturing and bangi ng at each other with sticks to sinmulate swords, Garion
deci ded that they needed sone equi prent to rmake the game nore enjoyable. Two
kettles and two large pot lids nysteriously disappeared from Aunt Pol's

ki tchen; and Garion and Rundorig, now with helmets and shields, repaired to a
qui et place to do war upon each ot her

It was all going quite splendidly until Rundorig, who was older, taller and
stronger, struck Garion a resoundi ng whack on the head with his wooden sword.
The rimof the kettle cut into Garion's eyebrow, and the bl ood began to fl ow.
There was a sudden ringing in Garion's ears, and a kind of boiling exaltation
surged up in his veins as he rose to his feet fromthe ground.

He never knew afterward quite what happened. He had only sketchy nenories of
shouting defiance at Kal Torak in words which sprang to his |ips and which
even he did not understand. Rundorig's famliar and somewhat foolish face was
no | onger the face before himbut rather was replaced by sonethi ng hi deously
mai med and ugly. In a fury Garion struck at that face again and again wth
fire seething in his brain.

And then it was over. Poor Rundorig lay at his feet, beaten senseless by the
enraged attack. Garion was horrified at what he had done, but at the sane tine



there was the fiery taste of victory in his nouth.

Later, in the kitchen, where all injuries on the farmwere routinely taken
Aunt Pol tended their wounds with only mininmal comments about them Rundorig
seened not to be seriously hurt, though his face had begun to swell and turn
purple in several places and he had difficulty focusing his eyes at first. A
few cold cloths on his head and one of Aunt Pol's potions quickly restored
hi m

The cut on Garion's brow, however, required a bit nore attention. She had
Durni k hold the boy down and then she took needl e and thread and sewed up the
cut as calmy as she would have repaired a rip in a sleeve, all the while
ignoring the hows fromher patient. Al in all, she seened nmuch nore
concerned about the dented kettles and battered pot |ids than about the war
wounds of the two boys.

When it was over, Garion had a headache and was taken up to bed.

"At least | beat Kal Torak," he told Aunt Pol somewhat drowsily.

She | ooked at hi m sharply.

"Where did you hear about Torak?" she denanded.

"It's Kal Torak, Aunt Pol," Garion explained patiently.

"Answer ne."

"The farmers were telling stories-old Cralto and the ot hers-about Brand and Vo
M nmbre and Kal Torak and all the rest. That's what Rundorig and | were
playing. | was Brand and he was Kal Torak. | didn't get to uncover ny shield,

t hough. Rundorig hit me on the head before we got that far."

"I want you to listen to ne, Garion," Aunt Pol said, "and | want you to listen
carefully. You are never to speak the name of Torak again."

"It's Kal Torak, Aunt Pol," Garion explained again, "not just Torak."

Then she hit him- which she had never done before. The slap across his nmouth
surprised himnore than it hurt, for she did not hit very hard.

"You wi |l never speak the nane of Torak again. Neverl" she said. "This is
i nportant, Garion. Your safety depends on it. | want your promse."

"You don't have to get so angry about it," he said in an injured tone.
"Prom se. "

"Al'l right, |I promise. It was only a gane."

"A very foolish one," Aunt Pol said. "You night have killed Rundorig."
"What about me?" Garion protested.

"You were never in any danger," she told him "Now go to sleep.”

And as he dozed fitfully, his head light fromhis injury and the strange,
bitter drink his aunt had given him he seenmed to hear her deep, rich voice

saying, "Garion, ny Garion, you're too young yet." And later, rising from deep
sleep as a fish rises toward the silvery surface of the water, he seenmed to



hear her call, "Father, | need you." Then he plunged again into a troubled

sl eep, haunted by a dark figure of a man on a bl ack horse who wat ched his
every nmovenent with a cold aninosity and sonething that hovered very near the
edge of fear; and behind that dark figure he had al ways known to be there but
had never overtly acknow edged, even to Aunt Pol, the maimed and ugly face he
had briefly seen or inmagined in the fight with Rundorig | oomed darkly, like
the hideous fruit of an unspeakable evil tree.

Chapter Two

NOT LONG AFTER in the endl ess noon of Garion's boyhood, the storyteller
appeared once again at the gate of Faldor's farm The storyteller, who seened
not to have a proper nane as other men do, was a thoroughly disreputable oid
man. The knees of his hose were patched and his nmi smatched shoes were out at
the toes. H s | ong-sleeved wool en tunic was belted about the waist with a

pi ece of rope, and his hood, a curious garnent not normally worn in that part
of Sendaria and one which Garion thought quite fine with its | oosely fitting
yoke covering shoul ders, back and chest, was spotted and soiled with spilled
food and drink. Only his full cloak seened relatively new. The old
storyteller's white hair was cropped quite close, as was his beard. H's face
was strong, with a kind of angularity to it, and his features provided no clue
to his background. He did not resenmble Arend nor Cherek, Al gar nor Drasnian
Ri van nor Tol nedran, but seemed rather to derive fromsone racial stock |ong
since forgotten. His eyes were a deep and nmerry blue, forever young and
forever full of m schief

The storyteller appeared fromtime to tinme at Faldor's farmand was al ways

wel cone. He was in truth a rootless vagabond who nade his way in the world by
telling stories. His stories were not always new, but there was in his telling
of them a special kind of nmagic. His voice could roll like thunder or hush
down into a zepherlike whisper. He could initate the voices of a dozen nen at
once; whistle so like a bird that the birds thensel ves would conme to himto
hear what he had to say; and when he inmtated the how of a wolf, the sound
could raise the hair on the backs of his listeners' necks and strike a chil
into their hearts like the depths of a Drasnian winter. He could make the
sound of rain and of wind and even, nobst mracul ously, the sound of snow
falling. H's stories were filled with sounds that made them cone alive, and

t hrough the sounds and the words with which he wove the tales, sight and snell
and the very feel of strange tines and places seened also to cone to life for
his spel | bound |i steners.

Al of this wonder he gave freely in exchange for a few neals, a few tankards
of ale, and a warmspot in the hay barn in which to sleep. He roanmed about the
worl d seemngly as free of possessions as the birds.

Bet ween the storyteller and Aunt Pol there seened to be a sort of hidden
recogni tion. She had always viewed his coming with a kind of wy acceptance,
knowi ng, it seened, that the ultimate treasures of her kitchen were not safe
so long as he lurked in the vicinity. Loaves and cakes had a way of

di sappeari ng when he was around, and his quick knife, always ready, could
neatly divest the nost carefully prepared goose of a pair of drunsticks and a
generous slab of breast nmeat with three swift slices when her back was turned.
She called him"Ad WIf," and his appearance at the gate of Faldor's farm
mar ked the resunption of a contest which had obviously been going on for
years. He flattered her outrageously even as he stole fromher. Ofered
cooki es or dark brown bread, he would politely refuse and then steal half a
pl ateful before the platter had noved out of his reach. Her beer pantry and
wi ne cellar mght as well have been delivered into his hands inmediately upon
hi s appearance at the gate. He seened to delight in pilferage, and if she
watched himwith steely eye, he found quite easily a dozen confederates



willing to sack her kitchen in exchange for a single story.

Lament abl y, anong his nost able pupils was the boy Garion. Oten, driven to
di straction by the necessity of watching at once an old thief and a fledgling
one, Aunt Pol would armherself with a broomand drive them both from her
kitchen with hard words and resoundi ng blows. And the old storyteller

| aughi ng, would flee with the boy to sonme secl uded pl ace where they woul d
feast on the fruits of their pilferage and the old man, tasting frequently
froma flagon of stolen wine or beer, would regale his student with stories
out of the di m past.

The best stories, of course, were saved for the dining hall when, after the
eveni ng meal was over and the plates had been pushed back, the old man woul d
rise fromhis place and carry his listeners off into a world of nagica
enchant nent .

"Tell us of the beginnings, ny old friend," Faldor, always pious, said one
eveni ng, "and of the Gods."

"OfF the beginnings and the Gods," the old man nused. "A worthy subject,
Fal dor, but a dry and dusty one."

"I"ve noticed that you find all subjects dry and dusty, Od Wlf," Aunt Pol
said, going to the barrel and drawi ng off a tankard of foamy beer for him

He accepted the tankard with a stately bow "It's one of the hazards of ny
prof ession, Mstress Pol," he explained. He drank deeply, then set the tankard
aside. He lowered his head in thought for a nmonment, then |ooked directly, or
so it seened, at Garion. And then he did a strange thing which he had never
bef ore done when telling stories in Faldor's dining hall. He drew his cloak
about himand rose to his full height.

"Behol d," he said, his voice rich and sonorous, "at the begi nning of days nade
the Gods the world and the seas and the dry land al so. And cast they the stars
across the night sky and did set the sun and his wife, the nmoon, in the
heavens to give light unto the world.

"And the Gods caused the earth to bring forth the beasts, and the waters to
bud with 6sh, and the skies to flower with birds.

"And they nmade nen al so, and divided nen into Peopl es.

"Now t he Gods were seven in nunber and were all equal, and their names were
Bel ar, and Chal dan, and Nedra, and |Issa, and Mara, and Al dur, and Torak."

Garion knew the story, of course; everyone in that part of Sendaria was
famliar with it, since the story was of Alorn origin and the lands on three
sides of Sendaria were Al orn kingdons. Though the tale was famliar, however,
he had never before heard it told in such a way. H s mnd soared as in his

i magi nati on the Gods thenselves strode the world in those dim mi sty days when
the world was first made, and a chill came over himat each nention of the
forbi dden name of Torak

He |istened intently as the storyteller described how each God selected a
peopl e---for Belar the Alorns, for Issa the Nyissans, for Chal dan the Arends,
for Nedra the Tol nedrans, for Mara the Marags which are no nore, and for Torak
t he Angaraks. And he heard how the God Al dur dwelt apart and considered the
stars in his solitude, and how sone very few nmen he accepted as pupils and

di sci pl es.



Garion glanced at the others who were listening. Their faces were rapt with
attention. Durnik's eyes were wide, and old Cralto's hands were cl asped on the
table in front of him Faldor's face was pale, and tears stood in his eyes.
Aunt Pol stood at the rear of the room Though it was not cold, she too had
drawn her mantl e about her and stood very straight, her eyes intent.

"And it canme to pass,"” the storyteller continued, "that the God Al dur caused
to be nade a jewel in the shape of a globe, and behold, in the jewel was
captured the light of certain stars that did glitter in the northern sky. And
great was the enchantnment upon the jewel which nen called the Ob of Aldur

for with the Ob could Al dur see that which had been, that which was, and that
whi ch was yet to be."

Garion realized he was holding his breath, for he was now conpl etely caught up
inthe story. He listened in wonder as Torak stole the Orb and the other Gods
made war on him Torak used the Orb to sunder the earth and let in the sea to
drown the land, until the Ob struck back against nisuse by nelting the left
side of his face and destroying his left hand and eye.

The old man paused and drai ned his tankard. Aunt Pol, with her mantle stil
cl ose about her, brought him another, her novenents sonehow stately and her
eyes burni ng.

"I"ve never heard the story told so,"” Durnik said softly.

"It's The Book of Alorn. * It's only told in the presence of kings," Cralto

said, just as softly. "I knew a man once who had heard it at the king' s court
at Sendar, and he renenbered sone of it. |I've never heard it all before,
t hough. "

The story continued, recounting how Bel garath the Sorcerer |ed Cherek and his
three sons to regain the Orb two thousand years later, and how t he western

| ands were settled and guarded agai nst the hosts of Torak. The Gods renpved
fromthe world, leaving Riva to safeguard the Orb in his fortress on the Isle
of the Wnds. There he forged a great sword and set the Ob inits hilt. Wile
the Ob remained there and the line of Riva sat on the throne, Torak coul d not
prevail .

Then Bel garath sent his favorite daughter to Riva to be a nmother to kings,
while his other daughter remained with himand | earned his art, for the mark
of the sorcerers was upon her

The old storyteller's voice was now very soft as his ancient tale drewto its
cl ose. "And between them" he said, "did Belgarath and his daughter, the
Sorceress Pol gara, set enchantments to keep watch agai nst the com ng of Torak
And sone men say they shall abide against his com ng even though it be unti
the very end of days, for it is phophesied that one day shall mained Torak
conme agai nst the kingdons of the west to reclaimthe Ob which he so dearly
purchased, and battle shall be joined between Torak and the fruit of the line
of Riva, and in that battle shall be decided the fate of the world."

And then the old man fell silent and let his mantle drop from about his
shoul ders, signifying that his story was at an end.

There was a long silence in the hall, broken only by a few faint cracks from
the dying fire and the endl ess song of frogs and crickets in the sumer night
out si de.

Finally Faldor cleared his throat and rose, his bench scraping loudly on the
wooden floor. "You have done us much honor tonight, ny old



* Several shorter, less formal versions of the story existed, simlar to the
adaptation used here in the Prol ogue. Even The Book of Alorn was said to be an
abridgment of a much ol der docunent, friend," he said, his voice thick with
enotion. "This is an event we will remenber all our lives. You have told us a
kingly story, not usually wasted on ordi nary people.™

The old man grinned then, his blue eyes twinkling. "I haven't consorted with
many kings of late, Faldor." He laughed. "They all seemto be too busy to
listen to the old tales, and a story nust be told fromtime to time if it is
not to be | ost-besides, who knows these days where a king m ght be hiding?"

They all | aughed at that and began to push back their benches, for it was
growing late and tinme for those who nust be up with the first light of the sun
to seek their beds.

"WIl you carry a lantern for me to the place where | sleep, boy?" the
storytell er asked Garion.

"dadly," Garion said, junmping up and running into the kitchen. He fetched
down a square glass lantern, lighted the candle inside it fromone of the
banked kitchen fires, and went back into the dining hall

Fal dor was speaking with the storyteller. As he turned away, Garion saw a
strange | ook pass between the old man and Aunt Pol, who still stood at the
back of the hall

"Are we ready then, boy?" the old man asked as Garion came up to him

"\Whenever you are,’
hal I .

Garion replied, and the two of themturned and |left the

"Way is the story unfinished?" Garion asked, bursting with curiosity. "Wy did
you stop before we found out what happened when Torak net the Rivan Ki ng?"

"That's another story," the old nman expl ai ned.

"WIl you tell it to nme sonetinme?" Garion pressed.
The old man | aughed. "Torak and the Rivan King have not as yet met," he said,
"so | can't very well tell it, can |?-at least not until after their neeting."

"It'"s only a story," Garion objected. "lIsn't it?"

"I's it?" The old man renoved a flagon of wine fromunder his tunic and took a
long drink. "Who is to say what is only a story and what is truth disguised as
a story?"

"It's only a story," Garion said stubbornly, suddenly feeling very hardheaded
and practical like any good Sendar."It can't really be true. Wy, Belgarath
the Sorcerer would be - would be I don't know how old - and people don't live
that |ong."

"Seven thousand years," the old nan said.

"What ?"
"Bel garath the Sorcerer is seven thousand years old - perhaps a bit older."

"That's inmpossible," Garion said.



"I's it? How old are you?"
"N ne-next Erastide."

"And in nine years you' ve | earned everything that's both possible and
i mpossi bl e? You're a remarkabl e boy, Garion."

Garion flushed. "Well," he said, somehow not quite so sure of hinself, "the
ol dest man | ever heard of is old Weldrik over on MIldrin's farm Durnik says
he's over ninety and that he's the oldest man in the district."

"And it's a very big district, of course,” the old man said solemly.

"How ol d are you?" Garion asked, not wanting to give up

"d d enough, boy," the old man said.

"It's still only a story," Garion insisted.

"Many good and solid nmen would say so," the old man told him | ooking up at
the stars, "good nen who will live out their lives believing only in what they
can see and touch. But there's a world beyond what we can see and touch, and
that world lives by its own [aws. What may be inpossible in this very ordinary
world is very possible there, and sonetines the boundaries between the two
wor | ds di sappear, and then who can say what is possible and inpossible?"

"I think I'"d rather live in the ordinary world," Garion said. "The other one
sounds too conplicated."

"W don't always have that choice, Garion," the storyteller told him "Don't
be too surprised if that other world someday chooses you to do sonet hing that
must be done - some great and noble thing."

"Me?" Garion said incredul ously.

"Stranger things have happened. Go to bed, boy. | think I'll look at the stars
for a while. The stars and | are very old friends."

"The stars?" Garion asked, |ooking up involuntarily. "You' re a very strange
old man - if you don't mnd ny saying so."

"Indeed,"” the storyteller agreed. "Quite the strangest you'll likely neet."

"I like you all the same,"” Garion said quickly, not wanting to give offense.

"That's a confort, boy,"'
be worried about you."

the old man said. "Now go to bed. Your Aunt Pol will

Later, as he slept, Garion's dreans were troubled. The dark figure of nained
Torak | ooned in the shadows, and nonstrous things pursued himacross tw sted
| andscapes where the possible and the inpossible nmerged and joi ned as that
other world reached out to claimhim

Chapter Three
SOVE FEW MORNI NGS | ater, when Aunt Pol had begun to scowl at his continued

lurking in her kitchen, the old man made excuse of sone errand to the nearby
village of Upper Galt.



"Good," Aunt Pol said, somewhat ungraciously. "At |least ny pantries will be
safe while you' re gone."

He bowed nockingly, his eyes twi nkling. "Do you need anything, M stress Pol?"
he asked. "Sone trifling thing I mght purchase for you - as long as |I'm going
anyway ?"

Aunt Pol thought a nonent. "Sone of my spice pots are a bit low, " she said,
"and there's a Tol nedran spice nerchant in Fennel Lane just south of the Town
Tavern. I'msure you'll have no trouble finding the tavern."

"The trip is likely to be dry," the old man admitted pleasantly. "And |onely,
too. Ten | eagues with no one to talk to is a long way."

"Talk to the birds," Aunt Pol suggested bluntly.

"Birds listen well enough," the old man said, "but their speech is repetitious
and quickly grows tiresome. Wy don't | take the boy along for conmpany?"

Garion held his breath.

"He's picking up enough bad habits on his own," Aunt Pol said tartly. "I'd
prefer his not having expert instruction."

"Why, Mstress Pol," the old man objected, stealing a cruller alnost absently,
"you do me an injustice. Besides, a change will do the boy good - broaden his

hori zons, you ni ght say.
"Hi s horizons are quite broad enough, thank you," she said.

Garion's heart sank
"Still," she continued, "at least | can count on himnot to forget my spices
al together or to beconme so fuddled with ale that he confuses peppercorns with
cloves or cinnanbn with nutmeg. Very well, take the boy al ong; but mnd,

don't want you taking himinto any | ow or disreputable places."

"Mstress Pol!" the old man said, feigning shock. "Wuld | frequent such

pl aces?"

"I know you too well, Ad Wlf," she said dryly. "You take to vice and
corruption as naturally as a duck takes to a pond. If | hear that you've taken
the boy into any unsavory place, you and I will have words."

"Then I'1l have to nmake sure that you don't hear of anything like that, won't

| ?"

Aunt Pol gave hima hard |l ook. "I'lIl see which spices | need," she said.

"And 1'lIl borrow a horse and cart from Faldor," the old man said, stealing

anot her cruller.

In a surprisingly short time, Garion and the old man were bounci ng al ong the
rutted road to Upper Gralt behind a fast-trotting horse. It was a bright
sumer norning, and there were a few dandelion-puff' clouds in the sky and
deep bl ue shadows under the hedgerows. After a few hours, however, the sun
becarme hot, and the jolting ride becane tiresone.

"Are we al nost there?" Garion asked for the third tine.



"Not for some time yet," the old man said. "Ten | eagues is a goodly distance."

"I was there once before,” Garion told him trying to sound casual. "OF course
| was only a child at the time, so | don't remenber too nuch about it. It
seened to be quite a fine place.™

The old man shrugged. "It's a vill age,"”
seenmed a bit preoccupi ed.

he said, "nmuch like any other." He

Garion, hoping to nudge the old man into a story to nake the nmiles go faster,
began aski ng questi ons.

"Why is it that you have no name - if I'mnot being inpolite in asking?"

"I have many nanes," the old man said, scratching his white beard. "Al nost as
many names as | have years."

"I"ve only got one," Garion said.

"So far."

"What ?"

"You only have one nanme so far," the old man explained. "In time you may get

anot her - or even several. Some people collect nanmes as they go al ong through
their lives. Sonetimes nanes wear out just |ike clothes."

"Aunt Pol calls you dd Wlf," Garion said.

"l know," the old man said. "Your Aunt Pol and | have known each other for a
very long tine."

"Why does she call you that?"

"Who can say why a woman such as your Aunt does anythi ng?"

"May | call you Mster WIf?" Garion asked. Nanmes were quite inportant to
Garion, and the fact that the old storyteller did not seemto have one had
al ways bot hered him That nanel essness had nmade the ol d man seem sonehow

i nconpl ete, unfinished.

The old man | ooked at himsoberly for a nmonment, and then he burst out
| aughi ng.

"Mster Wlf indeed. How very appropriate. | think | like that name better
than any |I've had in years."

"May | then?" Garion asked. "Call you Mster WIf, | nean?"

"I think I"d like that, Garion. | think 1'd like that very much."

"Now woul d you please tell me a story, Mster WIf?" Garion asked.

The tine and di stance went by nmuch faster then as Mster WIlf wove for Garion
tales of glorious adventure and dark treachery taken fromthose gl oony,
unendi ng centuries of the Arendish civil wars.

"Why are the Arends like that?" Garion asked after a particularly grimtale.

"The Arends are very noble," Wl f said, |ounging back in the seat of the cart



with the reins held negligently in one hand. "Nobility is a trait that's not
al ways trustworthy, since it sonetimes causes nmen to do things for obscure
reasons."

"Rundorig is an Arend," Garion said. "He sonetines seens to bewell, not too
qui ck of thought, if you know what | nean."

"It's the effect of all that nobility," WIf said. "Arends spend so nuch tinme
concentrating on being noble that they don't have tine to think of other
t hi ngs."

They came over the crest of a long hill, and there in the next valley lay the
village of Upper Galt. To Garion the tiny cluster of gray stone houses with
slate roofs seenmed disappointingly small. Two roads, white with thick dust,

intersected there, and there were a few narrow, w nding streets besides. The
houses were square and solid, but seened al nobst |ike toys set down in the
val l ey bel ow. The horizon beyond was ragged with the nountains of eastern
Sendaria, and, though it was sumrer, the tops of nost of the nountains were
still wapped in snhow.

Their tired horse plodded down the hill toward the village, his hooves
stirring little clouds of dust with each step, and soon they were clattering
al ong the cobbl estoned streets toward the center of the village. The
villagers, of course, were all too inmportant to pay any attention to an old
man and a small boy in a farmcart. The wonen wore gowns and hi gh- poi nt ed
hats, and the men wore doubl ets and soft velvet caps. Their expressions seened
haughty, and they | ooked with obvious disdain at the few farmers in town who
respectfully stood aside to |let them pass.

"They're very fine, aren't they?" Garion observed.
"They seemto think so," WIf said, his expression faintly amused. "I think
it's time that we found sonmething to eat, don't you?"

Though he had not realized it until the old man nmentioned it, Garion was
suddenly ravenous. "Were will we go?" he asked. "They all seem so spl endid.
Wul d any of themlet strangers sit at their tables?"

Wl f | aughed and shook a jingling purse at his waist. "W should have no
troubl e maki ng acquai ntances,"” he said. "There are places where one nay buy
food. "

Buy food? Garion had never heard of such a thing before. Anyone who appeared
at Faldor's gate at nealtine was invited to the table as a matter of course.
The worl d of the villagers was obviously very different fromthe world of

Fal dor's farm

"But | don't have any noney," he objected.

"I"ve enough for us both," WIf assured him stopping their horse before a
large, low building with a sign bearing a picture of a cluster of grapes
hangi ng just above its door. There were words on the sign, but of course
Garion could not read them

"What do the words say, Mster WIf?" he asked.

"They say that food and drink may be bought inside,” WIf told him getting
down fromthe cart.

"It nust be a fine thing to be able to read,” Garion said wistfully. The old



man | ooked at him seenmingly surprised. "You can't read, boy?" he asked
i ncredul ously.

"I'"ve never found anyone to teach ne," Garion said. "Faldor reads, | think
but no one else at the farm knows how. "
"Nonsense," Wl f snorted. "I'll speak to your Aunt about it. She's been

negl ecti ng her responsibility. She should have taught you years ago."

"Can Aunt Pol read?" Garion asked, stunned.

"OfF course she can," WIf said, |eading the way into the tavern. "She says she
finds little advantage in it, but she and | had that particular argunent out,
many years ago." The old man seened quite upset by Garion's |ack of education
Garion, however, was far too interested in the snmoky interior of the tavern to
pay much attention. The roomwas |arge and dark with a | ow, beanmed ceiling and
a stone floor strewn with rushes. Though it was not cold, a fire burned in a
stone pit in the center of the room and the snoke rose errantly toward a

chi mey set above it on four square stone pillars. Tallow candl es guttered in
clay dishes on several of the long, stained tables, and there was a reek of
wine and stale beer in the air.

"What have you to eat?" Wl f denmanded of a sour, unshaven nman wearing a
grease-spotted apron

"We've a bit of a joint left,"” the man said, pointing at a spit resting to one
side of the fire pit. "Roasted only day before yesterday. And neat porridge
fresh yesterday norning, and bread no nore than a week old."

"Very well," WIf said, sitting down. "And 1'Il have a pot of your best ale
and mlk for the boy."

"M 1 k?" Garion protested.

"MIk," WIf said firmy.

"You have noney?" the sour-I|ooking man demanded.

Wl f jingled his purse, and the sour man | ooked suddenly | ess sour

"Why is that man over there sleeping?" Garion asked, pointing at a snoring
villager sitting with his head down on one of the tables.

"Drunk," WIf said, scarcely glancing at the snoring nman.
"Shoul dn't soneone take care of hin®"

"He'd rather not be taken care of."

"Do you know hi nP"

"I know of him" WIlf said, "and many others like him 1've occasionally been
in that condition nyself."

n \N]y?ll
"It seened appropriate at the tine."

The roast was dry and overdone, the neat porridge was thin and watery, and the



bread was stale, but Garion was too hungry to notice. He carefully cleaned his
pl ate as he had been taught, then sat as Mster Wl f |ingered over a second
pot of ale.

"Quite splendid,"” he said, nore to be saying sonething than out of any rea
conviction. Al in all he found that Upper Gralt did not live up to his
expect ati ons.

"Adequate." WIf shrugged. "Village taverns are much the sanme the world over.
|'ve seldom seen one |'d hurry to revisit. Shall we go?" He laid down a few
coi ns, which the sour-1ooking man snatched up quickly, and | ed Garion back out
into the afternoon sunlight.

"Let's find your Aunt's spice merchant,"” he said, "and then see to a night's
| odgi ng-and a stable for our horse." They set off down the street, |eaving
horse and cart beside the tavern

The house of the Tol nedran spice nerchant was a tall, narrow building in the
next street. Two swarthy, thick-bodied men in short tunics |ounged in the
street at his front door near a fierce-Iooking black horse wearing a curious
arnored saddle. The two nmen stared with dull-eyed disinterest at passers-by in
the | ane.

M ster Wl f stopped when he caught sight of them

"I's somet hing wong?" Garion asked.

"Thull's,"” WIf said quietly, |ooking hard at the two nen.
"\What ?"

"Those two are Thul | s,
t he Murgos."

the old man said. "They usually work as porters for

"\What are Murgos?"
"The people of Cthol Mirgos,"” WIf said shortly. "Southern Angaraks."

"The ones we beat at the battle of Vo Mnbre?" Garion asked. "Wy woul d they
be here?"

"The Murgos have taken up conmerce,"” Wl f said, frowing. "I hadn't expected
to see one of themin so renote a village. W may as well go in. The Thulls
have seen us, and it night | ook strange if we turned now and went back. Stay
close to me, boy, and don't say anything."

They wal ked past the two heavyset men and entered the spice nerchant's shop
The Tol nedran was a thin, bal dheaded man wearing a brown, belted gown that
reached to the floor. He was nervously wei ghing several packets of

pungent -smel | i ng powder which lay on the counter before him

"Good day to you," he said to WIf. "Please have patience. |I'Il be with you
shortly." He spoke with a slight lisp that Garion found peculiar

"No hurry,"” WIf said in a wheezy, cracking voice. Garion |ooked at him
sharply and was astonished to see that his friend was stooped and that his
head was noddi ng foolishly.

"See to their needs,” the other man in the shop said shortly. He was a dark



burly man wearing a chain-mail shirt and a short sword belted to his waist.
H s cheekbones were high, and there were several savagel ooking scars on his
face. H s eyes | ooked curiously angular, and his voice was harsh and thickly
accent ed.

"No hurry,"” WIf said in his wheezy cackle.

"My business.here will take some time," the Murgo said coldly, "and 1 prefer
not to be rushed. Tell the nerchant here what you need, old man."

"My thanks, then,” Wl f cackled. "I have a |list sonewhere about me." He began
to funmble foolishly in his pockets. "My master drew it up. | do hope you can
read it, friend nmerchant, for | cannot." He finally found the Iist and
presented it to the Tol nedran.

The nerchant gl anced at the list. "This will only take a nonment," he told the
Mur go

The Murgo nodded and stood staring stonily at Wl f and Garion. Hi s eyes
narrowed slightly, and his expression changed. "You' re a seenly appearing
boy," he said to Garion. "What's your nane?"

Until that noment, in his entire life, Garion had been an honest and truthful
boy, but Wl f's manner had opened before his eyes an entire world of deception
and subterfuge. Somewhere in the back of his m nd he seemed to hear a warning
voi ce, a dry, calmvoice advising himthat the situation was dangerous and
that he should take steps to protect hinself. He hesitated only an instant
before telling his first deliberate lie. He allowed his nouth to drop open and
his face to assune an expression of vacantheaded stupidity. "Rundorig, your
Honor," he nmunbl ed.

"An Arendi sh nane," the Murgo said, his eyes narrowi ng even nore. "You don't
| ook I'ike an Arend."

Garion gaped at him
"Are you an Arend, Rundorig?" the Mirgo pressed.

Garion frowned as if struggling with a thought while his mnd raced. The dry
voi ce suggested several alternatives.

"My father was," he said finally, "but ny nmother is a Sendar, and peopl e say
favor her."
"You say was, " the Murgo said quickly. "Is your father dead, then?" Hs
scarred face was intent.

Garion nodded foolishly. "A tree he was cutting fell on him" he lied. "It was
a long tinme ago."

The Murgo suddenly seened to |lose interest. "Here's a copper penny for you,
boy," he said, indifferently tossing a small coin on the floor at Garion's
feet. "It has the likeness of the God Torak stanped on it. Perhaps it wll

bring you luck-or at least nore wit."

Wl f stooped quickly and retrieved the coin, but the coin he handed to Garion
was a common Sendari an penny.

"Thank the good man, Rundorig," he wheezed.



"My thanks, your Honor," Garion said, concealing the penny tightly in his
fist.

The Murgo shrugged and | ooked away.

Wl f paid the Tol nedran merchant for the spices, and he and Garion left the
shop.

"You pl ayed a dangerous gane, boy,"
the two | ounging Thulls.

Wl f said once they were out of earshot of

"You seemed not to want himto know who we were," Garion explained. "I wasn't
sure why, but | thought | ought to do the sane. Was what | did w ong?"

"You're very quick," WIf said approvingly. "I think we managed to deceive the
Mur go. "

"Why did you change the coin?" Garion asked.

"Someti nes Angarak coins are not what they seem"” Wl f said. "It's better for
you not to have any of them Let's fetch our horse and cart. It's a | ong way
back to Faldor's farm"

"I thought we were going to take |odgings for the night."
"That's changed now. Cone along, boy. It's tinme for us to | eave.™

The horse was very tired, and he noved slowy up the long hill out of Upper
Galt as the sun went down ahead of them

"Why woul dn't you let me keep the Angarak penny, Mster WIf?" Garion
persi sted. The subject still puzzled him

"There are many things in this world that seemto be one thing and are in fact
anot her," Wl f said somewhat grimy. "I don't trust Angaraks, and
particularly don't trust Murgos. It would be just as well, | think, if you
never had in your possession anything that bears the |ikeness of Torak."

"But the war between the west and the Angaraks has been over for five hundred
years now," Garion objected."Al nen say so."

"Not all nen," WIf said. "Now take that robe out of the back of the cart and
cover up. Your Aunt would never forgive me if you should take a chill."

"I will if you think I should," Garion said, "but I"'mnot a bit cold and not
at all sleepy. I'lIl keep you conpany as we go."

"That'll be a confort, boy," WIlf said.

"Mster WIf," Garion said after sonme time, "did you know ny nother and
f at her ?"

"Yes," Wlf said quietly.

"My father's dead too, isn't he?"

"I"'mafraid so."

Garion sighed deeply. "I thought so," he said. "I wish I'd known them Aunt
Pol says | was only a baby when-" He couldn't bring hinself to say it. "I've



tried to remenber nmy mother, but | can't."
"You were very small," WIf said
"What were they |ike?" Garion asked.

Wl f scratched at his beard. "Ordinary,"” he said. "So ordinary you woul dn't
| ook twice at either one of them"

Garion was of fended by that. "Aunt Pol says ny nother was very beautiful,” he
obj ect ed.

"She was."

"Then how can you say she was ordi nary?"

"She wasn't prominent or inportant,” Wl f said. "Neither was your father
Anyone who saw them t hought that they were just sinple village people - a
young man with a young wife and their baby - that's all anyone ever saw.
That's all anyone was ever supposed to see."

"l don't understand."

"It's very conplicated."

"What was ny father |ike?"

"Medium size," WIf said. "Dark hair. A very serious young man. | liked him"
"Did he | ove ny nother?"

"More than anything."

"“And ne?"

"Of course.”

"What kind of place did they live in?"

"It was a small place," WIf said, "a little village near the nountains, a

l ong way from any main roads. They had a cottage at the end of the street. It
was a small, solid little house. Your father built it himself - he was a
stonecutter. | used to stop by there once in a while when | was in the

nei ghbor hood." The old man's voi ce droned on, describing the village and the
house and the two who lived there. Garion |listened, not even realizing it when
he fell asleep.

It nust have been very late, alnost on toward dawn. In a half drowse, the boy
felt himself lifted fromthe cart and carried up a flight of stairs. The old
man was surprisingly strong. Aunt Pol was there - he knew that without even
opening his eyes. There was a particular scent about her that he could have

found in a dark room

"Just cover himup," Mster WIf said softly to Aunt Pol. "Best not to wake
hi mjust now. "

"What happened?" Aunt Pol asked, her voice as soft as the old man's.

"There was a Murgo in town-at your spice nerchant's. He asked questions and he
tried to give the boy an Angarak penny."



"I'n Upper Galt? Are you certain he was only a Mirgo?"

"It's inpossible to tell. Not even | can distinguish between Murgo and Grolim
with any certainty."

"\What happened to the coin?"

"I was quick enough to get it. | gave the boy a Sendarian penny instead. |f
our Murgo was a Golim we'll let himfollowne. I'msure | can give him
several nonths of entertainnment.”

"You'll be leaving, then?" Aunt Pol's voice seened sonehow sad.

"It's time," WIf said. "Right now the boy is safe enough here, and |I nust be
abroad. There are things afoot | nust see to. \When Miurgos begin to appear in
renote places, | begin to worry. We have a great responsibility and a great
care placed upon us, and we nustn't allow ourselves to beconme carel ess.”

"WIl you be gone |ong?" Aunt Pol asked.

"Some years, | expect. There are many things | nust |ook into and nmany people
"1l have to see.”

"Il mss you," Aunt Pol said softly.

He | aughed. "Sentinmentality, Pol?" he said dryly. "That's hardly in
character."

"You know what | mean. I'mnot suited for this task you and the others have
given me. What do | know about the raising of small boys?"

"You're doing well," WIf said. "Keep the boy close, and don't let his nature
drive you into hysterics. Be careful; he lies |like a chanpion.™

"CGarion?" Her voice was shocked.

"He lied to the Murgo so well that even | was inpressed.”
"Garion?"

"He's al so started asking questions about his parents,” Wl f said.
"How nmuch have you told hinf"

"Very little. Only that they' re dead.”

"Let's leave it at that for now There's no point in telling himthings he
isn'"t old enough to cope with yet."

Their voices went on, but Garion drifted off into sleep again, and he was
al nost sure that it was all a dream

But the next norning when he awoke, M ster WIf was gone.
Chapt er Four
THE SEASONS TURNED, as seasons will. Summer ripened into autum; the blaze of

autumm died into winter; winter grudgingly relented to the urgency of spring;
and spring bl ooned into sunmer again.



Wth the turning of the seasons the years turned, and Garion inperceptibly
grew ol der.

As he grew, the other children grew as well - all except poor Doroon, who
seened doomed to be short and skinny all his life. Rundorig sprouted like a
young tree and was soon al nost as big as any man on the farm Zubrette, of
course, did not grow so tall, but she devel oped in other ways which the boys
began to find interesting.

In the early autum just before Garion's fourteenth birthday, he cane very
close to ending his career. In response to sone primal urge all children have
- given a pond and a handy supply of logs - they had built a raft that sumer.
The raft was neither very large nor was it particularly well-built. It had a
tendency to sink on one end if the weight aboard it were inproperly
distributed and an alarm ng habit of com ng apart at unexpected nonents.

Quite naturally it was Garion who was aboard the raft - showing off - on that
fine autumm day when the raft quite suddenly decided once and for all to
revert to its original state. The bindings all came undone, and the |ogs began
to go their separate ways.

Real i zi ng his danger only at the last nonent, Garion nmade a desperate effort
to pole for shore, but his haste only made the disintegration of his craft
nmore rapid. In the end he found hinself standing on a single log, his arns
windmlling wildly in a futile effort to retain his bal ance. H s eyes,
desperately searching for sone aid, swept the marshy shore. Some distance up
t he sl ope behind his playnmates he saw the faniliar figure of the man on the
bl ack horse. The man wore a dark robe, and his burning eyes watched the boy's
plight. Then the spiteful log rolled under Garion's feet, and he toppled and
fell wth a resoundi ng spl ash.

Garion's education, unfortunately, had not included instruction in the art of
swi mmi ng; and while the water was not really very deep, it was deep enough

The bottom of the pond was very unpl easant, a kind of dark, weedy ooze

i nhabited by frogs, turtles and a singularly unsavory-I|ooking eel that
slithered away snakeli ke when Garion plunged like a sinking rock into the
weeds. Garion struggled, gul ped water and | aunched hinmself with his | egs
toward the surface again. Like a broaching whale, he rose fromthe depths,
gasped a coupl e of quick, sputtering breaths and heard the screams of his

pl aymat es. The dark figure on the slope had not noved, and for a single
instant every detail of that bright afternoon was etched on Garion's mnd. He
even observed that, although the rider was in the open under the full glare of
t he autum sun, neither man nor horse cast any shadow. Even as his mnd
grappled with that inpossibility, he sank once nore to the nmurky bottom

It occurred to himas he struggl ed, drowning, anongst the weeds that if he
could launch hinself up in the vicinity of the log, he m ght catch hold of it
and so remain afloat. He waved off a startled-1ooking frog and pl unged upward
again. He cane up, unfortunately, directly under the [ og. The blow on the top
of his head filled his eyes with light and his ears with a roaring sound, and
he sank, no longer struggling, back toward the weeds which seemed to reach up
for him

And then Durnik was there. Garion felt himself lifted roughly by the hair
toward the surface and then towed by that sane conveni ent handl e toward shore
behi nd Durni k's powerfully churning strokes. The smith pulled the

sem consci ous boy out onto the bank, turned himover and stepped on him
several times to force the water out of his |ungs.



Garion's ribs creaked.

"Enough, Durnik," he gasped finally. He sat up, and the blood fromthe
splendid cut on top of his head inrediately ran into his eyes. He w ped the
bl ood cl ear and | ooked around for the dark, shadow ess rider, but the figure
had vani shed. He tried to get up, but the world suddenly spun around him and
he fainted.

When he awoke, he was in his own bed with his head wapped i n bandages.

Aunt Pol stood beside his bed, her eyes blazing. "You stupid boy!" she cried.
"What were you doing in that pond?"

"Rafting," Garion said, trying to nmake it sound quite ordinary.
"Rafting?" she said. "Rafting? Who gave you perm ssion?"
"Well-" he said uncertainly. "W just "

"You just what?"

He | ooked at her hel pl essly.

And then with a low cry she took himin her arnms and crushed himto her al nost
suf focatingly.

Briefly Garion considered telling her about the strange, shadow ess figure
that had watched his struggles in the pond, but the dry voice in his mind that
someti nes spoke to himtold himthat this was not the time for that. He seened
to know sonehow that the business between himand the man on the black horse
was sonething very private, and that the tine would inevitably cone when they
woul d face each other in sone kind of contest of will or deed. To speak of it
now to Aunt Pol would involve her in the matter, and he did not want that. He
was not sure exactly why, but he did know that the dark figure was an eneny,
and though that thought was a bit frightening, it was al so exciting. There was
no question that Aunt Pol could deal with this stranger, but if she did,
Garion knew that he would | ose something very personal and for sonme reason
very inportant. And so he said not hing.

"It really wasn't anything all that dangerous, Aunt Pol," he said instead,
rather lanmely. "I was starting to get the idea of howto swim |'d have been
all right if I hadn't hit ny head on that |og."

"But of course you did hit your head," she pointed out.

"Well, yes, but it wasn't that serious. |1'd have been all right in a mnute or
two. "

"Under the circunmstances |I'mnot sure you had a mnute or two," she said
bluntly.

"Well-" he faltered, and then decided to let it drop

That marked the end of Garion's freedom Aunt Pol confined himto the
scullery. He grew to know every dent and scratch on every pot in the kitchen
intimately. He once estinmated gloomly that he washed each one twenty-one
times a week. In a seem ng orgy of nessiness, Aunt Pol suddenly could not even
boil water without dirtying at least three or four pans, and Garion had to
scrub every one. He hated it and began to think quite seriously of running



avay.

As autumm progressed and the weather began to deteriorate, the other children
were also nore or less confined to the conpound as well, and it wasn't so bad.
Rundori g, of course, was seldomw th them anynore since his man's size had
made him - even nore than Garion - subject to nore and nore frequent | abor

When he could, Garion slipped away to be with Zubrette and Doroon, but they no
| onger found nuch entertainment in leaping into the hay or in the endl ess
ganes of tag in the stables and barns. They had reached an age and size where
adults rather quickly noticed such idleness and found tasks to occupy them
Most often they would sit in some out of the way place and sinply talk - which
is to say that Garion and Zubrette would sit and listen to the endl ess fl ow of
Doroon's chatter. That small, quick boy, as unable to be quiet as he was to
sit still, could seenmingly talk for hours about a half dozen raindrops, and
his words tunbl ed out breathlessly as he fidgeted.

"What's that mark on your hand, Garion?" Zubrette asked one rainy day,
i nterrupting Doroon's bubbling voice.

Garion | ooked at the perfectly round, white patch on the palmof his right
hand.

"I"ve noticed it too," Doroon said, quickly changing subjects in m dsentence.
"But Garion grew up in the kitchen, didn't you, Garion? It's probably a place
where he burned hinmsel f when he was little - you know, reached out before
anyone could stop himand put his hand on sonething hot. I'Il bet his Aunt Pol
really got angry about that, because she can get angrier faster than anybody
el se |1've ever seen, and she can really-"

"It's always been there,"” Garion said, tracing the mark on his palmwth his
left forefinger. He had never really |ooked closely at it before. It covered
the entire palmof his hand and had in certain light a faint silvery sheen

"Maybe it's a birthmark," Zubrette suggested.

"I"ll bet that's it," Doroon said quickly. "I saw a man once that had a big
purple one on the side of his face-one of those wagoneers that comes by to
pick up the turnip crop in the fall - anyway, the mark was all over the side

of his face, and | thought it was a big bruise at first and thought that he
must have been in an awful fight - those wagoneers fight all the time - but
then | saw that it wasn't really a bruise but - like Zubrette just said - it
was a birthmark. | wonder what causes things like that."

That evening, after he'd gotten ready for bed, he asked his Aunt about it.
"What's this mark, Aunt Pol ?" he asked, holding his hand up, pal mout.

She | ooked up from where she was brushing her |ong, dark hair.

"It's nothing to worry about," she told him

"I wasn't worried about it," he said. "I just wondered what it was. Zubrette
and Doroon think it's a birthmark. Is that what it is?"

"Somet hing |ike that," she said.
"Did either of ny parents have the sane kind of nmark?"

"Your father did. It's been in the fanmily for a long tine."



A sudden strange thought occurred to Garion. Wthout knowi ng why, he reached
out with the hand and touched the white |ock at his Aunt's brow. "Is it |ike
that white place in your hair?" he asked.

He felt a sudden tingle in his hand, and it seemed sonmehow that a w ndow
opened in his mind. At first there was only the sense of uncountable years
nmovi ng by like a vast sea of ponderously rolling clouds, and then, sharper
than any knife, a feeling of endlessly repeated | oss, of sorrow. Then, nore
recent, there was his own face, and behind it nore faces, old, young, regal or
quite ordinary, and behind themall, no |longer foolish as it sonetinmes seened,
the face of Mster WIf. But nore than anything there was a know edge of an
unearthly, inhuman power, the certainty of an unconquerable wll.

Aunt Pol moved her head away al nost absently.
"Don't do that, Garion," she said, and the window in his mnd shut.

"What was it?" he asked, burning with curiosity and wanting to open the w ndow
agai n.

"Asinmple trick," she said
"Show nme how. "

"Not yet, nmy Garion," she said, taking his face between her hands. "Not yet.
You' re not ready yet. Now go to bed."

"You'll be here?" he asked, a little frightened now.

"I"1l always be here," she said, tucking himin. And then she went back to
brushing her long, thick hair, humm ng a strange song as she did in a deep
nmel odi ous voice; to that sound he fell asleep

After that not even Garion hinself saw the nmark on his own pal mvery often
There suddenly seenmed to be all kinds of dirty jobs for himto do which kept
not only his hands, but the rest of himas well, very dirty.

The nost inmportant holiday in Sendaria - and indeed in the rest of the

ki ngdoms of the west - was Erastide. It comenorated that day, eons before,
when the seven Gods joined hands to create the world with a single word. The
festival of Erastide took place in mdw nter, and, because there was little to
do on a farmlike Faldor's at that season, it had by custom become a spl endid
two- week celebration with feasts and gifts and decorations in the dining hal
and little pageants honoring the Gods. These last, of course, were a
reflection of Faldor's piety. Faldor, though he was a good, sinple man, had no
illusions about how widely his sentinments were shared by others on the farm
He t hought, however, that some outward show of devotional activity was in
keeping with the season; and, because he was such a good master, the people on
his farmchose to hunor him

It was al so at this season, unfortunately, that Faldor's married daughter

Anhel da, and her husband, Eilbrig, nade their customary annual visit to remain
on speaking terns with her father. Anhelda had no intention of endangering her
i nheritance rights by seeming inattention. Her visits, however, were a trial
to Fal dor, who | ooked upon his daughter's sonewhat overdressed and
supercilious husband, a minor functionary in a conmercial house in the capita
city of Sendar, with scarcely conceal ed contenpt.

Their arrival, however, marked the beginning of the Erastide festival at



Faldor's farm so, while no one cared for them personally, their appearance
was al ways greeted with a certain enthusiasm

The weat her that year had been particularly foul, even for Sendaria. The rains
had settled in early and were soon foll owed by a period of soggy snow - not
the crisp, bright powder which cane later in the winter, but a danp slush,

al ways hal f nelting. For Garion, whose duties in the kitchen now prevented him
fromjoining with his forner playmates in their traditional preholiday orgy of
anticipatory excitenment, the approaching holiday seenmed sonehow flat and

stale. He yearned back to the good old days and often sighed with regret and
nmoped about the kitchen |ike a sandy-haired cloud of doom

Even the traditional decorations in the dining hall, where Erastide
festivities always took place, seemed decidedly tacky to himthat year. The
fir boughs festooning the ceiling beans were sonehow not as green, and the
pol i shed apples carefully tied to the boughs were smaller and not as red. He
si ghed sone nore and reveled in his sullen noping.

Aunt Pol, however, was not inpressed, and her attitude was firmy

unsynpat hetic. She routinely checked his brow with her hand for signs of fever
and then dosed himw th the foul est-tasting tonic she could concoct. Garion
was careful after that to nope in private and to sigh |ess audibly. That dry,
secret part of his mind informed himmatter-of factly that he was being
ridicul ous, but Garion chose not to listen. The voice in his mnd was nuch

ol der and wi ser than he, but it seened deternmined to take all the fun out of
life.

On the norning of Erastide, a Murgo and five Thulls appeared with a wagon
outside the gate and asked to see Fal dor. Garion, who had | ong since |earned
that no one pays attention to a boy and that many interesting things may be
| earned by placing hinself in a position to casually overhear conversations,
busi ed hinself with some small, uninportant chore near the gate.

The Murgo, his face scarred nuch like the face of the one in Upper Galt, sat
i mportantly on the wagon seat, his chain-mail shirt clinking each tinme he
noved. He wore a bl ack, hooded robe, and his sword was much in evidence. His
eyes moved constantly, taking in everything. The Thulls, in nuddy felt boots
and heavy cl oaks, |ounged disinterestedly against the wagon, seemningly
indifferent to the raw wi nd whi ppi ng across the snowy fields.

Faldor, in his finest doublet - it was after all Erastide - canme across the
yard, closely foll owed by Anhel da and Eil brig.

"Good nmorrow, friend," Faldor said to the Muirgo. "Joyous Erastide to you."

The Murgo grunted. "You are, | take it, the farmer Fal dor?" he asked in his
heavily accented voi ce.

"I am" Faldor replied

"I understand you have a goodly nunber of hams on hand-well cured."

"The pigs did well this year," Fal dor answered nodestly.

"I will buy them" the Murgo announced, jingling his purse.

Fal dor bowed. "First thing tonmorrow norning," he said.

The Murgo stared.



"This is a pious household," Fal dor explained. "W do not offend the Gods by
breaking the sanctity of Erastide."

"Fat her," Anhel da snapped, "don't be foolish. This noble merchant has cone a
long way to do business."

"Not on Erastide," Faldor said stubbornly, his long face firm
"In the city of Sendar," Eilbrig said in his rather high-pitched, nasal voice,
"we do not let such sentimentality interfere with business."

"This is not the city of Sendar," Faldor said flatly. "This is Faldor's farm
and on Faldor's farmwe do no work and conduct no business on Erastide.”

"Fat her," Anhel da protested, "the noble merchant has gold. Cold, father, goldl

"I will hear no nore of it," Faldor announced. He turned to the Miurgo. "You
and your servants are welconme to join us in our celebration, friend," he said.
"We can provide quarters for you and the prom se of the finest dinner in al

of Sendaria and the opportunity to honor the Gods on this special day. No nan
is made poorer by attending to his religious obligations."

"W do not observe this holiday in Cthol Mirgos," the scar-faced man said
coldly. "As the noble lady says, | have cone a |long way to do busi ness and
have not much tinme to tarry. I'"'msure there are other farmers in the district
with the nmerchandise | require.”

"Fat her!" Anhel da wai |l ed.

"I know my nei ghbors," Faldor said quietly. "Your luck today will be small,
fear. The observance of this day is a firmtradition in this area."

The Murgo thought for a monment. "It may be as you say," he said finally. "
wi Il accept your invitation, provided that we can do business as early as
possi bl e tonorrow. "

Fal dor bowed. "I1'Il place nyself at your service at first light tonorrow if
you so desire."

"Done, then," the Murgo said, clinmbing down from his wagon

That afternoon the feast was laid in the dining hall. The kitchen hel pers and
a half dozen others who had been pressed into service for the special day
scurried fromkitchen to hall bearing snmoking roasts, steam ng hans and
sizzling geese all under the lash of Aunt Pol's tongue. Garion observed sourly
as he struggled with an enornous baron of beef that Faldor's prohibition of
work on Erastide stopped at the kitchen door

Intime, all was ready. The tables were |oaded, the fires in the firepl aces
burned brightly, dozens of candles filled the hall w th golden light, and
torches flared in their rings on the stone pillars. Faldor's people, all in
their best clothes, filed into the hall, their nmouths watering in
anti ci pation.

Wien all were seated, Faldor rose fromhis bench at the head of the center
table. "Dear friends," he said, lifting his tankard, "I dedicate this feast to
t he CGods."

"The Cods," the people responded in unison, rising respectfully. Faldor drank



briefly, and they all followed suit. "Hear me, O Cods," he prayed. "Mbst
hunbly we thank you for the bounty of this fair world which you nade on this
day, and we dedicate ourselves to your service for yet another year." He

| ooked for a nonent as if he were going to say nore, but then sat down

i nstead. Fal dor always | abored for many hours over special prayers for

occasi ons such as this, but the agony of speaking in public invariably erased
the words so carefully prepared fromhis mnd. H's prayers, therefore, were
al ways very sincere and very short.

"Eat, dear friends," he instructed. "Do not let the food grow cold."

And so they ate. Anhelda and Eilbrig, who joined themall at this one neal
only at Faldor's insistence, devoted their conversational efforts to the
Murgo, since he was the only one in the roomwho was worthy of their
attention.

"I have long thought of visiting Cthol Mirgos," Eilbrig stated rather
ponpously. "Don't you agree, friend merchant, that greater contact between
east and west is the way to overcone those nutual suspicions which have so
marred our relationships in the past?"

"We Murgos prefer to keep to ourselves,"” the scar-faced man said shortly.

"But you are here, friend," Elbrig pointed out. "Doesn't that suggest that
greater contact mght prove beneficial ?"

"I amhere as a duty," the Murgo said. "I don't visit here out of preference."
He | ooked around the room "Are these then all of your people?" he asked

Fal dor.

"Every soul is here," Faldor told him

"I was led to believe there was an old man here - with white hair and beard."

"Not here, friend," Faldor said. "I nyself amthe el dest here, and as you can
see, ny hair is far fromwhite."

"One of my countrymen met such a one sone years ago," the Mirgo said. "He was
acconpani ed by an Arendi sh boy - Rundorig, | believe his name was."

Garion, seated at the next table, kept his face to his plate and listened so
hard that he thought his ears nust be grow ng.

"W have a boy naned Rundorig here," Faldor said. "That tall lad at the end of
the far table over there." He pointed.

"No," the Murgo said, |ooking hard at Rundorig. "That isn't the boy who was
described to ne."

"I't's not an uncomon nanme anong the Arends," Fal dor said. "Quite probably
your friend nmet a pair fromanother farm"

"That must be it," the Mirgo said, seenming to dismiss the affair. "This hamis
excellent," he said, pointing at his plate with the point of the dagger wth
which he ate. "Are the ones in your snokehouse of simlar quality?"

"Ch, no, friend merchant!" Fal dor |aughed. "You won't so easily trick me into
tal ki ng busi ness on this day."

The Murgo smiled briefly, the expression appearing strange on his scarred



face. "One can always try," he said. "I would, however, conplinment your cook."

"A complinment for you, Mstress Pol," Faldor said, raising his voice slightly.
"Qur friend from Cthol Mirgos finds your cooking rmuch to his liking."

"I thank himfor his conpliment,"” Aunt Pol said, somewhat coldly.

The Murgo | ooked at her, and his eyes widened slightly as if in recognition
"A noble neal, great lady," he said, bowing slightly in her direction. "Your
kitchen is a place of magic."

"No," she said, her face suddenly very haughty, "not magic. Cooking is an art
whi ch anyone with patience may learn. Magic is quite something el se.™

"But magic is also an art, great lady," the Mirgo said.
"There are many who think so," Aunt Pol said, "but true magic cones from
within and is not the result of ninble fingers which trick the eye."

The Murgo stared at her, his face hard, and she returned his gaze with steely
eyes. To Garion, sitting nearby, it seened as if something had passed between
them that had nothing to do with the words they spoke - a kind of challenge
seened to hang in the air. And then the Mirgo | ooked away al nbst as if he
feared to take up that challenge

When the neal was over, it was tine for the rather sinple pageant which
traditionally marked Erastide. Seven of the ol der farmhands who had sli pped
away earlier appeared in the doorway wearing the |ong, hooded robes and
carefully carved and pai nted masks which represented the faces of the Gods.
The costunes were old and showed the winkles which were the result of having
been packed away in Faldor's attic for the past year. Wth a slow step, the
robed and nmasked figures paced into the hall and lined up at the foot of the
tabl e where Fal dor sat. Then each in turn spoke a short piece which identified
the God he represented.

"I am Al dur,"” Cralto's voice cane frombehind the first mask, "the God who
dwells alone, and | command this world to be."

"I am Bel ar," came another famliar voice from behind the second nask,
"Bear-CGod of the Alorns, and | command this world to be.” And so it went down
the Iine, Chaldan, Issa, Nedra, Mara and then finally the last figure, which
unli ke the others, was robed in black and whose nmask was nmade of steel instead
of pai nted wood.

"I am Torak," Durnik's voice cane hollowy from behind the mask, "Dragon-CGod
of the Angaraks, and | command this world to be."

A movenent caught Garion's eye, and he | ooked quickly. The Murgo had covered
his face with his hands in a strange, al nost cerenoni al gesture. Beyond him
at the far table, the five Thulls were ashen-faced and trenbling.

The seven figures at the foot of Faldor's table joined their hands. "W are
the Gods," they said in unison, "and we command this world to be."

"Hear ken unto the words of the Cods," Fal dor declaimed. "Wl conme are the Gods
in the house of Faldor."

"The bl essing of the Gods be upon the house of Faldor," the seven responded,
"and upon all this conmpany." And then they turned and, as slowy as they had



cone, they paced fromthe hall

And then cane the gifts. There was nuch excitenent at this, for the gifts were
all from Faldor, and the good farner struggled | ong each year to provide the
nost suitable gift for each of his people. New tunics and hose and gowns and
shoes were nmuch in evidence, but Garion this year was nearly overwhel mred when
he opened a smallish, cloth - wapped bundl e and found a neat, well-sheathed
dagger.

"He's nearly a man,"
of a good knife."

Fal dor explained to Aunt Pol, "and a man al ways has need

Garion, of course, inmrediately tested the edge of his gift and quite pronptly
managed to cut his finger

"I't was inevitable, |I suppose," Aunt Pol said, but whether she was speaking of
the cut or the gift itself or the fact of Garion's growing up was not entirely
clear.

The Murgo bought his hams the next nmorning, and he and the five Thulls
departed. A few days | ater Anhelda and Eil brig packed up and left on their
return journey to the city of Sendar, and Faldor's farmreturned to normal.

The wi nter plodded on. The snows came and went, and spring returned, as it

al ways does. The only thing which nade that spring any different from any
other was the arrival of Brill, the new hand. One of the younger farners had
married and rented a small nearby croft and had left, |aden down wth
practical gifts and good advice fromFaldor to begin his life as a narried
man. Brill was hired to replace him

Garion found Brill to be a definitely unattractive addition to the farm The
man's tuni ¢ and hose were patched and stained, his black hair and scraggly
beard were unkenpt, and one of his eyes |ooked off in a different direction
fromits fellow He was a sour, solitary nman, and he was none too clean. He
seened to carry with himan acrid reek of stale sweat that hung in his
vicinity like a masma. After a few attenpts at conversation, Garion gave up
and avoi ded him

The boy, however, had other things to occupy his mnd during that spring and
sumer. Though he had until then considered her to be nore an inconveni ence
than a genui ne playmate, quite suddenly he began to notice Zubrette. He had

al ways known that she was pretty, but until that particul ar season that fact
had been uni nportant, and he had rmuch preferred the company of Rundorig and
Doroon. Now matters had changed. He noticed that the two other boys had al so
begun to pay nore attention to her as well, and for the first tine he began to
feel the stirrings of jeal ousy.

Zubrette, of course, flirted outrageously with all three of them and
positively gl owed when they glared at each other in her presence. Rundorig's
duties in the fields kept himaway nost of the time, but Doroon was a serious
worry to Garion. He becane quite nervous and frequently found excuses to go
about the conpound to make certain that Doroon and Zubrette were not al one

t oget her.

H s own canpaign was charmngly sinple - he resorted to bribery. Zubrette,
like all little girls, was fond of sweets, and Garion had access to the entire
kitchen. In a short period of tinme they had worked out an arrangenment. Garion
woul d steal sweets fromthe kitchen for his sunnyhaired playmate, and in
return she would Il et himkiss her. Things m ght perhaps have gone further if
Aunt Pol had not caught themin the mdst of such an exchange one bri ght



sumer afternoon in the seclusion of the hay barn

"That's quite enough of that," she announced firmy fromthe doorway.

Garion junped guiltily away from Zubrette.

"I"ve got sonething in ny eye,’
get it out for nme."

Zubrette lied quickly. "Garion was trying to

Garion stood blushing furiously.

"Real | y?" Aunt Pol said. "How interesting. Cone with ne, Garion."

he started.
"Now, Garion."

And that was the end of that. Garion's tinme thereafter was totally occupied in
the kitchen, and Aunt Pol's eyes seened to be on himevery noment. He nooned
about a great deal and worried desperately about Doroon, who now appeared
hateful |y smug, but Aunt Pol remai ned watchful, and Garion remained in the

ki t chen.

Chapter Five

IN M DAUTUW t hat year, when the | eaves had turned and the w nd had showered
them down fromthe trees like red and gold snow, when evenings were chill and
the snmoke fromthe chimeys at Faldor's farmrose straight and blue toward the
first cold stars in a purpling sky, Wl f returned. He canme up the road one
gusty afternoon under a | owering autumm sky with the newfallen | eaves
tunmbl i ng about himand his great, dark cloak whipping in the w nd.

Garion, who had been dunping kitchen slops to the pigs, saw his approach and
ran to nmeet him The old nan seened travel-stained and tired, and his face
under his gray hood was grim H s usual demeanor of happy-go-| ucky

cheerful ness had been replaced by a sonmber nood Garion had never seen in him
bef ore.

"Garion," WIf said by way of greeting. "You ve grown, | see."

"It's been five years," Garion said.
"Has it been so | ong?"
Garion nodded, falling into step beside his friend.

"I's everyone wel I ?" Wl f asked.

"Ch yes," Garion said. "Everything' s the same here-except that Brel do got
married and noved away, and the old brown cow died | ast sumer."

"I remenber the cow," WIf said. Then he said, "I nust speak with your Aunt
Pol . "

"She's not in a very good nood today," Garion warned. "It night be better if

you rested in one of the barns. | can sneak sone food and drink to you in a
bit."
"We'| | have to chance her nood," WIf said. "What | have to say to her can't

wait."



They entered the gate and crossed the courtyard to the kitchen door. Aunt Pol
was waiting. "You agai n?" she said tartly, her hands on her hips. "My kitchen
still hasn't recovered fromyour last visit."

"Mstress Pol," WIf said, bowing. Then he did a strange thing. H's fingers
traced an intricate little design in the air in front of his chest. Garion was
quite sure that he was not intended to see those gestures.

Aunt Pol's eyes wi dened slightly, then narrowed, and her face becane grim

"How do you-" she started, then caught herself. "Garion," she said sharply, "
need sone carrots. There are still sone in the ground at the far end of the
ki tchen garden. Take a spade and a pail and fetch nme sone."

"But " he protested, and then, warned by her expression, he left quickly. He
got a spade and pail from a nearby shed and then loitered near the kitchen
door. Eavesdroppi ng, of course, was not a nice habit and was considered the
wor st sort of bad manners in Sendaria, but Garion had | ong ago concl uded t hat
whenever he was sent away, the conversation was bound to be very interesting
and woul d probably concern himrather intimately. He had westled briefly with
hi s conscience about it; but, since he really saw no harmin the practice - as
long as he didn't repeat anything he heard - conscience had lost to curiosity.

Garion's ears were very sharp, but it took hima nmonment or two to separate the
two fam liar voices fromthe other sounds in the kitchen

"He will not leave you a trail,"” Aunt Pol was sayi ng.

"He doesn't have to," WIf replied. "The thing itself will make its trai

known to nme. | can followit as easily as a fox can scent out the track of a
rabbit."

"Where will he take it?" he asked.

"Who can say? His mind is closed to ne. My guess is that he'll go north to
Boktor. That's the shortest route to Gar og Nadrak. He'll know that 1'll be
after him and he'll want to cross into the |ands of the Angaraks as soon as

possible. H's theft won't be conplete so long as he stays in the west."
"When did it happen?”
"Four weeks ago."

"He could already be in the Angarak kingdons."

"That's not likely. The distances are great; but if heis, I'll have to foll ow
him I'lIl need your help."
"But how can | | eave here?" Aunt Pol asked. "I have to watch over the boy."

Garion's curiosity was becom ng al nbst unbearable. He edged closer to the
ki t chen door.

"The boy'll be safe enough here,” WIf said. "This is an urgent matter."

"No," Aunt Pol contradicted. "Even this place isn't safe. Last Erastide a
Murgo and five Thulls cane here. He posed as a merchant, but he asked a few
too many questions - about an old man and a boy named Rundorig who had been
seen in Upper Galt sone years ago. He may al so have recogni zed ne."



"It's nmore serious than | thought, then," Wl f said thoughtfully. "We'Ill have
to nove the boy. W can leave himw th friends el sewhere."

"No," Aunt Pol disagreed again. "If | go with you, he'll have to go al ong.
He's reaching an age where he has to be watched nost carefully."

"Don't be foolish," WIf said sharply.
Garion was stunned. Nobody tal ked to Aunt Pol that way.

"I't's my decision to make," Aunt Pol said crisply. "W all agreed that he was
to be in ny care until he was grown. | won't go unless he goes with ne."

Garion's heart | eaped.

"Pol," WIf said sharply, "think where we nay have to go. You can't deliver
the boy into those hands."

"He'd be safer in Cthol Murgos or in Mallorea itself than he would be here
wi thout ne to watch him" Aunt Pol said. "Last spring | caught himin the barn
with a girl about his own age. As | said, he needs watching."

Wl f laughed then, a rich, merry sound.
"I's that all?" he said. "You worry too nuch about such things."

"How woul d you like it if we returned and found himmarried and about to
become a father?" Aunt Pol denmanded acidly. "He'd nake an excellent farnmer,
and what matter if we'd all have to wait a hundred years for the circunstances
to be right again?"

"Surely it hasn't gone that far. They're only children."

"You're blind, dd WIf," Aunt Pol said. "This is backcountry Sendaria, and

t he boy has been raised to do the proper and honorable thing. The girl is a
bright-eyed little mnx who's maturing much too rapidly for nmy confort. Right
now charnming little Zubrette is a far greater danger than any Murgo coul d ever
be. Either the boy goes along, or I won't go either. You have your
responsibilities, and I have mne."

"There's no time to argue,” WIf said. "If it has to be this way, then so be
it."

Garion al nost choked with excitement. He felt only a passing, nomentary pang
at leaving Zubrette behind. He turned and | ooked exultantly up at the cl ouds
scuddi ng across the evening sky. And, because his back was turned, he did not
see Aunt Pol approach through the kitchen door

"The garden, as | recall, lies beyond the south wall," she pointed out.

Garion started guiltily.

"How is it that the carrots remai n undug?" she demanded.

"I had to ook for the spade," he said unconvincingly.

"Really? | see that you found it, however." Her eyebrows arched dangerously.

"Only just now. "



"Splendid. Carrots, Garion-novel"
Garion grabbed his spade and pail and ran

It was just dusk when he returned, and he saw Aunt Pol rnounting the steps that
led to Faldor's quarters. He m ght have followed her to listen, but a faint
nmoverent in the dark doorway of one of the sheds nmade himstep instead into

t he shadow of the gate. A furtive figure noved fromthe shed to the foot of
the stairs Aunt Pol had just clinbed and silently crept up the stairs as soon
as she went in Faldor's door. The light was fading, and Garion could not see
exactly who followed his Aunt. He set down his pail and, grasping the spade

i ke a weapon, he hurried quickly around the inner court, keeping to the
shadows.

There came the sound of a novenent inside the chanbers upstairs, and the
figure at the door straightened quickly and scurried down the steps. Garion
sl i pped back out of sight, his spade still held at the ready. As the figure
passed him Garion briefly caught the scent of stale, musty clothing and rank
sweat. As certainly as if he had seen the man's face, he knew that the figure
that had followed his Aunt had been Brill, the new farmnmhand.

The door at the top of the stairs opened, and Garion heard his Aunt's voi ce.
"I"'msorry, Faldor, but it's a famly matter, and | nust |eave i mediately."

"I would pay you nore, Pol." Faldor's voice was al nost breaking.
"Money has nothing to do with it,” Aunt Pol replied. "You re a good nman
Fal dor, and your farm has been a haven to nme when | needed one. |'m grateful

to you - nore than you can know - but | rmnust |eave."

"Perhaps when this fam |y business is over, you can cone back," Fal dor al nost
pl eaded.

"No, Faldor," she said. "I"'mafraid not."

"We'll mss you, Pol," Faldor said with tears in his voice.

"And 1'll mss you, dear Faldor. |'ve never net a better-hearted man. |'d take
it kindly if you wouldn't nention ny |leaving until 1've gone. |I'mnot fond of

expl anati ons or sentinental good-byes."
"\What ever you w sh, Pol."

"Don't look so nournful, old friend," Aunt Pol said lightly. "My hel pers are
wel | -trained. Their cooking will be the same as mne. Your stomach will never
know t he difference."”

"My heart will," Fal dor said.

"Don't be silly," she said gently. "Now | nust see to supper."” Garion noved
qui ckly away fromthe foot of the stairs. Troubled, he put his spade back in
the shed and fetched the pail of carrots he had left sitting by the gate. To

reveal to his Aunt that he had seen Brill listening at the door would
i medi ately rai se questions about his own activities that he would prefer not
to have to answer. In all probability Brill was merely curious, and there was

not hi ng nenaci ng or om nous about that. To observe the unsavory Bril
duplicating his own seem ngly harm ess pastinme, however, made Garion quite
unconfortable - even slightly ashamed of hinself.



Al t hough Garion was much too excited to eat, supper that evening seened as
ordinary as any nmeal on Faldor's farm had ever been. Garion covertly watched
sour-faced Brill, but the man showed no outward sign of having in any way been
changed by the conversation he had gone to so rmuch trouble to overhear

When supper was over, as was al ways the case when he visited the farm Mster
Wl f was prevailed upon to tell a story. He rose and stood for a nonment deep
in thought as the wi nd moaned in the chimmey and the torches flickered in
their rings on the pillars in the hall.

"As all men know," he began, "the Marags are no nore, and the Spirit of Mara
weeps alone in the wilderness and wails anong the nossgrown ruins of Maragor.
But al so, as all men know, the hills and streans of Maragor are heavy with
fine yellow gold. That gold, of course, was the cause of the destruction of
the Marags. When a certain nei ghboring ki ngdom became aware of the gold, the
tenptati on became too great, and the result - as it alnpbst always is when gold
is at issue between kingdons - was war. The pretext for the war was the

| anentabl e fact that the Marags were cannibals. Wile this habit is

di stasteful to civilized nen, had there not been gold in Maragor it m ght have
been overl ooked.

"The war, however, was inevitable, and the Marags were slain. But the Spirit
of Mara and the ghosts of all the slaughtered Marags renmi ned in Maragor, as
t hose who went into that haunted ki ngdom soon di scovered."

"Now it chanced to happen that about that tinme there lived in the town of
Miros in southern Sendaria three adventuresone nmen, and, hearing of all that
gold, they resolved to journey down to Maragor to claimtheir share of it. The
men, as | said, were adventuresone and bold, and they scoffed at the tal es of
ghost s.

"Their journey was long, for it is many hundreds of |eagues from Miros to the
upper reaches of Maragor, but the snmell of the gold drew themon. And so it
happened, one dark and stormy night, that they crept across the border into
Mar agor past the patrols which had been set to turn back just such as they.
That nearby ki ngdom having gone to all the expense and inconveni ence of war,
was quite naturally reluctant to share the gold with anyone who chanced to
pass by.

"Through the night they crept, burning with their lust for gold. The Spirit of
Mara wai |l ed about them but they were brave nmen and not afraid of spirits -
and besides, they told each other, the sound was not truly a spirit, but
nmerely the nmoaning of the wind in the trees.

"As dimand m sty norning seeped anongst the hills, they could hear, not far
away, the rushing sound of a river. As all nmen know, gold is nost easily found
al ong the banks of rivers, and so they nade quickly toward that sound.

"Then one of them chanced to | ook down in the dimlight, and behold, the
ground at his feet was strewn with gol d-1unps and chunks of it. Overcome with
greed, he renmained silent and loitered behind until his conpani ons were out of
sight; then he fell to his knees and began to gather up gold as a child m ght
pi ck flowers.

"He heard a sound behind himand he turned. What he saw it is best not to say.
Dropping all his gold, he bolted.

"Now the river they had heard cut through a gorge just about there, and his
two conpani ons were anmazed to see himrun off the edge of that gorge and even
continue to run as he fell, his legs churning insubstantial air. Then they



turned, and they saw what had been pursuing him

"One went quite mad and | eaped with a despairing cry into the same gorge which
had just clained his conpanion, but the third adventurer, the bravest and

bol dest of all, told hinself that no ghost could actually hurt a living nman
and stood his ground. That, of course, was the worst nistake of all. The
ghosts encircled himas he stood bravely, certain that they could not hurt
him"

M ster WIf paused and drank briefly fromhis tankard. "And then," the old
storyteller continued, "because even ghosts can becone hungry, they divided
himup and ate him"

Garion's hair stood on end at the shocking conclusion of WiIf's tale, and he
could sense the others at his table shuddering. It was not at all the kind of
story they had expected to hear

Durnik the smith, who was sitting nearby, had a perpl exed expression on his

plain face. Finally he spoke. "I would not question the truth of your story
for the world,"” he said to WIf, struggling with the words, "but if they ate
him- the ghosts, | nmean - where did it go? | nean -if ghosts are

i nsubstantial, as all men say they are, they don't have stomachs, do they? And
what would they bite wth?"

Wl f's face grew sly and nysterious. He raised one finger as if he were about
to make some cryptic reply to Durnik's puzzled question, and then he suddenly
began to I augh.

Durni k |1 ooked annoyed at first, and then, rather sheepishly, he too began to
l augh. Slowy the | aughter spread as they all began to understand the joke.

"An excellent jest, old friend," Faldor said, |aughing as hard as any of the
others, "and one fromwhich nuch instruction may be gained. Geed is bad, but
fear is worse, and the world is dangerous enough without cluttering it with

i magi nary hobgoblins." Trust Faldor to twist a good story into a noralistic
sernmon of sone ki nd.

"True enough, good Faldor," Wl f said nore seriously, "but there are things in
this world which cannot be expl ai ned away or dismssed with | aughter."

Brill, seated near the fire, had not joined in the | aughter.

"I have never seen a ghost," he said sourly, "nor ever net anyone who has, and
I for one do not believe in any kind of magic or sorcery or such
chil di shness." And he stood up and stanped out of the hall alnpbst as if the
story had been a kind of personal insult.

Later, in the kitchen, when Aunt Pol was seeing to the cleaning up and Wl f
| ounged agai nst one of the worktables with a tankard of beer, Garion's
struggle with his conscience finally canme into the open. That dry, interior
voi ce infornmed himnost pointedly that concealing what he had seen was not

nmerely foolish, but possibly dangerous as well. He set down the pot he was
scrubbing and crossed to where they were. "It mght not be inportant,” he said
carefully, "but this afternoon, when | was coning back fromthe garden, | saw
Brill follow ng you, Aunt Pol."

She turned and | ooked at him WIlf set down his tankard.

"Go on, Garion," Aunt Pol said.



"I't was when you went up to talk with Faldor," Garion explained. "He waited
until you'd gone up the stairs and Faldor had let you in. Then he sneaked up

and |listened at the door. | saw himup there when | went to put the spade
away. "
"How |l ong has this man Brill been at the farnP" WIf asked, frowning.

"He came just last spring,’
away. "

Garion said, "after Breldo got nmarried and noved

"And the Murgo nerchant was here at Erastide sone nonths before?"
Aunt Pol | ooked at him sharply.
"You think-" She did not finish

"I think it mght not be a bad idea if | were to step around and have a few
words with friend Brill,” WIf said grimy, "Do you know where his roomis
Gari on?"

Garion nodded, his heart suddenly racing.
"Show me." Wl f noved away fromthe tabl e agai nst which he had been | oungi ng,
and his step was no longer the step of an old man. It was curiously as if the
years had suddenly dropped away from him

"Be careful," Aunt Pol warned.

Wl f chuckl ed, and the sound was chilling. "I'm al ways careful. You should
know t hat by now "

Garion quickly led Wlf out into the yard and around to the far end where the
steps nounted to the gallery that led to the roonms of the farmhands. They went
up, their soft |eather shoes naking no sound on the worn steps.

"Down here," Garion whispered, not know ng exactly why he whi spered.

Wl f nodded, and they went quietly down the dark gallery.

"Here," Garion whispered, stopping.

"Step back," Wl f breathed. He touched the door with his fingertips.
"I's it |ocked?" Garion asked.

"That's no problem"” Wl f said softly. He put his hand to the latch, there was
a click, and the door swung open. Wl f stepped inside with Garion close
behi nd.

It was totally dark in the room and the sour stink of Brill's unwashed
clothes hung in the air.

"He's not here," WIf said in a normal tone. He funbled with sonething at his
belt, and there was the scrape of flint against steel and a flare of sparks. A
wi sp of frayed rope caught the sparks and began to glow. Wl f blew on the
spark for a second, and it flared into flame. He raised the burning w sp over
hi s head and | ooked around the enpty room

The floor and bed were littered with runpled cl ot hes and personal bel ongi ngs.
Garion knew instantly that this was not sinple untidiness, but rather was the



sign of a hasty departure, and he did not know exactly how it was that he
knew.

Wl f stood for a nonent, holding his little torch. H s face seenmed sonehow
enpty, as if his mnd were searching for sonething.

"The stables," he said sharply. "Quickly, boy!"

Garion turned and dashed fromthe roomw th Wl f close behind. The burning
wi sp of rope drifted down into the yard, illuminating it briefly after WlIf
discarded it over the railing as he ran

There was a light in the stable. It was dim partially covered, but faint
beanms shone through the weat hered cracks in the door. The horses were stirring
uneasily.

"Stay clear, boy," WIf said as he jerked the stable door open

Brill was inside, struggling to saddle a horse that shied fromhis rank snell
"Leaving, Brill?" Wl f asked, stepping into the doorway with his arnms crossed.
Brill turned quickly, crouched and with a snarl on his unshaven face. H s off
center eye gleaned whitely in the half nuffled light of the |lantern hanging
froma peg on one of the stalls, and his broken teeth shone behind his

pul | ed- back i ps.

"A strange tinme for a journey," WIf said dryly.

"Don't interfere with nme, old man," Brill said, his tone nmenacing. "You'l
regret it."

"I"ve regretted many things in ny life," WIf said. "I doubt that one nore
wi Il nmake all that nuch difference.”

"I warned you." Brill snarled, and his hand dove under his cl oak and emnerged

with a short, rust-splotched sword.

"Don't be stupid,” WIf said in a tone of overwhel ning contenpt. Garion
however, at the first flash of the sword, whipped his hand to his belt, drew
hi s dagger, and stepped in front of the unarmed old man. "Get back, boy," WIf
bar ked.

But Garion had already |lunged forward, his bright dagger thrust out ahead of
him Later, when he had tine to consider, he could not have expl ai ned why he
reacted as he did. Sone deep instinct seemed to take over

"Garion," WIf said, "get out of the way!"

"So nmuch the better,” Brill said, raising his sword

And then Durnik was there. He appeared as if from nowhere, snatched up an ox

yoke and struck the sword fromBrill's hand. Brill turned on him enraged, and
Durni k' s second bl ow took the cast-eyed man in the ribs, a little bel ow the
arnpit. The breath whooshed fromBrill's lungs, and he col | apsed, gasping and

withing to the strawlittered floor

"For shame, Garion," Durnik said reproachfully. "I didn't nmake that knife of
yours for this kind of thing."



"He was going to kill Mster WIf," Garion protested.

"Never mind that," WIf said, bending over the gasping nman on the floor of the
stable. He searched Brill roughly and pulled a jingling purse out from under
the stained tunic. He carried the purse to the lantern and opened it.

"That's mine," Brill gasped, trying to rise. Durnik raised the ox yoke, and
Brill sank back again.
"A sizable sumfor an ordinary farnmhand to have, friend Brill," Wl f said,

pouring the jingling coins fromthe purse into his hand. "How did you manage
to come by it?"

Brill glared at him

Garion's eyes grew wide at the sight of the coins. He had never seen gold
bef ore.

"You don't really need to answer, friend Brill," WIf said, exam ning one of
the coins. "Your gold speaks for you." He dunped the coins back in the purse
and tossed the small | eather pouch back to the nan on the floor. Brill grabbed

it quickly and pushed it back inside his tunic.
"I"ll have to tell Faldor of this,"” Durnik said.
"No," Wl f said.

"It's a serious matter," Durnik said. "A bit of westling or a few bl ows
exchanged is one thing, but drawi ng weapons is quite another."

"There's no time for all of that," WIf said, taking a piece of harness strap
froma peg on the wall. "Bind his hands behind him and we'll put himin one
of the grain bins. Sonmeone will find himin the norning."

Durni k stared at him

"Trust ne, good Durnik," WIf said. "The matter is urgent. Bind himand hide
hi m somepl ace; then conme to the kitchen. Come with nme, Garion." And he turned
and left the stable.

Aunt Pol was pacing her kitchen nervously when they returned.

"Wl ?" she demanded

"He was attenpting to leave,” WIf said. "W stopped him"

"Did you-?" she left it hanging.

"No. He drew a sword, but Durni k chanced to be nearby and knocked the

bel i gerence out of him The intervention was tinely. Your cub here was about
to do battle. That little dagger of his is a pretty thing, but not really much

of a match for a sword."

Aunt Pol turned on Garion, her eyes ablaze. Garion prudently stepped back out
of reach.

"There's no time for that,"” WIf said, retrieving the tankard he had set down
before | eaving the kitchen. "Brill had a pouchful of good red Angarak gol d.
The Murgos have set eyes to watching this place. |I'd wanted to nake our going
| ess noticeable, but since we're already being watched, there's no point in



that now. Gather what you and the boy will need. | want a few | eagues between
us and Brill before he manages to free hinmself. |I don't want to be | ooking
over my shoul der for Miurgos every place | go."

Dur ni k, who had just conme into the kitchen, stopped and stood staring at
t hem

"Things aren't what they seem here,” he said. "What manner of folk are you,
and howis it that you have such dangerous enemni es?"

"That's a long story, good Durnik," WIf said, "but I"'mafraid there's no tine
to tell it now Make our apologies to Faldor, and see if you can't detain
Brill for a day or so. I'd like our trail to be quite cold before he or his
friends try to find it."

"Someone else is going to have to do that," Durnik said slowmy. "I'mnot sure
what this is all about, but | amsure that there's danger involved init. It
appears that 1'll have to go with you - at least until |1've gotten you safely

away from here."
Aunt Pol suddenly | aughed.
"You, Durnik? You nean to protect us?"

He drew hinsel f up

"I"'msorry, Mstress Pol," he said. "I will not pernmit you to go unescorted."”

"WIl not permt?" she said incredul ously.
"Very well," WIf said, a sly |ook on his face.

"Have you totally taken | eave of your senses?" Aunt Pol demanded, turning on
hi m

"Durni k has shown hinself to be a useful man," WIf said. "If nothing el se,
he'll give me soneone to talk with along the way. Your tongue has grown
sharper with the years, Pol, and | don't relish the idea of a hundred | eagues
or nore with nothing but abuse for conpani onship."

"I see that you've finally slipped into your dotage, dd Wlf," she said

acidly.

"That's exactly the sort of thing |I neant,"” WIf replied blandly. "Now gather
a few necessary things, and let's be away from here. The night is passing
rapidly."

She glared at hima nonment and then stornmed out of the kitchen

"I"ll have to fetch some things too," Durnik said. He turned and went out into
t he gusty night.

Garion's mnd whirled. Things were happening far too fast.
"Afraid, boy?" WIf asked.

"Well-" Garion said. "It's just that | don't understand. | don't understand
any of this at all."

"You will intine, Garion," WIf said. "For nowit's better perhaps that you



don't. There's danger in what we're doing, but not all that great a danger
Your Aunt and | - and good Durnik, of course - will see that no harm cones to
you. Now help nme in the pantry." He took a lantern into the pantry and began

| oadi ng sone | oaves of bread, a ham a round yell ow cheese and several bottles
of wine into a sack which he took down froma peg.

It was nearly nmidnight, as closely as Garion could tell, when they quietly
left the kitchen and crossed the dark courtyard. The faint creak of the gate
as Durnik swng it open seened enornously | oud.

As they passed through the gate, Garion felt a nonentary pang. Faldor's farm
had been the only horme he had ever known. He was | eaving now, perhaps forever,
and such things had great significance. He felt an even sharper pang at the
menory of Zubrette. The thought of Doroon and Zubrette together in the hay
barn al nost made himwant to give the whole thing up altogether, but it was
far too | ate now.

Beyond the protection of the buildings, the gusty wind was chill and whi pped
at Garion's cloak. Heavy clouds covered the noon, and the road seened only
slightly less dark than the surrounding fields. It was cold and |onely and
nore than a little frightening. He wal ked a bit closer to Aunt Pol

At the top of the hill he stopped and gl anced back. Faldor's farmwas only a
pale, dimblur in the valley behind. Regretfully, he turned his back on it.
The vall ey ahead was very dark, and even the road was lost in the gl oom before
t hem

Chapter Six

THEY HAD WALKED for niles, how many Garion could not say. He nodded as he

wal ked, and sometinmes stunbl ed over unseen stones on the dark road. Mre than
anyt hi ng now he wanted to sleep. H s eyes burned, and his legs trenbled on the
verge of exhaustion.

At the top of another hill - there always seened to be another hill, for that
part of Sendaria was folded like a runpled cloth - Mster WIf stopped and
| ooked about, his eyes searching the oppressive gl oom

"We turn aside fromthe road here," he announced.

"I's that wi se?" Durnik asked. "There are woods hereabout, and |'ve heard that

there may be robbers hiding there. Even if there aren't any robbers, aren't we
likely to |l ose our way in the dark?" He | ooked up at the murky sky, his plain

face, dimy seen, troubled. "I w sh there was a noon."

"I don't think we need to be afraid of robbers,” WIf said confidently, "and
I"mjust as happy that there isn't a moon. | don't think we're being foll owed
yet, but it's just as well that no one happens to see us pass. Miurgo gold can
buy nmost secrets.” And with that he led theminto the fields that |ay beside
the road.

For Garion the fields were inpossible. If he had stunbled now and then on the
road, the unseen furrows, holes, and clunps in the rough ground seened to
catch at his feet with every step. At the end of a nmile, when they reached the
bl ack edge of the woods, he was al nost ready to weep with exhaustion.

"How can we find our way in there?" he demanded, peering into the utter
dar kness of the woods.

"There's a woodcutter's track not far to this side," Wl f said, pointing. "W



only have a little farther to go." And he set off again, follow ng the edge of
the dark woods, with Garion and the others stunbling along behind him "Here
we are," he said finally, stopping to allowthemto catch up. "It's going to
be very dark in there, and the track isn't wide. I'll go first, and the rest
of you follow ne."

“I'"1l be right behind you, Garion," Durnik said. "Don't worry. Everything will
be all right." There was a note in the smth's voice, however, that hinted
that his words were nore to reassure hinself than to cal mthe boy.

It seemed warnmer in the woods. The trees sheltered themfromthe gusty w nd,
but it was so dark that Garion could not understand how Wl f could possibly
find his way. A dreadful suspicion grewin his mnd that Wl f actually did not
know where he was going and was nerely floundering along blindly, trusting to
[ uck.

"Stop," a runbling voice suddenly, shockingly, said directly ahead of them
Garion's eyes, accustonmed slightly nowto the gl oomof the woods, saw a vague
outline of something so huge that it could not possibly be a nan.

"A giant!" he screaned in a sudden panic. Then, because he was exhausted and
because everything that had happened that evening had sinply piled too much
upon himall at one time, his nerve broke and he bolted into the trees.

"Grion!" Aunt Pol's voice cried out after him "cone back!"

But panic had taken hold of him He ran on, falling over roots and bushes,
crashing into trees and tangling his legs in branmbles. It seened |ike sone
endl ess nightmare of blind flight. He ran full tilt into a | owhangi ng, unseen
branch, and sparks flared before his eyes with the sudden blow to his
forehead. He lay on the danp earth, gasping and sobbing, trying to clear his
head.

And then there were hands on him horrid, unseen hands. A thousand terrors
flashed through his nmind at once, and he struggled desperately, trying to draw
hi s dagger.

"Ch, no," a voice said. "None of that, ny rabbit."
hi m

H s dagger was taken from

"Are you going to eat me?" Garion babbled, his voice breaking.
H s captor | aughed.

"On your feet, rabbit,"” he said, and Garion felt hinself pulled up by a strong
hand. H's armwas taken in a firmgrasp, and he was half dragged through the
woods.

Sonmewher e ahead there was a light, a winking fire among the trees, and it
seened that he was being taken that way. He knew that he nust think, mnust
devi se sone neans of escape, but his nmind, stunned by fright and exhaustion
refused to function.

There were three wagons sitting in a rough half circle around the fire. Durnik
was there, and Wl f, and Aunt Pol, and with thema nan so huge that Garion's
mnd sinply refused to accept the possibility that he was real. H's tree-trunk
sized legs were wapped in furs cross-tied with | eather thongs, and he wore a
chain-mai|l shirt that reached to his knees, belted at the waist. Fromthe belt
hung a ponderous sword on one side and a short-handled axe on the other. Hs
hair was in braids, and he had a vast, bristling red beard.



As they came into the light, Garion was able to see the man who had capt ured
him He was a small man, scarcely taller than Garion hinself, and his face was
dom nated by a long pointed nose. His eyes were small and squinted, and his
straight, black hair was raggedly cut. The face was not the sort to inspire
confidence, and the nman's stai ned and patched tunic and short, w cked-I ooking
sword did little to contradict the inplications of the face.

"Here's our rabbit," the small, weasel-like man announced as he pulled Garion
into the circle of the firelight. "And a nmerry chase he led ne, too."

Aunt Pol was furious.
"Don't you ever do that again," she said sternly to Garion

"Not so quick, Mstress Pol," WIf said. "It's better for himto run than to
fight just yet. Until he's bigger, his feet are his best friends."

"Have we been captured by robbers?" Garion asked in a quavering voice.

"Robbers?" Wl f |aughed. "Wat a wild inagination you have, boy. These two are
our friends."

"Friends?" Garion asked doubtfully, |ooking suspiciously at the redbearded
gi ant and the weasel -faced man beside him "Are you sure?" The gi ant | aughed
then too, his voice runbling |ike an earthquake.

"The boy seens mistrustful,"
friend Silk."

he booned. "Your face nmust have warned him

The smaller man | ooked sourly at his burly comnpani on

"This is Garion," WIf said, pointing at the boy. "You al ready know M stress
Pol ." His voice seened to stress Aunt Pol's nane. "And this is Durnik, a brave
smth who has decided to accompany us."

"M stress Pol?" the smaller man said, |aughing suddenly for no apparent
reason.

"I am known so," Aunt Pol said pointedly.

"It shall be my pleasure to call you so then, great |lady," the small man said

with a nmocki ng bow.

"Qur large friend here is Barak," WIf went on. "He's useful to have around
when there's trouble. As you can see, he's not a Sendar, but a Cherek from Va
Alorn."

Garion had never seen a Cherek before, and the fearful tales of their prowess
in battle became suddenly quite believable in the presence of the towering
Bar ak.

"And |," the snmall nman said with one hand to his chest, "amcalled Silk - not
much of a nane, I'll admt, but one which suits ne - and | am from Boktor in
Drasnia. | ama juggler and an acrobat."

"And also a thief and a spy," Barak runbl ed good-naturedly.

"We all have our faults,"” Silk admtted blandly, scratching at his scraggly
whi skers.



"And I'mcalled Mster WIf in this particular time and place," the old nman
said. "lI'mrather fond of the name, since the boy there gave it to ne."

"Mster WIf?" Silk asked, and then he | aughed again. "Wat a merry name for
you, old friend."

"I"'mdelighted that you find it so, old friend," WIf said flatly. "Mster
WIf it shall be, then," Silk said. "Cone to the fire, friends. Warm
yourselves, and I'Il see to some food."

Garion was still uncertain about the oddly matched pair. They obviously knew
Aunt Pol and Mster WlIf - and just as obviously by different nanes. The fact
that Aunt Pol m ght not be whom he had al ways thought she was was very

di sturbing. One of the foundation stones of his entire |life had just

di sappear ed.

The food which Silk brought was rough, a turnip stew with thick chunks of neat
floating in it and crudely hacked of f slabs of bread, but Garion, amazed at
the size of his appetite, fell into it as if he had not eaten for days.

And then, his stomach full and his feet warned by the crackling canpfire, he
sat on a |log, half dozing.

"What now, A d WIf?" he heard Aunt Pol ask. "Wat's the idea behind these
cl umsy wagons?"

"Abrilliant plan," WIf said, "even if | do say it nyself. There are, as you
know, wagons goi ng every which way in Sendaria at this time of year. Harvests
are noving fromfield to farm fromfarmto village and fromvillage to town.
Not hi ng i s nore unremarkabl e in Sendaria than wagons. They're so comon t hat
they're alnmost invisible. This is howwe're going to travel. W' re now honest
freight haulers.”

"W're what?" Aunt Pol demanded.

"Wagoneers," Wl f said expansively. "Hard-working transporters of the goods of
Sendaria - out to make our fortunes and seek adventure, bitten by the desire
to travel, incurably infected by the romance of the road."

"Have you any idea how long it takes to travel by wagon?" Aunt Pol asked.

"Six to ten | eagues a day," he told her. "Slow, I'll grant you, but it's
better to nove slowy than to attract attention.”

She shook her head in disgust.
"Where first, Mster WIf?" Silk asked.

"To Darine," Wl f announced. "If the one we're following went to the north,
he'll have to have passed through Darine on his way to Boktor and beyond."

"And what exactly are we carrying to Darine?" Aunt Pol asked.

"Turnips, great lady," Silk said. "Last nmorning ny |large friend and
pur chased three wagonl oads of themin the village of Wnold."

"Turni ps?" Aunt Pol asked in a tone that spoke vol unes.

"Yes, great lady, turnips,” Silk said solemly.



"Are we ready, then?" Wl f asked.
"We are,"” the giant Barak said shortly, rising with his mail shirt clinking.

"We should | ook the part," WIf said carefully, eyeing Barak up and down.
"Your armor, my friend, is not the sort of garb an honest wagoneer woul d wear.
| think you should change it for stout wool."

Barak' s face | ooked i njured.

"I could wear a tunic over it," he suggested tentatively.

"You rattle,” Silk pointed out, "and arnor has a distinctive fragrance about
it. Fromthe downw nd side you snell like a rusty ironworks, Barak."

"I feel undressed without a mail shirt,"” Barak conpl ai ned.
"We nmust all make sacrifices,” Silk said.

Grunbling, Barak went to one of the wagons, jerked out a bundle of clothes and
began to pull off his mail shirt. His Iinen undertunic bore |large, reddish
rust stains.

"I'd change tunics as well,"
arnor."

Sil k suggested. "Your shirt snells as bad as the

Barak gl owered at him "Anything el se?" he demanded. "I hope, for decency's
sake, you don't plan to strip me entirely."

Sil k | aughed.

Barak pulled off his tunic. Hs torso was enornous and covered with thick red
hai r.

"You | ook like a rug," Silk observed.

"I can't help that," Barak said. "Wnters are cold in Cherek, and the hair
hel ps me to stay warm"™ He put on a fresh tunic.

"It's just as cold in Drasnia," Silk said. "Are you absolutely sure your
grandmot her didn't dally with a bear during one of those |ong w nters?"

"Someday your mouth is going to get you into a great deal of trouble, friend
Silk," Barak said om nously.

Sil k |aughed again. "I've been in trouble nost of ny life, friend Barak."
"I wonder why," Barak said ironically.

"I think all this could be discussed later," WIf said pointedly. "I'd rather
like to be away from here before the week's out, if | can."

"OfF course, old friend," Silk said, junping up. "Barak and | can anuse each
other later."

Three teans of sturdy horses were picketed nearby, and they all helped to
harness themto the wagons.

"Il put out the fire," Silk said and fetched two pails of water froma snall



brook that trickled nearby. The fire hissed when the water struck it, and
great clouds of steamboiled up toward the | ow hanging tree |inbs.

"We' || lead the horses to the edge of the wood," WIf said. "I'd rather not
pick ny teeth on a | ow branch.”

The horses seened al nost eager to start and noved w thout urging along a
narrow track through the dark woods. They stopped at the edge of the open
fields, and Wl f | ooked around carefully to see if anyone was in sight.

"I don't see anybody," he said. "Let's get moving."

"Ride with me, good smth," Barak said to Durni k. "Conversation with an honest
man is much preferable to a night spent enduring the insults of an over-clever
Drasni an. "

"As you wish, friend," Durnik said politely.

"I'I'l lead," Silk said. "I'mfamliar with the back roads and | anes
hereabouts. I'I1l put us on the high road beyond Upper G alt before noon. Barak
and Durnik can bring up the rear. |I'msure that between themthey can

di scourage anyone who mght feel like follow ng us."

"AIl right," WIf said, clinmbing up onto the seat of the m ddl e wagon. He
reached down his hand and hel ped up Aunt Pol

Garion quickly clinbed up onto the wagon bed behind them a trifle nervous

t hat someone might suggest that he ride with Silk. It was all very well for
Mster WIf to say that the two they had just nmet were friends, but the fright
he had suffered in the wood was still too fresh in his mnd to make himquite
confortable with them

The sacks of musty-snelling turnips were |unpy, but Garion soon managed to
push and shove a kind of half reclining seat for hinmself anong them just
behi nd Aunt Pol and Mster Wif. He was sheltered fromthe w nd, Aunt Pol was
cl ose, and his cloak, spread over him kept himwarm He was altogether
confortable, and, despite the excitenent of the night's events, he soon
drifted into a half drowse. The dry voice in his mnd suggested briefly that
he had not behaved too well back in the wood, but it too soon fell silent, and
Garion slept.

It was the change of sound that woke him T he soft thud of the horses' hooves
on the dirt road becanme a clatter as they cane to the cobbl estones of a small
village sleeping in the last chill hours of the autum night. Garion opened
his eyes and | ooked sleepily at the tall, narrow houses with their tiny

wi ndows al |l dark

A dog barked briefly, then retreated back to his warm pl ace under sone stairs.
Garion wondered what village it mght be and how many peopl e slept under those
st eep- peaked tile roofs, unaware of the passage of their three wagons.

The cobbl ed street was very narrow, and Garion coul d al nrost have reached out
and touched the weat hered stones of the houses as they passed.

And then the nanel ess village was behind them and they were back on the road
again. The soft sound of the horses' hooves |lured himonce nmore toward sl eep

"What if he hasn't passed through Darine?" Aunt Pol asked Mster WIf in a |l ow
t one.



It occurred to Garion that in all the excitement he had never actually found
out exactly what it was that they were seeking. He kept his eyes cl osed and
l'i stened.

"Don't start with the "what ifs," " WIf said irritably. "If we sit around
saying what if," we'll never do anything."

"I was nerely asking," Aunt Pol said.

"I'f he hasn't gone through Darine, we'll turn south - to Muros. He may have
joined a caravan there to take the Geat North Road to Boktor."

"And if he hasn't gone through Miros?"
"Then we go on to Canmar."
"And then?"

"W'l|] see when we get to Canmar.'
wi shed to discuss the natter.

H's tone was final, as if he no | onger

Aunt Pol drew in a breath as if she were about to deliver some final retort,
but apparently she deci ded against it and settled back instead on the wagon
seat .

To the east, ahead of them the faint stain of dawn touched the | owering

cl ouds, and they noved on through the tattered, w ndswept end of the |ong
night in their search for something which, though he could not yet even
identify it, was so inportant that Garion's entire |life had been uprooted in a
singl e day because of it.

Chapt er Seven

I T TOOK THEM FOUR DAYS to reach Darine On the north coast. The first day went
quite well, since, though it was cloudy and the wind kept blow ng, the air was
dry and the roads were good. They passed qui et farnsteads and an occasi ona
farmer bent to his labor in the mddle of a field. Inevitably each man stopped
his work to watch them pass. Sone waved, but sonme did not.

And then there were villages, clusters of tall houses nestled in valleys. As
t hey passed, the children cane out and ran after the wagons, shouting with
excitement. The villagers watched, idly curious, until it became obvious that
t he wagons were not going to stop, and then they sniffed and went back to
their own concerns.

As afternoon of that first day | owered toward evening, Silk led theminto a
grove of trees at the roadside, and they made preparations for the night. They
ate the last of the ham and cheese Wl f had filched from Fal dor's pantry and
then spread their blankets on the ground beneath the wagons. The ground was
hard and cold, but the exciting sense of being on some great adventure hel ped
Garion to endure the disconfort.

The next norning, however, it began to rain. It was a fine, msty rain at
first, scattering before the wind, but as the norning wore on, it settled into
a steady drizzle. The nmusty snell of the turnips in their wet sacks becane
stronger, and Garion huddl ed m serably with his cloak pulled tightly around
him The adventure was grow ng rmuch | ess exciting.

The road becane nmuddy and slick, and the horses struggled their way up each
hill and had to be rested often. On the first day they had covered eight



| eagues; after that they were lucky to make five.
Aunt Pol becanme waspi sh and short-tenpered.
"This is idiocy," she said to Mster Wl f about noon on the third day.

"Everything is idiocy if you choose to look at it in the proper light," he
replied philosophically.

"Why wagoneers?" she denmanded. "There are faster ways to travels wealthy
famly in a proper carriage, for instance, or Inperial nessengers on good
horses - either way woul d have put us in Darine by now"

"And left a trail in the nenories of all these sinple people we've passed so
wi de that even a Thull could followit," WIf explained patiently. "Brill has
| ong since reported our departure to his enployers. Every Mirgo in Sendaria is
| ooking for us by now "

"Why are we hiding fromthe Mirgos, Mster WIf?" Garion asked, hesitant to
interrupt, but inpelled by curiosity to try to penetrate the nystery behind
their flight. "Aren't they just merchants-like the Tol nedrans and the

Dr asni ans?"

"The Murgos have no real interest in trade," Wl f explained. "Nadraks are
nmer chants, but the Murgos are warriors. The Mirgos pose as nerchants for the
sane reason that we pose as wagoneers - so that they can nove about nore or

| ess undetected. If you sinply assuned that all Mirgos are spies, you woul dn't
be too far fromthe truth."

"Haven't you anything better to do than ask all these questions?" Aunt Pol
asked.

"Not really," Garion said, and then instantly knew that he'd nmade a m st ake.

"Good," she said. "In the back of Barak's wagon you'll find the dirty dishes
fromthis morning's neal. You'll also find a bucket. Fetch the bucket and run
to that stream ahead for water, then return to Barak's wagon and wash the

di shes. "

"I'n cold water?" he objected
"Now, Garion," she said firnly.
G unbling, he clinmbed down off the slowy noving wagon

In the late afternoon of the fourth day they canme over a high hilltop and saw
bel ow the city of Darine and beyond the city the | eaden gray sea.

Garion caught his breath. To his eyes the city | ooked very large. Its
surroundi ng wall's were thick and high, and there were nore buildings within
those walls than he had seen in all his life. But it was to the sea that his
eyes were drawn. There was a sharp tang to the air. Faint hints of that snell
had been coming to himon the wind for the past |eague or so, but now,

i nhal i ng deeply, he breathed in that perfune of the sea for the first tine in
his life. His spirit soared

"Finally," Aunt Pol said.

Sil k had stopped the | ead wagon and cane wal ki ng back. Hi s hood was pulled
back slightly, and the rain ran down his long nose to drip fromits pointed



tip.
"Do we stop here or go on down to the city?" he asked.

"W go to the city," Aunt Pol said. "lI'mnot going to sleep under a wagon when
there are inns so close at hand."

"Honest wagoneers woul d seek out an inn," Mster WIf agreed, "and a warm
taproom "

"I mght have guessed that," Aunt Pol said.
"We have to try to |look the part." WIf shrugged.

They went on down the hill, the horses' hooves slipping and sliding as they
braced back agai nst the weight of the wagons.

At the city gate two watchmen in stained tunics and wearing rustspotted
hel mets cane out of the tiny watch house just inside the gate.

"What's your business in Darine?" one of them asked SilKk.

"I am Anbar of Kotu," Silk lied pleasantly, "a poor Drasnian merchant hopi ng
to do business in your splendid city."

"Spl endi d?" one of the watchmen snorted.

"What have you in your wagons, nerchant?" the other inquired.
"Turnips,"” Silk said deprecatingly. "My fanmily has been in the spice trade for
generations, but I'mreduced to peddling turnips." He sighed. "The world is a
topsy-turvy place, is it not, good friend?"

"We're obliged to inspect your wagons," the watchman said. "It'll take sone
tinme, I"'mafraid."
"And a wet time at that," Silk said, squinting up into the rain. "It would be

much nore pleasant to devote the tinme to wetting one's inside in sone friendly
tavern."

"That's difficult when one doesn't have much noney,"
hopeful | y.

t he wat chnman suggest ed
"I"d be nore than pleased if you' d accept sone small token of friendship from
me to aid you in your wetting," Silk offered.

"You're nmost kind," the watchman replied with a slight bow.

Sone coi ns changed hands, and the wagons noved on into the city uninspected.
Fromthe hilltop Darine had | ooked quite splendid, but Garion found it rmuch
|l ess so as they clattered through the wet streets. The buildings all seened
the sane with a kind of self inportant al oof ness about them and the streets
were littered and dirty. The salt tang of the sea was tainted here with the
snel |l of dead fish, and the faces of the people hurrying al ong were grimand
unfriendly. Garion's first excitenment began to fade.

"Why are the people all so unhappy?" he asked M ster Wl f.

"They have a stern and demandi ng God," Wl f replied.



"Which God is that?" Garion asked.

"Money," WIf said. "Money is a worse God than Torak hinmsel f."

"Don't fill the boy's head with nonsense,” Aunt Pol said. "The people aren't
real ly unhappy, Garion. They're just all in a hurry. They have inportant
affairs to attend to and they're afraid they'Il be late. That's all."

"I don't think I"d like to live here," Garion said. "It seens |ike a bl eak

unfriendly kind of place." He sighed. "Sonetines | wish we were all back at
Faldor's farm"

"There are worse places than Faldor's,"” Wl f agreed.

The inn Silk chose for them was near the docks, and the smell of the sea and
the rank detritus of the neeting of sea and | and was strong there. The inn
however, was a stout building with stables attached and storage sheds for the
wagons. Like nost inns, the main floor was given over to the kitchen and the
| arge common roomwith its rows of tables and | arge fireplaces. The upper
floors provided sl eeping chanbers for the guests.

"It's a suitable place,"” Silk announced as he came back out to the wagons
after speaking at sone length with the innkeeper. "The kitchen seens clean
and | saw no bugs when | inspected the sleeping chanmbers."

"I will inspect it," Aunt Pol said, clinbing down fromthe wagon

"As you wish, great lady," Silk said with a polite bow

Aunt Pol's inspection took nuch longer than Silk's, and it was nearly dark
when she returned to the courtyard. "Adequate," she sniffed, "but only
barely."

"It's not as if we planned to settle in for the winter, Pol," WIf said. "At
nmost we'll only be here a few days."

She ignored that.
"I"ve ordered hot water sent up to our chanbers,” she announced. "I'Ill take
the boy up and wash himwhile you and the others see to the wagons and horses.

Cone along, Garion." And she turned and went back into the inn

Garion wished fervently that they would all stop referring to himas the boy.

He did, after all, he reflected, have a nane, and it was not that difficult a
nane to renenber. He was gloom |y convinced that even if he lived to have a
| ong gray beard, they would still speak of himas the boy.

After the horses and wagons had been attended to and they had all washed up
they went down again to the common room and di ned. The neal certainly didn't
match up to Aunt Pol's, but it was a wel cone change fromturnips. Garion was
absolutely certain that he'd never be able to look a turnip in the face again
for the rest of his life.

After they had eaten, the men loitered over their ale pots, and Aunt Pol's
face regi stered her disapproval. "Garion and | are going up to bed now, " she
said to them "Try not to fall down too many tines when you cone up."

Wl f, Barak and Silk |laughed at that, but Durnik, Garion thought, |ooked a bit
shamef aced.



The next day Mster Wl f and Silk left the inn early and were gone all day.
Garion had positioned hinmself in a strategic place in hopes that he m ght be
noti ced and asked to go along, but he was not; so when Durnik went down to

| ook after the horses, he acconpani ed hi minstead.

"Durnik," he said after they had fed and watered the animals and the snmith was
exam ning their hooves for cuts or stone bruises, "does all this seem strange
to you?"

Durnik carefully Iowered the leg of the patient horse he was checki ng.

"All what, Garion?" he asked, his plain face sober
"Everything," Garion said rather vaguely. "This journey, Barak and Silk,
Mster Wlf and Aunt Pol - all of it. They all talk sonetimes when they don't
think I can hear them This all seens terribly inmportant, but I can't tell if
we' re runni ng away from sonmeone or | ooking for sonething."

"It's confusing to nme as well, Garion," Durnik admtted. "Many things aren't
what they seem - not what they seemat all."

"Does Aunt Pol seemdifferent to you?" Garion asked. "What | nean is, they al
treat her as if she were a nobl ewoman or somnething, and she acts differently
too, now that we're away from Faldor's farm"

"Mstress Pol is a great lady," Durnik said. "I've always known that." H's
voi ce had that same respectful tone it always had when he spoke of her, and
Garion knew that it was useless to try to nake Durni k perceive anythi ng
unusual about her.

"And Mster WIf," Garion said, trying another tack. "I always thought he was
just an old storyteller."

"He doesn't seemto be an ordinary vagabond," Durnik admtted. "I think we've
fallen in with inportant people, Garion, on inportant business. It's probably
better for sinple folk such as you and | not to ask too nmany questions, but to
keep our eyes and ears open."

"WIl you be going back to Faldor's farmwhen this is all over?" Garion asked
careful ly.

Durni k consi dered that, |ooking out across the rainswept courtyard of the
i nn.

"No," he said finally in a soft voice. "I'Il follow as |long as M stress Pol
allows ne to."

On an inpul se Garion reached out and patted the smth's shoul der. "Everything
is going to turn out for the best, Durnik."

Dur ni k si ghed.

"Let's hope so," he said and turned his attention back to the horses.
"Durni k," Garion asked, "did you know ny parents?"

"No," Durnik said. "The first time | saw you, you were a baby in Mstress
Pol's arms."



"What was she |ike then?"

"She seemed angry," Durnik said. "I don't think |I've ever seen anyone quite so
angry. She talked with Faldor for a while and then went to work in the kitchen
- you know Fal dor. He never turned anyone away in his whole life. At first she
was just a helper, but that didn't last too long. Qur old cook was getting fat
and | azy, and she finally went off to live with her youngest daughter. After
that, Mstress Pol ran the kitchen."

"She was a | ot younger then, wasn't she?" Garion asked.

"No," Durnik said thoughtfully. "M stress Pol never changes. She |ooks exactly
t he sane now as she did that first day."

"I"'msure it only seenms that way," Garion said. "Everybody gets ol der."
"Not Mstress Pol," Durnik said

That evening Wl f and his sharp-nosed friend returned, their faces somnber.
"Not hi ng," Wl f announced shortly, scratching at his snowy beard.

"I mght have told you that," Aunt Pol sniffed.

Wl f gave her an irritated | ook, then shrugged.

"We had to be certain," he said.

The red-bearded giant, Barak, |ooked up fromthe mail shirt he was polishing.
"No trace at all?" he asked.

"Not a hint," WIf said. "He hasn't gone through here."

"Where now, then?" Barak asked, setting his mail shirt aside.

"Muros," WIf said.

Barak rose and went to the wi ndow. "The rain is slacking," he said, "but the
roads are going to be difficult."

"W won't be able to | eave tonmorrow anyway,"” Silk said, |ounging on a stoo
near the door. "I have to dispose of our turnips. If we carry them out of
Darine with us, it will seemcurious, and we don't want to be renenbered by
anyone who mi ght have occasion to talk to any wanderi ng Mirgo."

"l suppose you're right," WIf said. "I hate to lose the time, but there's no
help for it."
"The roads will be better after a day's drying," Silk pointed out, "and wagons

travel faster enpty."

"Are you sure you can sell them friend Silk?" Durnik asked.

"I ama Drasnian," Silk replied confidently. "I can sell anything. W m ght
even make a good profit."

"Don't worry about that," Wl f said. "The turni ps have served their purpose.
All we need to do nowis to get rid of them"



"It's a matter of principle,” Silk said airily. "Besides, if | don't try to
strike a hard bargain, that too would be remenbered. Don't be concerned. The
busi ness won't take long and won't delay us."

"Could | go along with you, Silk?" Garion asked hopefully. "I haven't seen any
part of Darine except for this inn."

Silk | ooked inquiringly at Aunt Pol .

She considered for a monent. "I don't suppose it would do any harm" she said,
"and it'll give me tinme to attend to sone things."

The next norning after breakfast Silk and Garion set out with Garion carrying
a bag of turnips. The small nman seenmed to be in extraordinarily good spirits,
and his |long, pointed nose seermed al nost to quiver. "The whole point," he said
as they wal ked along the littered, cobblestoned streets, "is not to appear too
eager to sell - and to know the market, of course.”

"That sounds reasonable,"” Garion said politely.

"Yesterday | made a few inquiries,"” Silk went on. "Turnips are selling on the
docks of Kotu in Drasnia for a Drasnian silver |ink per hundredwei ght."

"A what ?" Garion asked.

"It's a Drasnian coin," Silk explained, "about the sane as a silver inperial -
not quite, but close enough. The merchant will try to buy our turnips for no
nore than a quarter of that, but he'll go as high as half."

"How do you know t hat ?"
"It's customary."

"How many turni ps do we have?" Garion asked, stepping around a pile of refuse
in the street.

"We have thirty hundredweight,” Silk said.

"That woul d be-" Garion's face contorted in an effort to make the conpl ex
cal cul ation in his head.

"Fifteen inperials," Silk supplied. "Or three gold crowns."
"CGol d?" Garion asked. Because gold coins were so rare in country dealings, the
word seened to have an al nbst magic quality.

Silk nodded. "It's always preferable,"” he said. "It's easier to carry. The
wei ght of silver becones burdensone.”

"And how rmuch did we pay for the turnips?"
"Five inperials,"” Silk said

"The farmer gets five, we get fifteen, and the nerchant gets thirty?" Garion
asked incredul ously. "That hardly seens fair."

Silk shrugged. "It's the way things are," he said. "There's the merchant's
house." He pointed at a rather inposing building with broad steps. "Wen we go
in, he'll pretend to be very busy and not at all interested in us. Later

while he and | are bargaining, he'll notice you and tell you what a splendid



boy you are."

" VB2
"He'll think that you're sonme relation of nine - a son or a nephew perhaps -
and he'll think to gain advantage over ne by flattering you."

"What a strange notion," Garion said.

"Il tell himmany things," Silk went on, talking very rapidly now His eyes
seened to glitter, and his nose was actually twitching. "Pay no attention to
what | say, and don't let any surprise show on your face. He'll be watching us
both very closely."

"You're going to lie?" Garion was shocked.

"It's expected," Silk said. "The merchant will also lie. The one of us who
lies the best will get the better of the bargain."

"It all seens terribly involved," Garion said.
"It's a gane," Silk said, his ferretlike face breaking into a grin. "A very
exciting ganme that's played all over the world. Good players get rich, and bad
pl ayers don't."

"Are you a good player?" Garion asked.

"One of the best," Silk replied nmodestly. "Let's go in." And he led Garion up
the broad steps to the nerchant's house.

The nerchant wore an unbelted, fur-trimred gown of a pale green color and a
close-fitting cap. He behaved much as Silk had predicted that he woul d,
sitting before a plain table and | eafing through nmany scraps of parchrment wth
a busy frown on his face while Silk and Garion waited for himto notice them

"Very well, then," he said finally. "You have business with ne?"

"W have some turnips," Silk said sonmewhat deprecatingly.

"That's truly unfortunate, friend," the merchant said, assuming a |ong face.
"The wharves at Kotu groan with turnips just now It would hardly pay nme to
take them of f your hands at any price."

Si Il k shrugged. "Perhaps the Chereks or the Algars then," he said. "Their

mar kets may not yet be so glutted as yours." He turned. "Cone al ong, boy," he
said to Garion.

"A nmoment, good friend," the merchant said. "I detect fromyour speech that
you and | are countrymen. Perhaps as a favor |I'Il |ook at your turnips."
"Your time is valuable," Silk said. "If you aren't in the market for turnips,

why should we trouble you further?"

"I mght still be able to find a buyer somewhere," the nerchant protested, "if
t he nerchandise is of good quality." He took the bag from Gari on and opened
it.

Garion listened with fascination as Silk and the merchant fenced politely with
each other, each attenpting to gain the advantage.



"What a splendid boy this is,
Garion for the first tinme.

the merchant said, suddenly seeming to notice

"An orphan," Silk said, "placed in my care. I'mattenpting to teach himthe
rudi ments of business, but he's slowto learn.”

"Ah," the nerchant said, sounding slightly di sappointed.

Then Silk made a curious gesture with the fingers of his right hand. The
merchant's eyes wi dened slightly, then he too gestured.

After that, Garion had no idea of what was going on. The hands of Silk and the
nmerchant wove intricate designs in the air, sonmetines flickering so rapidly
that the eye could scarce followthem Silk's long, slender fingers seened to
dance, and the nerchant's eyes were fixed upon them his forehead breaking
into a sweat at the intensity of his concentration

"Done, then?" Silk said finally, breaking the long silence in the room
"Done," the nerchant agreed somewhat ruefully.

"It's always a pl easure doing business with an honest man," Silk said.
"I"ve learned nmuch today," the nerchant said. "I hope you don't intend to
remain in this business for long, friend. If you do, |I mght just as well give
you the keys to ny warehouse and strongroom right now and save nyself the
angui sh 1'll experience every tine you appear."

Sil k | aughed. "You've been a worthy opponent, friend nerchant,"” he said.

"I thought so at first," the nmerchant said, shaking his head, "but |I'mno
match for you. Deliver your turnips to nmy warehouse on Bedi k wharf tonorrow
nmorning." He scratched a few lines on a piece of parchment with a quill. "M

overseer will pay you."

Sil k bowed and took the parchment. "Come al ong, boy," he said to Garion, and
led the way fromthe room

"What happened?" Garion asked when they were outside in the blustery street.

"We got the price | wanted," Silk said, sonewhat snugly.

"But you didn't say anything," Garion objected.

"We spoke at great length, Garion," Silk said. "Wren't you watchi ng?"
"All I saw was the two of you w ggling your fingers at each other."

"That's how we spoke," Silk explained. "It's a separate |anguage ny countrymen
devi sed thousands of years ago. It's called the secret |anguage, and it's nuch
faster than the spoken one. It also pernmits us to speak in the presence of
strangers w t hout being overheard. An adept can conduct business while

di scussing the weather, if he chooses."

"WIl you teach it to me?" Garion asked, fascinated.
"It takes a long time to learn,” Silk told him

"Isn't the trip to Muros likely to take a long time?" Garion suggest ed.



Sil k shrugged. "As you wish," he said. "It won't be easy, but it will help
pass the tine, | suppose.”

"Are we going back to the inn now?" Garion asked.

"Not right away," Silk said. "W'l|l need a cargo to explain our entry into
Mur os. "

"I thought we were going to | eave with the wagons enpty."
"W are."
"But you just said-"

"We'| | see a merchant | know, " Silk explained. "He buys farm goods all over
Sendaria and has themheld on the farnms until the narkets are right in Arendia
and Tol nedra. Then he arranges to have them freighted either to Muros or
Canumar . "

"I't sounds very conplicated,” Garion said doubtfully.
"1t's not really,” Silk assured him "Come along, ny boy, you'll see." The
nmer chant was a Tol nedran who wore a flow ng blue robe and a di sdai nful
expression on his face. He was talking with a grimfaced Murgo as Silk and
Garion entered his counting room The Miurgo, like all of his race Garion had
ever seen, had deep scars on his face, and his black eyes were penetrating.

Silk touched Garion's shoulder with a cautionary hand when they entered and
saw t he Murgo, then he stepped forward. "Forgive ne, noble merchant,” he said
ingratiatingly. "I didn't know you were occupied. My porter and I will wait
outside until you have time for us."

"My friend and | will be busy for nbst of the day," the Tolnedran said. "Is it

somet hi ng i nportant ?"
"I was just wondering if you mght have a cargo for ne," Silk replied.

"No," the Tol nedran said shortly. "Nothing." He started to turn back to the
Murgo, then stopped and | ooked sharply at Silk. "Aren't you Ambar of Kotu?" he
asked. "1 thought you dealt in spices."

Garion recogni zed the name Silk had given the watchmen at the gates of the
city. It was evident that the little man had used the name before.

"Alas," Silk sighed. "My last venture lies at the bottom of the sea just off
t he hook of Arendia - two full shiploads bound for Tol Honeth. A sudden storm
and | am a pauper."

"Atragic tale, worthy Anmbar," the Tol nedran master nerchant said, sonewhat
smugl y.

"I"mnow reduced to freighting produce,” Silk said nmorosely. "I have three
rickety wagons, and that's all that's left of the enmpire of Anbar of Kotu."

"Reverses cone to us all," the Tol nedran said phil osophically.

"So this is the fanobus Anbar of Kotu," the Murgo said, his harshly accented
voice quite soft. He |ooked Silk up and down, his black eyes probing. "It was
a fortunate chance that brought me out today. | amenriched by neeting so
illustrious a man."



Silk bowed politely. "You' re too kind, noble sir," he said.

"I am Asharak of Rak Goska," the Miurgo introduced hinmself. He turned to the
Tol nedran. "W can put aside our discussion for a bit, Mngan," he said. "W
wi || accrue much honor by assisting so great a nmerchant to begin recouping his
| osses. "

"You're too kind, worthy Asharak," Silk said, bowi ng again. Garion's nind was

shrieking all kinds of warnings, but the Mirgo's sharp eyes made it inpossible
for himto make the slightest gesture to Silk. He kept his face inpassive and

his eyes dull even as his thoughts raced.

"I would gladly help you, ny friend,”" Mngan said, "but | have no cargo in
Darine at the noment."

"I"'malready conmitted fromDarine to Medalia," Silk said quickly. "Three
wagonl oads of Cherek iron. And | also have a contract to nmove furs from Miros
to Camaar. It's the fifty | eagues from Medalia to Muros that concerns ne.
Wagons traveling enpty earn no profit."

"Medalia.” Mngan frowned. "Let me examine ny records. It seens to ne that
do have sonething there." He stepped out of the room "Your exploits are
| egendary in the kingdons of the east, Anbar,"

Asharak of Rak CGoska said admiringly. "Wen last | left Cthol Mirgos there was
still a kingly price on your head."

Silk laughed easily. "A minor msunderstandi ng, Asharak," he said. "I was
nmerely investigating the extent of Tolnedran intelligence gathering activities
in your kingdom | took sone chances | probably shouldn't have, and the

Tol nedrans found out what | was up to. The charges they leveled at nme were
fabrications."”

"How di d you manage to escape?" Asharak asked. "The soldiers of King Taur
Urgas nearly dismantl ed the kingdom searching for you."

"I chanced to nmeet a Thullish lady of high station,” Silk said. "I managed to
prevail upon her to snuggle nme across the border into Mshrak ac Thull."

"Ah," Asharak said, smling briefly. "Thullish | adies are notoriously easy to
prevail upon."

"But most denmanding," Silk said. "They expect full repayment for any favors. |
found it nore difficult to escape fromher than | did from Cthol Mrgos."

"Do you still perform such services for your government?" Asharak asked
casual ly.

"They won't even talk to ne," Silk said with a gl oony expression. "Anbar the
spice nerchant is useful to them but Anbar the poor wagoneer is quite another
t hi ng. "

"OfF course," Asharak said, and his tone indicated that he obviously did not
bel i eve what he had been told. He glanced briefly and w thout seem ng interest
at Garion, and Garion felt a strange shock of recognition. Wthout know ng
exactly how it was that he knew, he was instantly sure that Asharak of Rak
CGoska had known himfor all of his life. There was a famliarity in that
glance, a famliarity that had grown out of the dozen times or nore that their
eyes had net while Garion was growi ng up and Asharak, muffled always in a



bl ack cl oak and astride a bl ack horse, had stopped and watched and t hen noved
on. Garion returned the gaze w thout expression, and the faintest hint of a
smle flickered across Asharak's scarred face.

M ngan returned to the roomthen. "I have some hanms on a farm near Medalia,"
he announced. "When do you expect to arrive in Miros?"

"Fifteen or twenty days," Silk told him

M ngan nodded. "I'Ill give you a contract to nmove ny hans to Miuros," he
of fered. "Seven silver nobles per wagonl oad."

"Tol nedran nobl es or Sendari an?" Silk asked quickly.
"This is Sendaria, worthy Anbar."

"We're citizens of the world, noble nerchant,"” Silk pointed out. "Transactions
bet ween us have al ways been in Tol nedran coin."

M ngan si ghed. "You were ever quick, worthy Ambar," he said."Very well,
Tol nedran nobles - because we are old friends, and | grieve for your
m sfortunes."”

"Perhaps we'll neet again, Anmbar," Asharak said.

"Perhaps,"” Silk said, and he and Garion left the counting room "Skinflint,"
Silk muttered when they reached the street. "The rate shoul d have been ten
not seven."

"What about the Murgo?" Garion asked. Once again there was the famliar
reluctance to reveal too rmuch about the strange, unspoken link that had
exi sted between himand the figure that now at | east had a nane.

Si | k shrugged.

"He knows |'mup to sonething, but he doesn't know exactly what just as | know
that he's up to sonmething. |'ve had dozens of neetings like that. Unless our
pur poses happen to collide, we won't interfere with each other. Asharak and
are both professionals."

"You're a very strange person, Silk," Garion said.
Silk wi nked at him
"Why were you and M ngan argui ng about the coins?" Garion asked.

"Tol nedran coins are a bit purer,” Silk told him "They're worth nore."

"l see," Garion said.

The next norning they all mounted the wagons again and delivered their turnips
to the warehouse of the Drasnian nerchant. Then, their wagons runbling
enptily, they rolled out of Darine, bound toward the south.

The rain had ceased, but the nmorning was overcast and bl ustery.

On the hill outside town Silk turned to Garion, who rode beside him

"Very well ' He noved his fingers in front of Garion's

face. "This means "~ Good norning."'

he said,"let's begin.



Chapt er Ei ght

AFTER THE FI RST DAY the wind blew itself out, and the pale autum sun
reappeared. Their route southward | ed them along the Darine R ver, a turbul ent
streamthat rushed down fromthe nountains on its way to the Gulf of Cherek
The country was hilly and tinbered but, since the wagons were enpty, their

hor ses made good tine.

Garion paid scant attention to the scenery as they trundled up the valley of
the Darine. His attention was riveted alnost totally on Silk's flickering
fingers.

"Don't shout," Silk instructed as Garion practiced.
"Shout ?" Garion asked, puzzled.

"Keep your gestures small. Don't exaggerate them The idea is to nmake the
whol e busi ness i nconspi cuous. "

"I"'monly practicing," Garion said.

"Better to break bad habits before they becone too strong," Silk said. "And be
careful not to munble."”

"Munbl e?"

"Form each phrase precisely. Finish one before you go on to the next. Don't
worry about speed. That conmes with tinme."

By the third day their conversations were half in words and half in gestures,
and Garion was beginning to feel quite proud of hinself. They pulled off the
road into a grove of tall cedars that evening and forned up their usual half
circle with the wagons.

"How goes the instruction?" Mster WIf asked as he clinbed down.

"It progresses,” Silk said. "I expect it will go nore rapidly when the boy
outgrows his tendency to use baby talk."

Garion was crushed.

Bar ak, who was al so di smounti ng, | aughed.

"I"ve often thought that the secret |anguage night be useful to know " he
said, "but fingers built to grip a sword are not ninble enough for it." He

hel d out his huge hand and shook his head.

Durnik lifted his face and sniffed at the air. "It's going to be cold
tonight," he said. "W'Ill have frost before norning."

Barak al so sniffed, and then he nodded. "You're right, Durnik," he runbled.
"We' || need a good fire tonight." He reached into the wagon and lifted out his
axe.

"There are riders comng," Aunt Pol announced, still seated on the wagon.

They all stopped talking and listened to the faint drumm ng sound on the road
they had just left.



"Three at least,"” Barak said grimy. He handed the axe to Durni k and reached
back into the wagon for his sword

"Four," Silk said. He stepped to his own wagon and took his own sword out from
under the seat.

"We're far enough fromthe road," WIf said. "If we stay still, they' Il pass
wi t hout seeing us."

"That won't hide us fromGolins," Aunt Pol said. "They won't be searching
with their eyes.” She nmade two quick gestures to Wl f which Garion did not
recogni ze.

No, Wolf gestured back. Let us instead - He al so nade an unrecogni zabl e
gesture.

Aunt Pol | ooked at himfor a nonent and then nodded.

"Al'l of you stay quite still," WIf instructed them Then he turned toward the
road, his face intent.

Garion held his breath. The sound of the gall oping horses grew nearer.

Then a strange thing happened. Though Garion knew he should be fearful of the
approaching riders and the threat they seened to pose, a kind of dreany

| assitude fell over him It was as if his mind had quite suddenly gone to

sl eep, leaving his body still standing there watching incuriously the passage
of those dark-mantled horsenmen al ong the road.

How | ong he stood so he was not able to say; but when he roused fromhis half
dream the riders were gone and the sun had set. The sky to the east had grown
purple with approachi ng evening, and there were tatters of sun-stained cl ouds
al ong the western horizon

"Murgos,"” Aunt Pol said quite calmy, "and one Golim" She started to clinb
down from the wagon.

"There are many Murgos in Sendaria, great lady," Silk said, helping her down,
"and on many different mssions.”

"Murgos are one thing," WIf said grimy, "but Golinms are quite sonething
else. | think it mght be better if we noved off the welltravel ed roads. Do
you know a back way to Medalia?"

"dd friend," Silk replied nodestly, "I know a back way to every place."

"Good," WIf said. "Let's nove deeper into these woods. |1'd prefer it if no
chance gl eam fromour fire reached the road."

Garion had seen the cl oaked Murgos only briefly. There was no way to be sure
if one of them had been that same Asharak he had finally met after all the
years of knowing himonly as a dark figure on a black horse, but sonehow he
was al nost certain that Asharak had been anong them Asharak would follow him
woul d be there wherever he went. It was the kind of thing one could count on

Durni k had been right when he had spoken of frost. The ground was white with
it the next nmorning, and the horses' breath steaned in the chill air as they
set out. They noved along |lanes and little-used tracks that were partially
weed- choked. The going was slower than it might have been on the main road,
but they all felt much safer



It took themfive nore days to reach the village of Wnold, sone twelve

| eagues to the north of Medalia. There, at Aunt Pol's insistence, they stopped
overni ght at a sonewhat rundown inn. "I refuse to sleep on the ground again,"”
she announced flatly.

After they had eaten in the dingy common roomof the inn, the nen turned to
their ale pots, and Aunt Pol went up to her chanmber with instructions that hot
wat er be brought to her for bathing. Garion, however, nade sone pretext about
checki ng the horses and went outside. It was not that he was in the habit of
bei ng deliberately deceptive, but it had occurred to himin the |ast day or so
that he had not had a single nonment alone since they had |l eft Faldor's farm
He was not by nature a solitary boy, but he had begun to feel quite keenly the
restriction of always being in the presence of his elders.

The village of Wnold was not a |large one, and he explored it fromone end to
the other in less than half an hour, loitering along its narrow, cobbl estoned
streets in the crispness of the early evening air. The wi ndows of the houses
gl owed wi th gol den candl elight, and Garion suddenly felt a great surge of
honesi ckness.

Then, at the next corner of the crooked street, in the brief light froman
openi ng door, he saw a fam liar figure. He could not be positive, but he
shrank back agai nst a rough stone wall anyway.

The man at the corner turned in irritation toward the light, and Garion caught
t he sudden white gl eam fromone of his eyes. It was Brill. The unkenpt nman
nmoved qui ckly out of the light, obviously not wishing to be seen, then he

st opped.

Garion hugged the wall, watching Brill's inpatient pacing at the corner. The
wi sest thing would have been to slip away and hurry back to the inn, but
Garion quickly disnissed that idea. He was safe enough here in the deep shadow
besi de the wall, and he was too caught up by curiosity to | eave w thout seeing
exactly what Brill was doing here.

After what seened hours, but was really only a few nore mnutes, another
shadowy shape came scurrying down the street. The man was hooded, so it was

i npossible to see his face, but the outline of his formrevealed a figure
dressed in the tunic, hose and calf |ength boots of an ordinary Sendar. There
was al so, when he turned, the outline of a sword belted at his waist, and that
was far fromordinary. Wile it was not precisely illegal for Sendars of the

| ower classes to bear arns, it was uncomon enough to attract notice.

Garion tried to edge cl ose enough to hear what Brill said to the man with the
sword, but they spoke only briefly. There was a clink as some coi ns changed
hands, and then the two separated. Brill noved quietly off around the corner

and the man with the sword wal ked up the narrow, crooked street toward the
spot where Garion stood.

There was no place to hide, and as soon as the hooded man cane cl ose enough
he woul d be able to see Garion. To turn and run woul d be even nore dangerous.
Since there was no alternative, Garion put on a bold front and narched
determ nedly toward the oncoming figure.

"Who' s there?" the hooded man demanded, his hand going to his sword-hilt.

"Good evening, sir," Garion said, deliberately forcing his voice up into the
squeaky registers of a much younger boy. "Cold night, isn't it?"



The hooded man grunted and seened to rel ax.

Garion's legs quivered with the desire to run. He passed the man with the
sword, and his back prickled as he felt that suspicious gaze foll ow him

"Boy," the man said abruptly.

Garion stopped.

"Yes, sir?" he said, turning.

"Do you live here?"

"Yes, sir," Garion lied, trying to keep his voice fromtrenbling.
"I's there a tavern hereabouts?"

Garion had just explored the town, and he spoke confidently.

"Yes, sir," he said. "You go on up this street to the next corner and turn to
your left. There are torches out front. You can't miss it."

"My thanks," the hooded man said shortly, and wal ked on up the narrow street.

"Good night, sir," Garion called after him made bold by the fact that the
danger seened past.

The man did not answer, and Garion marched on down to the corner, exhilarated
by his brief encounter. Once he was around the corner, however, he dropped the
gui se of a sinple village boy and ran

He was breathless by the tine he reached the inn and burst into the snmoky
conmon room where M ster WIf and the others sat talking by the fire.

At the last instant, realizing that to blurt out his news in the conmon room
where others m ght overhear would be a mi stake, he forced himself to walk
calmy to where his friends sat. He stood before the fire as if warm ng

hi nsel f and spoke in a low tone. "I just saw Brill in the village," he said

"Brill?" Silk asked. "Who's Brill?"

Wl f frowned. "A farmhand with too nuch Angarak gold in his purse to be
entirely honest,"” he said. Quickly he told Silk and Barak about the adventure
in Faldor's stable.

"You should have killed him" Barak runbl ed.

"This isn't Cherek," WIf said. "Sendars are touchy about casual killings." He
turned to Garion. "Did he see you?" he asked.

"No," Garion said. "I saw himfirst and hid in the dark. He net another man
and gave hi m sone noney, | think. The other man had a sword." Briefly he
descri bed the whol e i ncident.

"This changes things," WIf said. "I think we'll |eave earlier in the norning
than we'd pl anned. "

"It wouldn't be hard to make Brill |lose interest in us," Durnik said. "I could
probably find himand hit himon the head a few tines."



"Tenpting." Wbl f grinned. "But | think it night be better just to slip out of
town early tonmorrow and |l eave himwi th no notion that we' ve ever been here. W
don't really have tine to start fighting with everyone we run across."

"I"'d like a closer look at this sword-carrying Sendar, however," Silk said,
rising. "If it turns out that he's following us, |I'd rather know what he | ooks
like. I don't like being foll owed by strangers."

"Discreetly,” WIf cautioned.

Sil k | aughed. "Have you ever known nme to be ot herw se?" he asked. "This won't
take long. Where did you say that tavern was, Garion?"

Garion gave himdirections.

Si I k nodded, his eyes bright and his I ong nose tw tching. He turned, went
qui ckly across the snoky common room and out into the chill night.

"I wonder," Barak considered. "If we're being followed this closely, wouldn't
it be better to discard the wagons and this tiresone di sqguise, buy good horses
and sinmply make straight for Miros at a gallop?"

Wl f shook his head. "I don't think the Miurgos are all that certain where we
are," he said. "Brill could be here for sone other dishonesty, and we'd be
foolish to start running from shadows. Better just to nove on quietly. Even if
Brill is still working for the Murgos, |I'd rather just slip away and | eave

them all beating the bushes here in central Sendaria." He stood up. "I'm goi ng
to step upstairs and let Pol know what's happened." He crossed the comon room
and nmounted the stairs.

"I still don't like it," Barak nuttered, his face dark

They sat quietly then, waiting for Silk's return. The fire popped, and Garion
started slightly. It occurred to himas he waited that he had changed a great
deal since they'd left Faldor's farm Everything had seemed sinple then with
the world neatly divided into friends and enenmies. In the short tinme since
they'd left, however, he'd begun to perceive conplexities that he hadn't

i magi ned before. He'd grown wary and distrustful and |istened nore frequently
to that interior voice that always advised caution if not outright guile. He'd
al so |l earned not to accept anything at face value. Briefly he regretted the

| oss of his former innocence, but the dry voice told himthat such regret was
chi | di sh.

Then M ster Wl f cane back down the stairs and rejoined them After about a
hal f hour Silk returned. "Thoroughly disreputable-looking fellow, " he said,
standing in front of the fire. "My guess is that he's a comon f oot pad. "

"Brill's seeking his natural level," WIf observed. "If he's still working for
the Murgos, he's probably hiring ruffians to watch for us. They'll be | ooking
for four people on foot, however, rather than six in wagons. |If we can get out
of Wnold early enough in the nmorning, | think we can elude them altogether."

"I think Durnik and |I should stand watch tonight," Barak said.
"Not a bad idea," WIf agreed. "Let's plan to | eave about the fourth hour
after midnight. 1'd like to have two or three | eagues of back roads between us

and this place when the sun comes up."

Garion scarcely slept that night; when he did, there were ni ghtmares about a
hooded man with a cruel sword chasing hi mendl essly down dark, narrow streets.



When Barak woke them Garion's eyes felt sandy, and his head was thick from
t he exhausting night.

Aunt Pol carefully drew the shutters in their chanber before lighting a single

candle. "It's going to be colder now," she said, opening the | arge bundle
she'd had himcarry up fromthe wagons. She took out a pair of heavy wool en
hose and winter boots lined with | anbswool. "Put these on," she instructed

Garion, "and your heavy cl oak."
"I"'mnot a baby any nore, Aunt Pol," Garion said.
"Do you enjoy being col d?"

"Well, no, but " He stopped, unable to think of any words to explain how he
felt. He began to dress. He could hear the faint nurnur of the others talKking
softly in the adjoining chanber in that curious, hushed tone that nmen al ways
assune when they rise before the sun

"We're ready, Mstress Pol," Silk's voice came through the doorway.

"Let's | eave then," she said, drawing up the hood of her cloak

The noon had risen late that night and shone brightly on the frostsilvered
stones outside the inn. Durnik had hitched the horses to the wagons and had
| ed them out of the stable.

"We'|| lead the horses out to the road,"” WIf said very quietly. "I see no
need of rousing the villagers as we pass."

Silk again took the | ead, and they noved slowy out of the innyard. The fields
beyond the village were white with frost, and the pale, snoky-I| ooking
nmoonl i ght seened to have | eeched all color fromthem

"As soon as we're well out of earshot," WIf said, clinmbing up into his wagon,
"let's put some significant distance between us and this place. The wagons are
enpty, and a little run won't hurt the horses."

"Truly," Silk agreed.

They all nounted their wagons and set off at a walk. The stars glittered
overhead in the crisp, cold sky. The fields were very white in the noonlight,
and the clunps of trees back fromthe road very dark

Just as they went over the first hilltop, Garion | ooked back at the dark
cluster of houses in the valley behind. A single flicker of light came froma
wi ndow somewhere, a |one, golden pinpoint that appeared and then vani shed.

"Someone' s awake back there," he told Silk. "I just sawa light."
"Some early riser perhaps," Silk suggested. "But then again, perhaps not." He
shook the reins slightly, and the horses increased their pace. He shook them
again, and they began to trot.

"Hang on, boy," he instructed, reached forward and sl apped the reins down
smartly on the runps of the horses.

The wagon bounced and clattered fearfully behind the running team and the
bitterly chill air rushed at Garion's face as he clung to the wagon seat.

At full gallop the three wagons plunged down into the next valley, rushing



between the frost-white fields in the bright noonlight, [eaving the village
and its single light far behind.

By the time the sun rose, they had covered a good four |eagues, and Silk
reined in his steam ng horses. Garion felt battered and sore fromthe wld
ride over the iron-hard roads and was gl ad for the chance to rest. Silk handed
himthe reins and junped down fromthe wagon. He wal ked back and spoke briefly
to Mster Wolf and Aunt Pol, then returned to the wagon

"We turn off at that l|ane just ahead," he told Garion as he massaged his
fingers.

Garion offered himthe reins.

"You drive," Silk told him "My hands are frozen stiff. Just let the horses
wal k. "

Garion clucked at the horses and shook the reins slightly. oediently, the
team started out again.

"The | ane circles around to the back of that hill," Silk said, pointing with
his chin since his hands were tucked inside his tunic. "On the far side
there's a copse of fir trees. W'll stop there to rest the horses.™

"Do you think we're being foll owed?" Garion asked.
"This'll be a good tine to find out," Silk said.

They rounded the hill and drove on down to where the dark firs bordered the
road. Then Garion turned the horses and noved in under the shadowy trees.

"This will do fine," Silk said, getting down. "Cone along."

"Where are we goi ng?"

"I want to have a look at that road behind us," Silk said. "We'll go up
through the trees to the top of the hill and see if our back trail has
attracted any interest."

And he started up the hill, nmoving quite rapidly but making absolutely no
sound as he went. Garion floundered al ong behind him his feet cracking the
dead twi gs underfoot enbarrassingly until he began to catch the secret of it.
Si | k nodded approvingly once, but said nothing.

The trees ended just at the crest of the hill, and Silk stopped there. The
val l ey below with the dark road passing through it was enpty except for two
deer who had cone out of the woods on the far side to graze in the frosty
grass.

"W'll wait a while,” Silk said. "If Brill and his hireling are foll ow ng,
t hey shoul dn't be far behind."

He sat on a stunp and watched the enpty valley.
After a while, a cart noved slowy along the road toward Wnold. It |ooked
tiny in the distance, and its pace along the scar of the road seened very

sl ow.

The sun rose a bit higher, and they squinted into its full norning brightness.



"Silk," Garion said finally in a hesitant tone.
"Yes, Garion?"

"What's this all about?" It was a bold question to ask, but Garion felt he
knew Sil k well enough now to ask it.

"Al what?"

"What we're doing. |'ve heard a few things and guessed a few nore, but it
doesn't really nake any sense to ne."

"And just what have you guessed, Garion?" Silk asked, his small eyes very
bright in his unshaven face.

"Somet hi ng' s been stol en-sonething very inportant - and Mster Wl f and Aunt
Pol - and the rest of us - are trying to get it back."

"Al'l right," Silk said. "That rmuch is true."

"Mster Wlf and Aunt Pol are not at all what they seemto be," Garion went

on.

"No," Silk agreed, "they aren't.”

"I think they can do things that other people can't do," Garion said,
struggling with the words. "M ster WIf can follow this thing - whatever it is
- without seeing it. And | ast week in those woods when the Mirgos passed, they
did something - | don't even know how to describe it, but it was alnost as if
they reached out and put ny nmind to sleep. How did they do that? And why?"

Si | k chuckl ed.

"You're a very observant lad," he said. Then his tone becane nore serious.
"We're living in nonmentous times, Garion. The events of a thousand years and
nore have all focused on these very days. The world, I'mtold, is like that.
Centuries pass when not hi ng happens, and then in a few short years events of
such tremendous inportance take place that the world is never the sane again."

"I think that if | had ny choice, 1'd prefer one of those quiet centuries,”
Garion said glumy

"Ch, no," Silk said, his lips drawing back in a ferretlike grin. "Now s the
time to be alive - to see it all happen, to be a part of it. That makes the
bl ood race, and each breath is an adventure."

Garion |let that pass.

"What is this thing we're follow ng?" he asked.

"It's best if you don't even know its name," Silk told himseriously, "or the
nane of the one who stole it. There are people trying to stop us; and what you
don't know, you can't reveal."

"I"'mnot in the habit of talking to Murgos," Garion said stiffly.
"It's not necessary to talk to them" Silk said. "There are some anong them
who can reach out and pick the thoughts right out of your mind."

"That isn't possible," Garion said.



"Who's to say what's possible and what isn't?" Silk asked. And Garion
renenbered a conversation he had once had with Mster WIf about the possible
and the inpossi bl e.

Silk sat on the stunp in the newy risen sun |ooking thoughtfully down into

the still-shadow valley, an ordinary-looking little man in ordinary-I| ooki ng
tuni c and hose and a rough brown shoul der cape with its hood turned up over

hi s head.

"You were raised as a Sendar, Garion," he said, "and Sendars are solid,
practical nen with little patience for such things as sorcery and nagi c and
other things that can't be seen or touched. Your friend, Durnik, is a perfect
Sendar. He can nend a shoe or fix a broken wheel or dose a sick horse, but I
doubt that he could bring hinself to believe in the tiniest bit of magic."

"I ama Sendar," Garion objected. The hint inplicit in Silk's observation
struck at the very center of his sense of his own identity.

Silk turned and | ooked at himclosely.

"No," he said, "you aren't. |I know a Sendar when | see one just as | can
recogni ze the difference between an Arend and a Tol nedran or a Cherek and an
Al gar. There's a certain set of the head, a certain | ook about the eyes of
Sendars that you don't have. You're not a Sendar."

"What am | then?" Garion chall enged.

"I don't know," Silk said with a puzzled frown, "and that's very unusual
since |'ve been trained to know what people are. It nay conme to nme in ting,
t hough. "

"I's Aunt Pol a Sendar?" Garion asked.

"OfF course not." Silk |aughed.

"That explains it then," Garion said. "I'm probably the sane thing she is."
Silk | ooked sharply at him

"She's ny father's sister, after all," Garion said. "At first | thought it was
nmy mot her she was related to, but that was wong. It was my father; | know
that now. "

"That's inpossible," Silk said flatly.

"I npossi bl e?"

"Absol utely out of the question. The whol e notion's unthinkable."

n W]y?"

Silk chewed at his lower lip for a noment. "Let's go back to the wagons," he
sai d shortly.

They turned and went down through the dark trees with the bright norning
sunlight slanting on their backs in the frosty air.

They rode the back |anes for the rest of the day. Late in the afternoon when
the sun had begun to drop into a purple bank of clouds toward the west, they



arrived at the farmwhere they were to pick up Mngan's hans. Silk spoke with
the stout farmer and showed hi mthe piece of parchnment M ngan had given them
in Darine.

"I"ll be glad to get rid of them" the farner said. "They' ve been occupying
storage space | sorely need."

"That's frequently the case when one has dealings with Tol nedrans," Silk
observed. "They're gifted at getting a bit nore than they pay foreven if it's
only the free use of soneone else's storage sheds.”

The farmer glumy agreed.
"I wonder," Silk said as if the thought had just occurred to him "I wonder if
you m ght have seen a friend of mne - Brill by name? A mediumsized man with
bl ack hair and beard and a cast to one eye?"

"Patched clothes and a sour disposition?" the stout farner asked.

"That's him" Silk said.
"He's been about the area," the farmer said, "looking - or so he said - for an
old man and a woman and a boy. He said that they stole some things fromhis
master and that he'd been sent to find them™

"How | ong ago was that?" Silk asked.

"A week or so," the farmer said.
"I"'msorry to have mssed him" Silk said. "I wish | had the | eisure to | ook
hi mup. "

"I can't for my life think why," the farmer said bluntly. "To be honest wth
you, | didn't care nuch for your friend."

"I"'mnot overfond of himnyself," Silk agreed, "but the truth is that he owes
me sone noney. | could quite easily do without Brill's compani onship, but I'm
| onesome for the nmoney, if you take my meaning."

The farner |aughed.

"I"d take it as a kindness if you happened to forget that | asked after him"
Silk said. "He'll likely be hard enough to find even if he isn't warned that
I"mlooking for him"

"You can depend on ny discretion,” the stout man said, still laughing. "l have
a loft where you and your wagoneers can put up for the night, and I'd take it
kindly if you'd sup with my workers in the dining hall over there."

"My thanks," Silk said, bowing slightly. "The ground's cold, and it's been
some time since we've eaten anything but the rough fare of the road.”

"You wagoneers | ead adventuresone lives," the stout man said al nost enviously.
"Free as birds with always a new horizon just beyond the next hilltop."

"I't's much overrated," Silk told him "and winter's a thin tine for birds and
wagoneers both."

The farmer | aughed again, clapped Silk on the shoul der and then showed him
where to put up the horses.



The food in the stout farner's dining hall was plain, but there was plenty;
and the loft was a bit drafty, but the hay was soft. Garion slept soundly. The
farmwas not Faldor's, but it was faniliar enough, and there was that
conforting sense of having walls about himagain that made himfeel secure.

The followi ng norning, after a solid breakfast, they | oaded the wagons with
the Tol nedran's salt-crusted hanms and bade the farmer a friendly good-bye.

The cl ouds that had begun to bank up in the west the evening before had
covered the sky during the night, and it was cold and gray as they set out for
Miros, fifty | eagues to the south.

Chapter N ne

THE ALMOST TWO WEEKS it took themto reach Muros were the nost unconfortable
Garion had ever spent. Their route skirted the edge of the foothills through
rolling and sparsely settled country, and the sky hung gray and col d overhead.
There were occasional spits of snow, and the nountains | oomed bl ack agai nst
the skyline to the east.

It seened to Garion that he woul d never be warm again. Despite Durnik's best
efforts to find dry firewood each night, their fires always seened pitifully
smal I, and the great cold around them enormously |arge. The ground upon which
they slept was always frozen, and the chill seenmed actually to seep into
Garion's bones.

H s education in the Drasni an secret |anguage conti nued and he becane, if not
adept, at least conpetent by the time they passed Lake Camaar and began the
| ong, downhill grade that led to Miros.

The city of Muros in south-central Sendaria was a sprawling, unattractive

pl ace that had been since time imrenorial the site of a great annual fair.
Each year in late sumer, Al gar horsenmen drove vast cattle herds through the
mount ai ns al ong the Great North Road to Muros where cattle buyers from al

over the west gathered to await their com ng. Huge suns changed hands, and,
because the Al gar clansnmen al so commonly made their yearly purchases of useful
and ornamental articles at that tinme, merchants fromas far away as Nyissa in
the renote south gathered to offer their wares. A large plain which lay to the
east of the city was given over entirely to the cattle pens that stretched for
mles but were still inadequate to contain the herds which arrived at the

hei ght of the season. Beyond the pens to the east lay the nore or |ess

per manent encanpnent of the Al gars.

It was to this city one mdnorning at the tag end of the fair, when the cattle
pens were nearly enpty and npost of the Algars had departed and only the nost
desperate nerchants remained, that Silk I ed the three wagons | aden with the
hans of M ngan the Tol nedran

The delivery of the hans took place w thout incident, and the wagons soon drew
into an innyard near the northern outskirts of the city.

"This is a respectable inn, great lady," Silk assured Aunt Pol as he hel ped
her down fromthe wagon. "I've stopped here before.”

"Let's hope so," she said. "The inns of Miuros have an unsavory reputation.”

"Those particular inns lie along the eastern edge of town," Silk assured her

delicately. "I know themwell."



"I"'mcertain you do," she said with an arched eyebrow.

"My profession sonetines requires ne to seek out places | mght otherw se
prefer to avoid," he said blandly.

The inn, Garion noted, was surprisingly clean, and its guests seened for the
nost part to be Sendarian merchants.

"I thought there'd be many different kinds of people here in Miros," he said
as he and Silk carried their bundles up to the chanbers on the second fl oor

"There are," Silk said, "but each group tends to remain aloof fromthe others.
The Tol nedrans gather in one part of town, the Drasnians in another, the

Nyi ssans in yet another. The Earl of Miros prefers it that way. Tenpers
sonmetines flare in the heat of the day's business, and it's best not to have
natural enemi es housed under the same roof."

Garion nodded. "You know," he said as they entered the chanbers they had taken
for their stay in Miros, "I don't think |I've ever seen a Nyissan."

"You're lucky," Silk said with distaste. "They're an unpl easant race."
"Are they |ike Mirgos?"

"No," Silk said. "The Nyi ssans worship Issa, the Snake-God, and it's

consi dered seemy anong themto adopt the mannerisns of the serpent. | don't
find it at all that attractive myself. Besides, the Nyissans nmurdered the

Ri van King, and all Al orns have disliked them since then."

"The Rivans don't have a king," Garion objected.

"Not anymore," Silk said. "They did once, though - until Queen Sal m ssra
deci ded to have hi m nurdered.”

"When was that?" Garion asked, fascinated.

"Thirteen hundred years ago," Silk said, as if it had only been yesterday.
"Isn't that sort of a long tinme to hold a grudge?" Garion asked.

"Some things are unforgivable," Silk said shortly.

Since there was still a good part of the day left, Silk and WIf left the inn
that afternoon to search the streets of Muros for those strange, |ingering
traces that Wl f could apparently see or feel and which would tell himwhether
t he obj ect they sought had passed this way. Garion sat near the fire in the
chanmber he shared with Aunt Pol, trying to bake the chill out of his feet.
Aunt Pol also sat by the fire, mending one of his tunics, her shining needle
flickering in and out of the fabric.

"Who was the Rivan King, Aunt Pol ?" he asked her. She stopped sew ng.
"Why do you ask?" she said.

"Silk was telling nme about Nyissans," he said. "He told ne that their queen
mur dered the Rivan King. Wiy woul d she do that?"

"You're full of questions today, aren't you?" she asked, her needl e noving
agai n.



"Silk and | talk about a lot of things as we ride along,'
his feet even closer to the fire.

Garion said, pushing

"Don't burn your shoes,"” she told him

"Silk says that I'mnot a Sendar," Garion said. "He says that he doesn't know
what | am but that I'mnot a Sendar."

"Silk tal ks too nuch," Aunt Pol observed.
"You never tell me anything, Aunt Pol," he said in irritation

"I tell you everything you need to know," she said calmy. "Right nowit's not
necessary for you to know anythi ng about Ri van kings or Nyissan queens."

"Al'l you want to do is keep ne an ignorant child," Garion said petul antly.
"I"'malnost a man, and | don't even know what | am- or who."

"I know who you are," she said, not |ooking up
"Wio am | then?"
"You're a young man who's about to catch his shoes on fire," she said.

He jerked his feet back quickly.

"You didn't answer ne," he accused.

"That's right," she said in that sanme infuriatingly cal mvoice.
"Why not ?"

"I't's not necessary for you to know yet. When it's time, I'Il tell you, but
not until."

"That's not fair," he objected.

"The world's full of injustice," she said. "Now, since you're feeling so
manly, why don't you fetch sone nore firewood? That'l|l give you somnething
useful to think about."

He gl ared at her and stanped across the room

"CGarion," she said.

"What ?"

"Don't even think about slamm ng the door."

That evening when Wl f and Silk returned, the usually cheerful old man seened

inpatient and irritable. He sat down at the table in the comon room of the
inn and stared nmoodily at the fire. "I don't think it

passed this way," he said finally. "There are a few places left to try, but
I"malnmost certain that it hasn't been here.”

"Then we go on to Canmar?" Barak rumbled, his thick fingers combing his
bristling beard.

"We nust,” WIf said. "Most likely we should have gone there first."



"There was no way to know," Aunt Pol told him "Wy wuld he go to Camaar if
he's trying to carry it to the Angarak kingdons?"

"I can't even be certain where he's going," WIf said irritably. "Maybe he
wants to keep the thing for hinself. He's always coveted it." He stared into
the fire again.

"We're going to need sone kind of cargo for the trip to Canmar," Silk said.

Wl f shook his head. "It slows us too nmuch,"” he said. "It's not unusual for
wagons to return to Camaar from Muros wi thout cargo, and it's reaching the
poi nt where we'll have to ganbl e our disguise for the sake of speed. It's

forty | eagues to Cammar, and the weather's turning bad. A heavy snowstorm
could stop the wagons entirely, and | don't have time to spend the whole
winter nmired down in a snowbank."

Durni k dropped his knife suddenly and started to scranble to his feet.
"What's ami ss?" Barak asked quickly.

"I just saw Brill," Durnik said. "He was in that doorway."
"Are you sure?" Wl f demanded.

"I know him" Durnik said grimy. "It was Brill, all right.
Sil k pounded his fist down on the table.

"ldiot!" he accused hinmself. "I underestinmated the man."
"That doesn't matter now," Mster WIf said, and there was al nost a kind of
relief in his voice. "Qur disguise is useless now | think it's time for
speed. "

"I"ll see to the wagons," Durnik said.

"No," Wbl f said. "The wagons are too slow. We'Ill go to the canp of the Al gars
and buy good horses."” He stood up quickly.

"What of the wagons?" Durnik persisted.

"Forget them" Wl f said. "They're only a hindrance now W'IlI| ride the wagon
horses to the canp of the Algars and take only what we can conveniently carry.
Let's get ready to | eave immediately. Meet ne in the innyard as soon as you
can." He went quickly to the door and out into the cold night.

It was only a few mnutes later that they all net near the door to the stable
in the cobbl estoned innyard, each carrying a small bundle. Hul ki ng Barak
jingled as he wal ked, and Garion could snell the oiled steel of his mail
shirt. A few Bakes of snow drifted down through the frosty air and settled
like tiny feathers to the frozen ground.

Durnik was the last to join them He canme breathlessly out of the inn and
pressed a small handful of coins upon Mster WlIf.

"It was the best | could do," he apol ogized. "It's scarce half the worth of
t he wagons, but the innkeeper sensed ny haste and bargai ned neanly." He
shrugged then. "At least we're rid of them" he said. "It's not good to |eave

t hi ngs of val ue behind. They nag at the mind and distract one fromthe



busi ness at hand."
Silk laughed. "Durnik," he said, "you' re the absolute soul of a Sendar."
"One must follow one's nature,"” Durnik said.

"Thank you, ny friend," WIf said gravely, dropping the coins in his purse.
"Let's lead the horses,"” he went on. "Galloping through these narrow streets
at night would only attract attention."”

"I"ll lead," Barak announced, drawi ng his sword. "If there's any trouble, I'm
best equi pped to deal with it."

"Il wal k al ong beside you, friend Barak;" Durnik said, hefting a stout
cudgel of firewood.

Bar ak nodded, his eyes grimy bright, and led his horse out through the gate
with Durnik closely at his side

Taking his lead from Durnik, Garion paused nonentarily as he passed the
woodpi | e and sel ected a good oak stick. It had a conforting weight, and he
swing it a fewtines to get the feel of it. Then he saw Aunt Pol watching him
and he hurried on without any further display.

The streets through which they passed were narrow and dark, and the snow had
begun to fall a bit nore heavily now, settling alnost lazily through the dead
calmair. The horses, made skittish by the snow, seenmed to be fearful and
crowded close to those who | ed them

When the attack canme, it was unexpected and swi ft. There was a sudden rush of
footsteps and a sharp ring of steel on steel as Barak fended off the first
blow with his sword.

Garion could see only shadowy figures outlined against the falling snow, and

t hen, as once before when in his boyhood he had struck down his friend
Rundorig in nmock battle, his ears began to ring; his blood surged boilingly in
his veins as he leaped into the fight, ignoring the single cry from Aunt Pol

He received a smart rap on the shoul der, whirled and struck with his stick. He
was rewarded with a nmuffled grunt. He struck again - and then again, sw nging
his club at those parts of his shadowy eneny which he instinctively knew were
nost sensitive.

The main fight, however, surged around Barak and Durni k. The ring of Barak's
sword and the thunp of Durnik's cudgel resounded in the narrow street along
with the groans of their assail ants.

"There's the boy!" a voice rang out from behind them and Garion whirled. Two
men were running down the street toward him one with a sword and the ot her
with a w cked-Iooking curved knife. Knowing it was hopel ess, Garion raised his
club, but Silk was there. The small nman | aunched hinself fromthe shadows
directly at the feet of the two, and all three crashed to the street in a
tangle of arns and legs. Silk rolled to his feet like a cat, spun and ki cked
one of the floundering nen solidly just below the ear. The man sank twi tching
to the cobbl estones. The other scranbled away and half rose just in time to
receive both of Silk's heels in his face as the rat-faced Drasnian | eaped into
the air, twisted and struck with both |l egs. Then Silk turned al nost casually.

"Are you all right?" he asked Garion



"I"'mfine," Garion said. "You're awfully good at this kind of thing."

"I"'man acrobat," Silk said. "lIt's sinple once you know how. "
"They're getting away," Garion told him

Silk turned, but the two he had just put down were draggi ng thenselves into a
dark alley.

There was a triunmphant shout from Barak, and Garion saw that the rest of the
attackers were fl eeing.

At the end of the street in the snow speckled |ight froma small w ndow was
Brill, almost dancing with fury. "Cowards!" he shouted at his hirelings.
"Cowards!" And then Barak started for him and he too turned and ran

"Are you all right, Aunt Pol?" Garion said, crossing the street to where she
st ood.

"OfF course | am" she snapped. "And don't do that again, young man. Leave
street brawing to those better suited for it."

"I was all right," he objected. "I had ny stick here."
"Don't argue with ne," she said. "I didn't go to all the trouble of raising
you to have you end up dead in a gutter."

"I's everyone all right?" Durnik asked anxi ously, com ng back to them

"OfF course we are," Aunt Pol snapped peevishly. "Wy don't you see if you can
help the Od WIf with the horses?"

"Certainly, Mstress Pol," Durnik said mldly.

"Asplendid little fight," Barak said, wi ping his sword as he joined them
"Not much bl ood, but satisfying all the sane."

"I"mdelighted you found it so," Aunt Pol said acidly. "I don't much care for
such encounters. Did they | eave anyone behi nd?"

"Regrettably no, dear l|lady," Barak said. "The quarters were too narrow for
good strokes, and these stones too slippery for good footing. | marked a
couple of themquite well, however. W nanaged to break a few bones and dent a
head or two. As a group, they were much better at running than at fighting."

Silk cane back fromthe alley where he had pursued the two who had tried to
attack Garion. Hs eyes were bright, and his grin was vicious.

"I'nvigorating," he said, and then | aughed for no apparent reason

Wl f and Durni k had managed to calmtheir wld-eyed horses and | ed them back
to where Garion and the others stood.

"I's anyone hurt?" Wl f demanded.

"We're all intact," Barak runbled. "The business was hardly worth drawing a
sword for."

Garion's mind was racing; in his excitenent, he spoke w thout stopping to
consider the fact that it might be wiser to think the whole thing through



first.

"How did Brill know we were in Miros?" he asked.
Silk | ooked at himsharply, his eyes narrow ng.
"Perhaps he followed us fromWnold," he said.

"But we stopped and | ooked back," Garion said. "He wasn't follow ng when we
left, and we've kept a watch behind us every day."

Si | k frowned.
"Go on, Garion," he said.

"I think he knew where we were going," Garion blurted, struggling against a
strange compul sion not to speak what his mnd saw clearly now.

"And what el se do you think?" Wl f asked.
"Sonmebody told him" Garion said. "Sonmebody who knew we were comi ng here."

"M ngan knew," Silk said, "but Mngan's a nerchant, and he wouldn't tal k about
his dealings to sonebody like Brill."

"But Asharak the Murgo was in Mngan's counting room when M ngan hired us."
The conpul sion was so strong now that Garion's tongue felt stiff.

Si | k shrugged.

"Why should it concern hin? Asharak didn't know who we were."

"But what if he did?" Garion struggled. "What if he isn't just an ordinary
Murgo, but one of those others - |like the one who was with those ones who

passed us a couple days after we left Darine?"

"A GolinP" Silk said, and his eyes wi dened. "Yes, | suppose that if Asharak
is a Golim he' d have known who we are and what we're doing."

"And what if the Golimwho passed us that day was Asharak?" Garion fought to
say. "What if he wasn't really | ooking for us, but just comng south to find
Brill and send himhere to wait for us?"

Silk | ooked very hard at Garion

"Very good," he said softly. "Very, very good." He glanced at Aunt Pol. "M
conpliments, Mstress Pol. You' ve raised a rare boy here."

"What did this Asharak | ook l|ike?" Wl f asked quickly.

"A Murgo." Silk shrugged. "He said he was from Rak Goska. | took himto be an
ordi nary spy on sone business that didn't concern us. My mnd seens to have
gone to sleep.”

"I't happens when one deals with Golins," WIf told him

"Someone's watching us," Durnik said quietly, "fromthat w ndow up there."

Garion | ooked up quickly and saw a dark shape at a second-story w ndow
outlined by a dimlight. The shape was hauntingly famliar. Mster WlIf did



not | ook up, but his face turned blank as if he were | ooking inward, or his
m nd were searching for sonething. Then he drew hinself up and | ooked at the
figure in the window, his eyes blazing. "A Golim" he said shortly.

"A dead one perhaps,"” Silk said. He reached inside his tunic and drew out a
| ong, needl e-pointed dirk. He took two quick steps away fromthe house where
the Golimstood watching, spun and threw the dirk with a snmooth, overhand
cast.

The dirk crashed through the wi ndow. There was a nuffled shout, and the |ight
went out. Garion felt a strange pang in his left arm

"Marked him" Silk said with a grin.

"Good throw," Barak said admringly.
"One has picked up certain skills,"” Silk said nodestly. "If it was Asharak,
owed himthat for deceiving ne in Mngan's counting room"

"At least it'll give himsonmething to think about,” WIf said. "There's no
point in trying to creep through town now. They know we're here. Let's nount
and ride." He clinbed onto his horse and |l ed the way down the street at a
qui ck wal k.

The conpul si on was gone now, and Garion wanted to tell them about Asharak, but
there was no chance for that as they rode.

Once they reached the outskirts of the city, they nudged their horses into a
fast canter. The snow was falling nmore seriously now, and the hoof churned
ground in the vast cattle pens was already faintly dusted with white.

"It's going to be a cold night," Silk shouted as they rode.

"We coul d al ways go back to Miros,"
m ght warm your bl ood."

Bar ak suggested. "Another scuffle or two

Sil k laughed and put his heels to his horse again.

The encanmpment of the Algars was three | eagues to the east of Miros. It was a
| arge area surrounded by a stout palisade of poles set in the ground. The snow
by now was falling thickly enough to nake the canp | ook hazy and indistinct.
The gate, flanked by hissing torches, was guarded by two fierce-Iooking
warriors in |eather |eggings, snowdusted jerkins of the sane material, and
pot - shaped steel helmets. The points of their lances glittered in the
torchlight.

"Halt," one of the warriors comanded, leveling his lance at Mster WlIf.
"\What busi ness have you here at this tine of night?"

"I have urgent need of speaking with your herd naster," WIf replied politely.
"May | step down?"

The two guards spoke together briefly.

"You may come down," one of them said. "Your conpani ons, however, nust
wi t hdraw sonewhat - but not beyond the light."

"Algars!" Silk nuttered under his breath. "Al ways suspicious."

Mster Wl f clinbed down fromhis horse, and, throw ng back his hood,



approached the two guards through the snow

Then a strange thing happened. The elder of the two guards stared at M ster
Wl f, taking in his silver hair and beard. Hi s eyes suddenly opened very wi de.
He quickly nuttered sonething to his conpanion, and the two nmen bowed deeply
to Wl f.

"There isn't tine for that,"
master. "

Wl f said in annoyance. "Convey ne to your herd

"At once, Ancient One," the elder guard said quickly and hurried to open the
gate.

"What was that about?" Garion whispered to Aunt Pol

"Algars are superstitious," she said shortly. "Don't ask so many questions."
They waited with snow settling down upon themand nmelting on their horses.
After about a half hour, the gate opened again and two dozen nounted Al gars,
fierce in their rivet-studded | eather vests and steel helnmets, herded six
saddl ed horses out into the snow.

Behind them M ster Wl f wal ked, accompanied by a tall nan with his head shaved
except for a flowing scalp | ock

"You have honored our camp by your visit, Ancient One," the tall man was
saying, "and | w sh you all speed on your journey."

"I have little fear of being del ayed with Al gar horses under us," Wl f
replied.

"My riders will acconpany you along a route they know which will put you on
the far side of Muros within a few hours,” the tall nman said. "They will then
linger for atime to be certain you are not foll owed."

"I cannot express ny gratitude, noble herd master,"” Wl f said, bow ng.
"It is | who amgrateful for the opportunity to be of service," the herd
mast er said, al so bow ng.

The change to their new horses took only a minute. Wth half of their
contingent of Algars |eading and the other half bringing up the rear, they
turned and rode back toward the west through the dark, snowy night.

Chapter Ten

GRADUALLY, ALMOST | MPERCEPTI BLY, the darkness becane paler as the softly
falling snow made indistinct even the arrival of norning. Their seem ngly

i nexhausti bl e horses pounded on through the growing light, the sound of their
hooves muffl ed by the snow now |l ying fetl ock-deep on the broad surface of the
Great North Road. Garion glanced back once and saw the junbled tracks of their
passage stretching behind themand, already at the hazy gray limt of his

vi sion, beginning to fill with concealing snow.

When it was fully light, Mster WIf reined in his steanm ng horse and
proceeded at a walk for a tine.

"How far have we conme?" he asked Silk.

The weasel -faced nan who had been shaking the snow out of the folds of his



cl oak | ooked around, trying to pick out a landmark in the misty veil of
droppi ng fl akes.

"Ten | eagues," he said finally. "Perhaps a bit nore."

"This is a mserable way to travel,'
shifted his bulk in the saddle.

Barak runbl ed, wincing slightly as he

"Thi nk of how your horse must feel." Silk grinned at him

"How far is it to Camaar?" Aunt Pol asked.
"Forty | eagues fromMiros,” Silk told her

"We' |l need shelter then," she said. "W can't gallop forty | eagues without
rest, no matter who's behind us."

"I don't think we need to worry about pursuit just now," WIf said. "The
Algars will detain Brill and his hirelings or even Asharak if they try to
follow us."

"At |least there's sonething Algars are good for," Silk said dryly.

"I'f I remenber correctly, there should be an inperial hostel about five
| eagues farther to the west," WIf said. "W ought to reach it by noon."

"WIl we be allowed to stay there?" Durni k asked doubtfully. "I've never heard
that Tol nedrans are noted for hospitality.”

"Tol nedrans will sell anything for a price," Silk said. "The hostel would be a
good place to stop. Even if Brill or Asharak should evade the Al gars and
follow us there, the legionnaires won't permt any foolishness within their
walls.”

"Why shoul d there be Tol nedran soldiers in Sendaria?" Garion asked, feeling a
brief surge of patriotic resentnment at the thought.

"\Wherever the great roads are, you'll find the legions,"” Silk said.
"Tol nedrans are even better at witing treaties than they are at giving short
wei ght to their custoners.”

M ster Wl f chuckled. "You' re inconsistent, Silk," he said. "You don't object
to their highways, but you dislike their |egions. You can't have the one
without the other."

"I'"ve never pretended to be consistent," the sharp-nosed man said airily. "If
we want to reach the questionable confort of the inperial hostel by noon,
hadn't we better nove along? | wouldn't want to deny H's Inperial Mjesty the
opportunity to pick my pocket."

"Al right," WIf said, "let's ride." And he put his heels to the flanks of
the Al gar horse which had al ready begun to prance inpatiently under him

The hostel, when they reached it in the full light of snowy noon, proved to be
a series of stout buildings surrounded by an even stouter wall. The

| egi onnai res who manned it were not the sanme sort of nen as the Tol nedran
nmerchants Garion had seen before. Unlike the oily nen of comrerce, these were
har d- f aced professional fighting men in burni shed breastpl ates and pl uned

hel mets. They carried thensel ves proudly, even arrogantly, each bearing the
know edge that the might of all Tol nedra was behind him



The food in the dining hall was plain and whol esone, but dreadfully expensive.
The tiny sleeping cubicles were scrupul ously clean, with hard, narrow beds and
t hi ck wool en bl ankets, and were al so expensive. The stables were neat, and
they too reached deeply into Mster Wl f's purse. Garion wondered at the

t hought of how much their |odging was costing, but WIf paid for it all with
seeming indifference as if his purse were bottoni ess.

"We'll rest here until tomorrow, " the white-bearded old man announced when
they had finished eating. "Maybe it will snowitself out by norning. |'m not
happy with all this plunging blindly through a snowstorm Too many things can
hide in our path in such weather."

Garion, who by now was numb with exhaustion, heard these words gratefully as
he half drowsed at the table. The others sat talking quietly, but he was too
tired to listen to what they said.

"Garion," Aunt Pol said finally, "why don't you go to bed?"

"I"'mall right, Aunt Pol," he said, rousing hinself quickly, nortified once
nore at being treated Iike a child.

"Now, Garion," she said in that infuriating tone he knew so well. It seened
that all his life she had been saying "Now, Garion," to him But he knew
better than to argue.

He stood up and was surprised to feel that his |legs were trenbling. Aunt Pol
also rose and led himfromthe dining hall.

"I can find ny way by nyself," he objected.

"OfF course," she said. "Now come al ong."

After he had crawed into bed in his cubicle, she pulled his blankets up
firmy around his neck. "Stay covered," she told him "I don't want you taking
cold."” She laid her cool hand briefly on his forehead as she had done when he
was a small child.

"Aunt Pol ?" he asked drowsily.
"Yes, Garion?"
"Who were ny parents? | mean, what were their nanes?"

She | ooked at himgravely. "W can tal k about that |ater," she said.

"I want to know, " he said stubbornly.
"Al'l right. Your father's nane was Geran; your nother's was |l dera."
Garion thought about that.

"The nanes don't sound Sendarian," he said finally.
"They're not," Aunt Pol said.
"Why was that ?"

"It's a very long story," she said, "and you're much too tired to hear it just
now. "



On a sudden impul se he reached out and touched the white |lock at her brow with
the mark on the palmof his right hand. As had sone tines happened before, a
wi ndow seermed to open in his mind at the tingling touch, but this tinme that

wi ndow opened on sonething nuch nore serious. There was anger, and a single
face-a face that was strangely like Mster WIf's, but was not his face, and
all the towering fury in the world was directed at that face.

Aunt Pol moved her head away. "I|'ve asked you not to do that, Garion," she
said, her tone very matter-of fact. "You're not ready for it yet.

"You're going to have to tell me what it is someday," he said.

"Perhaps," she said, "but not now. C ose your eyes and go to sleep.”

And then, as if that command had sonehow di ssolved his will, he fell
i Mmediately into a deep, untroubl ed sleep

By the next morning it had stopped snowi ng. The world outside the walls of the
i nperial hostel was mantled in thick, unbroken white, and the air was filny
with a kind of danp haze that was al nost-but not quite-fog.

"M sty Sendaria," Silk said ironically at breakfast. "Sonmetimes |I'm anazed
that the entire ki ngdom doesn't rust shut.”

They traveled all that day at a mle-eating canter, and that night there was
anot her inperial hostel, alnost identical to the one they had left that
morning - so closely identical in fact that it al nost seemed to Garion that
they had ridden all day and nerely arrived back where they had started. He
commented on that to Silk as they were putting their horses in the stable.

"Tol nedrans are nothing if not predictable,” Silk said. "All their hostels are
exactly the same. You can find these sane buildings in Drasnia, Algaria,
Arendi a and any place else their great roads go. It's their one weakness -
this lack of imagination."

"Don't they get tired of doing the sanme thing over and over agai n?"

"It nmakes them feel confortable, | guess." Silk |laughed. "Let's go see about
supper."

It snowed again the follow ng day, but by noon Garion caught a scent other
than that faintly dusty odor snow al ways seened to have. Even as he had done
when they had approached Darine, he began to snell the sea, and he knew their
journey was al nost at an end.

Camaar, the largest city in Sendaria and the major seaport of the north, was a
spraw i ng pl ace which had existed at the nouth of the G eater Camaar R ver
since antiquity. It was the natural western ternm nus of the Geat North Road
whi ch stretched to Boktor in Drasnia and the equally natural northern end of
the Great West Road which reached down across Arendia into Tol nedra and the

i nperial capital at Tol Honeth. Wth some accuracy it could be said that al
roads ended at Canmar.

Late on a chill, snowy afternoon, they rode down a gradual hill toward the
city. Some distance fromthe gate, Aunt Pol stopped her horse. "Since we're no
| onger posing as vagabonds," she announced, "I see no further need for

sel ecting the nost disreputable inns, do you?"

"I hadn't really thought about it," Mster Wl f said.



"Well, | have," she said. "I've had nore than enough of waysi de hostels and
seedy village inns. | need a bath, a clean bed and some decent food. If you
don't mind, I'lIl choose our lodging this tine."

"Of course, Pol," WIf said mldly. "Watever you say."

"Very well, then," she said and rode on toward the city gate with the rest of
themtrailing behind her

"What is your business in Canmar?" one of the fur-mantled guards at the broad
gat e asked rather rudely.

Aunt Pol threw back her hood and fixed the nan with a steely gaze. "I amthe
Duchess of Erat," she announced in ringing tones. "These are ny retainers, and
nmy business in Cammar is ny own affair.”

The guard blinked and then bowed respectfully.

"Forgive me, your Grace," he said. "I didn't intend to give offense."

"I ndeed?" Aunt Pol said, her tone still cold and her gaze still dangerous.

"I did not recognize your Grace," the poor man fl oundered, squirmn ng under
that inperious stare. "May | offer any assistance?"

"I hardly think so," Aunt Pol said, |ooking himup and down. "Wich is the
finest inn in Camaar?"

"That would be the Lion, my Lady."

"And-?" she said inpatiently.

"And what, ny Lady?" the man said, confused by her question.

"Where is it?" she demanded. "Don't stand there gaping like a dolt. Speak up."

"I't lies beyond the custons houses,"” the guard replied, flushing at her words.
"Follow this street until you reach Custons Square. Anyone there can direct
you to the Lion."

Aunt Pol pulled her hood back up

"Gve the fell ow sonething," she said over her shoulder and rode on into the
city without a backward gl ance.

"My thanks," the guard said as Wl f | eaned down to hand hima small coin. "I
must admit that | haven't heard of the Duchess of Erat before.™

"You're a fortunate man," WIf said.

"She's a great beauty,” the man said admiringly.

"And has a tenper to match,"” Wl f told him

"I noticed that," the guard said.
"W noticed you noticing," Silk told himslyly.

They nudged their horses and caught up wi th Aunt Pol



"The Duchess of Erat?" Silk asked mildly.

"The fellow s manner irritated ne," Aunt Pol said loftily, "and I'mtired of
putting on a poor face in front of strangers."

At Custons Square Silk accosted a busy-1ooking merchant trudgi ng across the
snow covered paving. "You-fellow " he said in the nost insulting way possible,
pulling his horse directly in front of the startled merchant. "My m stress,

t he Duchess of Erat, requires directions to an inn called the Lion. Be so good
as to provide them"

The nerchant blinked, his face flushing at the rat-faced man's tone.

"Up that street,"” he said shortly, pointing. "Some goodly way. It will be on
your left. There's a sign of a Lion at the front."

Silk sniffed ungraciously, tossed a few coins into the snow at the man's feet
and whirled his horse in a grand manner. The nerchant, Garion noted, |ooked
outraged, but he did grope in the snow for the coins Silk had thrown.

"I doubt that any of these people will quickly forget our passage," WIf said
sourly when they were sonme ways up the street.

"They' Il remenber the passage of an arrogant nobl ewoman," Silk said. "This is
as good a disguise as any we've tried."

When they arnved at the inn, Aunt Pol commanded not just the usual sl eeping

chanmbers but an entire apartnent. "My chanberlain there will pay you," she
said to the innkeeper, indicating Mster WIf. "Qur baggage horses are sone
days behind with the rest of my servants, so I'll require the services of a

dressmaker and a maid. See to it." And she turned and swept inperially up the
long staircase that led to her apartnment, follow ng the servant who scurried
ahead to show her the way.

"The duchess has a commandi ng presence, doesn't she?" the innkeeper ventured
as Wl f began counting out coins.

"She has indeed," WIf agreed. "I've discovered the wi sdom of not countering
her wishes."

"I'"1l be guided by you then," the innkeeper assured him "M/ youngest daughter
is a serviceable girl. I'Il dispatch her to serve as her Grace's maid."

"Many thanks, friend," Silk told him "Qur Lady beconmes nost irntable when
those things she desires are del ayed, and we're the ones who suffer nost from
her displ easure.”

They trooped up the stairs to the apartnments Aunt Pol had taken and stepped
into the main sitting room a splendid chanber far richer than any Gari on had
seen before. The walls were covered by tapestries with intricate pictures
woven into the fabric. A wealth of candles - real wax instead of snoky tallow
- gleamed in sconces on the walls and in a massive candel abra on the polished
table. A good warmfire danced nerrily on the hearth, and a | arge carpet of
curious design lay on the floor

Aunt Pol was standing before the fire, warmng her hands. "Isn't this better
t han some shabby, wharfside inn reeking of fish and unwashed sail ors?" she
asked.



"I'f the Duchess of Erat will forgive nmy saying so," WIf said somewhat tartly,
"this is hardly the way to escape notice, and the cost of these | odgi ngs woul d
feed a legion for a week."

"Don't grow parsinonious in your dotage, Ad Wlf," she replied. "No one takes
a sPol |l ed nobl ewoman seriously, and your wagons weren't able to keep that

di sgusting Brill fromfinding us. This guise is at |least confortable, and it
permts us to nove nore rapidly."

Wl f grunted. "I only hope we won't regret all this," he said.

"Stop grunmbling, old man," she told him

"Have it your way, Pol." He sighed.

"I intend to," she said.

"How are we to behave, M stress Pol?" Durnik asked hesitantly. Her sudden
regal manner had obviously confused him "I'mnot famliar with the ways of
the gentry."

"It's quite sinple, Durnik," she said. She eyed hi mup and down, noting his

pl ai n, dependable face and his solid conpetence. "How would you like to be
chief groomto the Duchess of Erat? And master of her stabl es?"

Durni k |1 aughed unconfortably. "Noble titles for work I've done all ny life,"
he said. "I could manage the work easily enough, but the titles m ght grow a
bit heavy."

"You'll do splendidly, friend Durnik," Silk assured him "That honest face of
yours makes peopl e believe anything you choose to tell them If | had a face
like yours, | could steal half the world." He turned to Aunt Pol. "And what
role aml| to play, ny Lady?" he asked.

"You'll be ny reeve," she said. "The thievery usually associated with the
position should suit you."

Silk bowed ironically.
"And 1?" Barak said, grinning openly.

"My man-at-arns," she said. "I doubt that any would believe you to be a
danci ng master. Just stand around | ooki ng dangerous."

"What of me, Aunt Pol ?" Garion asked. "Wat do | do?"
"You can be ny page.”
"What does a page do?"
"You fetch things for nme."

"I"ve always done that. Is that what it's called?"

"Don't be inpertinent. You al so answer doors and announce visitors; and when
' m mel ancholy, you may sing to ne."

"Sing?" he said incredul ously. "Me?"

"It's customary."



"You woul dn't make me do that, would you, Aunt Pol ?"

"Your Grace," she corrected.

"You won't be very gracious if you have to listen to ne sing,'
voice isn't very good."

he warned. "MW

"You'll do just fine, dear," she said.

"And |'ve already been appointed to your Grace's chanberlain,"” WIf said.

"My chief steward," she told him "Mnager of ny estates and keeper of ny
purse.”

"Somehow | knew that would be part of it."

There was a timd rap at the door

"See who that is, Garion," Aunt Pol said.

When he opened the door, Garion found a young girl with light brown hair in a
sober dress and starched apron and cap standi ng outside. She had very |arge
brown eyes that | ooked at hi m apprehensively.

"Yes?" he asked.

"I"ve been sent to wait upon the duchess," she said in a | ow voi ce.

"Your maid has arrived, your Grace," Garion announced.
"Splendid," Aunt Pol said. "Come in, child."

The girl entered the room

"What a pretty thing you are,” Aunt Pol said.

"Thank you, ny Lady," the girl answered with a brief curtsy and a rosy bl ush.
"And what is your name?'
"I amcalled Donia, my Lady."

"A lovely nane," Aunt Pol said. "Nowto inportant matters. |Is there a bath on
t he prem ses?"

It was still snowi ng the next norning. The roofs of nearby houses were piled
high with white, and the narrow streets were deep with it.

"I think we're close to the end of our search,” Mster WIf said as he stared
intently out through the rippled glass of the windowin the roomwth the
tapestries.

"It's unlikely that the one we're after would stay in Cammar for long," Silk
sai d.

"Very unlikely," WIf agreed, "but once we've found his trail, we'll be able
to nove nore rapidly. Let's go into the city and see if I'mright."

After Mster WIf and Silk had left, Garion sat for a while talking with



Doni a, who seened to be about his own age. Although she was not quite as
pretty as Zubrette, Garion found her soft voice and huge brown eyes extrenely
attractive. Things were going along well between themuntil Aunt Pol's
dressmaker arrived and Donia's presence was required in the chanber where the
Duchess of Erat was being fitted for her new gowns.

Since Durnik, obviously ill at ease in the luxurious surroundings of their
chanmbers, had adjourned to the stables after breakfast, Garion was left in the
conpany of the giant Barak, who worked patiently with a small stone, polishing
a nick out of the edge of his sword - a nmenento of the skirm sh in Miros.
Garion had never been wholly confortable with the huge, red-bearded man. Barak
spoke rarely, and there seened to be a kind of hul ki ng nenace about him So it
was that Garion spent the norning exam ning the tapestries on the walls of the
sitting room The tapestries depicted knights in full arnmor and castles on
hilltops and strangely angul ar-1ooki ng mai dens nmopi ng about in gardens.

"Arendi sh," Barak said, directly behind him Garion junped. The huge man had
nmoved up so quietly that Garion had not heard him

"How can you tell?" Garion asked politely.

"The Arends have a fondness for tapestry," Barak runbled, "and the weavi ng of
pi ctures occupies their wonen while the nmen are off denting each other's
arnor."

"Do they really wear all that?" Garion asked, pointing at a heavily arnored
kni ght pictured on the tapestry.

"Ch yes." Barak | aughed. "That and nore. Even their horses wear arnor. It's a
silly way to make war."

Garion scuffed his shoe on the carpet.
"I's this Arendi sh too?" he asked.

Bar ak shook his head.

"Mal | orean, " he said.

"How did it get here all the way from Mall orea?" Garion asked. "I've heard
that Mallorea's all the way on the other end of the world."

"It's a goodly way of f," Barak agreed, "but a merchant would go tw ce as far
to make a profit. Such goods as this commonly nove al ong the North Caravan
Rout e out of Gar og Nadrak to Boktor. Mallorean carpets are prized by the
weal thy. | don't much care for them myself, since I'mnot fond of anything
that has to do with the Angaraks."

"How many ki nds of Angaraks are there?" Garion asked. "I know there are Mirgos
and Thulls, and |'ve heard stories about the Battle of Vo Mnbre and all, but
| don't know rmuch about themreally."

"There are five tribes of them" Barak said, sitting back down and resum ng
hi s polishing, "Miurgos and Thulls, Nadraks and Mall oreans, and of course the
Golims. They live in the four kingdonms of the east Mllorea, Gar og Nadrak,
M shrak ac Thull and Cthol Mirgos."

"Where do the Golinms |ive?"

"They have no special place," Barak replied grimy. "The Golins are the



priests of Torak One-eye and are everywhere in the |ands of the Angaraks.
They're the ones who performthe sacrifices to Torak. G olimknives have
spill ed nmore Angarak bl ood than a dozen Vo M nbres."

Gari on shudder ed.

"Why shoul d Torak take such pleasure in the slaughter of his own people?" he
asked.

"Who can say?" Barak shrugged. "He's a twisted and evil God. Sone believe that
he was made nad when he used the Ob of Aldur to crack the world and the Ob
repaid himby burning out his eye and consuning his hand."

"How coul d the world be cracked?" Garion asked. "|'ve never understood that
part of the story."

"The power of the Ob of Aldur is such that it can acconplish anything," Barak
told him "When Torak raised it, the earth was split apart by its power, and
the seas cane in to drown the |and. The story's very old, but | think that
it's probably true."

"Where is the Ob of Al dur now?" Garion asked suddenly.

Barak | ooked at him his eyes icy blue and his face thoughtful, but he didn't
say anyt hi ng.

"Do you know what | think?" Garion said on a sudden inpulse. "I think that
it's the Ob of Aldur that's been stolen. | think it's the Ob that M ster
WIf is trying to find."

"And | think it would be better if you didn't think so nuch about such
t hi ngs," Barak war ned.

"But I want to know," Garion protested, his curiosity driving himeven in the
face of Barak's words and the warning voice in his mnd. "Everyone treats ne
like an ignorant boy. Al | do is tag along with no idea of what we're doing.
Wo is Mster WIf, anyway? Wiy did the Al gars behave the way they did when

t hey saw hi n? How can he foll ow something that he can't see? Please tell ne,
Bar ak. "

"Not |." Barak | aughed. "Your Aunt would pull out ny beard whi sker by whisker
if I made that m stake."

"You're not afraid of her, are you?"

"Any man with good sense is afraid of her," Barak said, rising and sliding his

sword into its sheath.
"Aunt Pol ?" Garion asked incredul ously.
"Aren't you afraid of her?" Barak asked pointedly.

"No," Garion said, and then realized that was not precisely true. "Wll-not
really afraid. It's nore-" He left it hanging, not knowi ng howto explainit.

"Exactly," Barak said. "And I'mno nore fool hardy than you, ny boy. You're too
full of questions I'd be far wiser not to answer. |If you want to know about
t hese things, you'll have to ask your Aunt."

"She won't tell me," Garion said glumy. "She won't tell me anything. She



won't even tell ne about ny parents-not really."

Bar ak frowned.

"That's strange," he said.

"I don't think they were Sendars,” Garion said. "Their names weren't
Sendarian, and Silk says that I'mnot a Sendar - at least | don't |ook like
one."

Barak | ooked at himclosely. "No," he said finally. "Now that you nmention it,
you don't. You look nore like a Rivan than anything el se, but not quite that
either."”

"I's Aunt Pol a Rivan?"

Barak's eyes narrowed slightly. "I think we're getting to some nore of those
guestions | hadn't better answer," he said.

"I"'mgoing to find out soneday," Garion said.
"But not today," Barak said. "Come along. | need sonme exercise. Let's go out
into the innyard and I'lIl teach you how to use a sword."

"Me?" Garion said, all his curiosity suddenly nelting away in the excitenent
of that thought.

"You're at an age where you should begin to |earn,"” Barak said. "The occasion
may someday arise when it will be a useful thing for you to know. "

Late that afternoon when Garion's arm had begun to ache fromthe effort of

swi ngi ng Barak's heavy sword and the whole idea of learning the skills of a
warrior had becone a great deal |less exciting, Mster WIf and Silk returned.
Their clothes were wet fromthe snow through which they had trudged all day,
but Wwif's eyes were bright, and his face had a curiously exultant expression
as he led themall back up the stairs to the sitting room

"Ask your Aunt to join us," he told Garion as he renoved his sodden mantle and
stepped to the fire to warm hinsel f.

Garion sensed quickly that this was not the tinme for questions. He hurried to
t he polished door where Aunt Pol had been closeted with her dressnaker all day
and rapped.

"What is it?" her voice cane fromi nside.

"M ster-uh-that is, your chanberlain has returned, my Lady," Garion said,
renenbering at the | ast nonent that she was not al one. "He requests a word
with you."

"Ch, very well," she said. After a minute she canme out, firmy closing the
door behind her.

Garion gasped. The rich, blue velvet gown she wore made her so nagnifi cent
that she quite took his breath away. He stared at her in hel pl ess admration

"Where is he?" she asked. "Don't stand and gape, Garion. It's not polite."

"You' re beautiful, Aunt Pol," he blurted.



"Yes, dear," she said, patting his cheek, "I know. Now where's the Ad Wl f?"

"In the roomwith the tapestries,'
from her.

Garion said, still unable to take his eyes

"Come al ong, then," she said and swept down the short hall to the sitting
room They entered to find the others all standing by the fireplace.

"Wl | ?" she asked.

Wl f | ooked up at her, his eyes still bright. "An excellent choice, Pol," he
said admringly. "Blue has al ways been your best color."

"Do you like it?" she asked, holding out her arns and turning alnmost girlishly
so that they all might see how fine she | ooked. "I hope it pleases you, old
man, because it's costing you a great deal of nobney."

Wl f laughed. "I was alnpbst certain it would," he said.

The effect of Aunt Pol's gown on Durni k was painfully obvious. The poor man's
eyes literally bulged, and his face turned alternately very pale and then very
red, then finally settled into an expressi on of such hopel essness that Garion

was touched to the quick by it.

Silk and Barak in curious unison both bowed deeply and wordl essly to Aunt Pol
and her eyes sparkled at their silent tribute.

"I't's been here,"” Wl f announced seriously.
"You're certain?" Aunt Pol denmanded.
He nodded. "I could feel the menory of its passage in the very stones.”

"Did it cone by sea?" she asked.

"No. He probably cane ashore with it in sone secluded cove up the coast and
then travel ed here by land."

"And took ship again?"

"l doubt that," WIf said. "I know himwell. He's not confortable on the sea.”
"Besi des which," Barak said, "one word to King Anheg of Cherek woul d have put
a hundred warships on his trail. No one can hide on the sea fromthe ships of
Cherek, and he knows that."

"You're right," WIf agreed. "I think he'll avoid the domains of the Al orns.
That's probably why he chose not to pass along the North Road through Al garia
and Drasnia. The Spirit of Belar is strong in the kingdonms of the Alorns, and
not even this thief is bold enough to risk a confrontation with the Bear-Cod."

"Which | eaves Arendia," Silk said, "or the land of the U gos."

"Arendia, | think," WIf said. "The wath of UL is even nore fearsone than
that of Belar."

"Forgive nme," Durnik said, his eyes still on Aunt Pol. "This is all nost
confusing. |'ve never heard just exactly who this thief is."

"I"'msorry, gentle Durnik," WIf said. "lIt's not a good idea to speak his



nane. He has certain powers which m ght nmake it possible for himto know our
every nmove if we alert himto our location, and he can hear his nane spoken a
t housand | eagues away. "

"A sorcerer?" Durnik asked unbelievingly.

"The word isn't one I'd choose,"” WIf said. "lIt's a termused by nmen who don't
understand that particular art. Instead let's call him thief,' though there
are a few other nanes | might call himwhich are far less kindly."

"Can we be certain that he'll make for the kingdonms of the Angaraks?" Silk
asked, frowning. "If that's the case, wouldn't it be quicker to take a ship
directly to Tol Honeth and pick up his trail on the South Caravan Route into
Ct hol Murgos?"

Wl f shook his head. "Better to stay with this trail now that we've found it.
W don't know what he intends. Maybe he wants to keep the thing he's stolen
for hinself rather than deliver it over to the Golins. He mght even seek
sanctuary in Nyissa."

"He couldn't do that w thout the connivance of Salnm ssra," Aunt Pol said.

"I't wouldn't be the first tine that the Queen of the Serpent People has
tanmpered with things that are none of her concern,"” Wl f pointed out.

"If that turns out to be true," Aunt Pol said grimy, "I think I'Il give
nysel f the leisure to deal with the snake-woman pernmanently.™”

"It's too early to know," Wl f said. "Tonmorrow we'll buy provisions and ferry
across the river to Arendia. 1'll take up the trail there. For the time being
all we can do is followthat trail. Once we know for certain where it |eads,
we'll be able to consider our alternatives."

From t he eveni ng-dar kened i nnyard outside there canme suddenly the sound of
many hor ses.

Bar ak stepped quickly to the wi ndow and gl anced out.
"Sol diers," he said shortly.
"Here?" Silk said, also hurrying to the w ndow.

"They appear to be fromone of the king's reginents,’
be interested in us,"” Aunt Pol said.

Barak said. "They won't

"Unl ess they aren't what they seem" Silk said. "Uniforns of one kind or
another aren't that difficult to cone by."

"They aren't Mirgos," Barak said. "I'd recognize Mirgos."

"Brill isn't a Muirgo either,"” Silk said, staring down into the innyard.
"See if you can hear what they say," Wl f instructed.

Barak carefully opened one of the wi ndows a crack, and the candl es al
flickered in the gust of icy wind. In the yard bel ow the captain of the
sol di ers was speaking with the innkeeper

"He's a man of sonewhat nore than nedi um height, with white hair and a short
white beard. He may be traveling with some others.™



"There's such a one here, your Honor," the innkeeper said dubiously, "but I'm
sure he isn't the one you seek. This one is chief steward to the Duchess of
Erat, who honors ny inn with her presence."

"The Duchess of where?" the captain asked sharply.

"Of Erat," the innkeeper replied. "A nost noble |ady of great beauty and a
conmandi ng presence. "

"I wonder if | mght have a word with her G ace,"
down from his horse

t he captain said, clinbing

"I'"ll ask her if she will receive your Honor," the innkeeper replied.
Barak cl osed the w ndow.
"I"ll deal with this nmeddl esome captain,” he said firnmy

"No," WIf said. "He's got too nmany soldiers with him and if they're who they
seemto be, they' re good nen who haven't done us any harm™

"There's the back stairs,” Silk suggested. "W could be three streets away
bef ore he reached our door."

"And if he stationed soldiers at the back of the inn?" Aunt Pol suggested.
"What then? Since he's coming to speak with the Duchess of Erat, why don't we
| et the duchess deal with hin®"

"What have you got in mind?" WIf asked.

"I'f the rest of you stay out of sight, I'll speak with him" she said. "I
shoul d be able to put himoff until norning. W can be across the river into
Arendi a before he comes back."

"Perhaps,” WIf said, "but this captain sounds |ike a deternined man."

"I've dealt with determi ned nen before," she said.

"We' || have to decide quickly," Silk said fromthe door. "He's on the stairs

ri ght now "

"We'll try it your way, Pol," WIf said, opening the door to the next chanber.
"Garion," Aunt Pol said, "you stay here. A duchess wouldn't be unattended."
Wl f and the others quickly left the room

"What do you want ne to do, Aunt Pol ?" Garion whi spered.

"Just remenber that you're ny page, dear," she said, seating herself in a
| arge chair near the center of the roomand carefully arranging the fol ds of

her gown. "Stand near ny chair and try to look attentive. I'Il take care of
the rest.”
"Yes, ny Lady," Garion said.

The captain, when he arrived behind the i nnkeeper's knock, proved to be a
tall, sober-looking man with penetrating gray eyes. Garion, trying his best to
sound officious, requested the soldier's name and then turned to Aunt Pol



"There's a Captain Brendig to see you, your G ace,'
that it's a matter of inportance."

he announced. "He says

Aunt Pol | ooked at himfor a monment as if considering the request. "Ch, very
well," she said finally. "Show himin."

Captain Brendig stepped into the room and the innkeeper left hurriedly.

"Your Grace," the captain said, bowing deferentially to Aunt Pol

"What is it, Captain?" she denanded.

"I would not trouble your Grace if nmy mssion were not of such urgency,"”
Brendi g apol ogi zed. "My orders are directly fromthe king hinself, and you of
all people will know that we nust defer to his w shes.™

"I suppose | can spare you a few nonments for the king's business,”" she said.

"There's a certain man the king wi shes to have apprehended,"” Brendig said. "An
elderly man with white hair and beard. |I'"'minformed that you have such a one
anong your servants."

"I's the man a crinmnal ?" she asked.

"The king didn't say so, your Grace," he told her. "I was only told that the
man was to be seized and delivered to the pal ace at Sendarand, all who are
with himas well."

"I am seldomat court," Aunt Pol said. "It's nost unlikely that any of ny
servants woul d be of such interest to the king."

"Your Grace," Brendig said delicately, "in addition to ny duties in one of the
king's own reginents, | also have the honor to hold a baronetcy. |'ve been at
court all nmy life and must confess that |'ve never seen you there. A |l ady of
your striking appearance woul d not be soon forgotten."

Aunt Pol inclined her head slightly in acknow edgnent of the conplinent. "I
suppose | shoul d have guessed, ny Lord Brendig," she said. "Your manners are
not those of a conmon soldier."

"Moreover, your Grace," he continued, "I'mfamliar with all the hol dings of
the kingdom If |I'mnot mstaken, the district of Erat is an earldom and the
Earl of Erat is a short, stout man - nmy great uncle incidentally. There has
been no duchy in that part of Sendaria since the ki ngdomwas under the
domi ni on of the Wacite Arends."

Aunt Pol fixed himwith an icy stare.

"My Lady," Brendig said al nbst apologetically, "the Wacite Arends were
exterm nated by their Asturian cousins in the last years of the third
mllenium There has been no Wacite nobility for over two thousand years."

"I thank you for the history lesson, ny Lord," Aunt Pol said coldly.

"Al'l of that, however, is hardly the issue, is it?" Brendig continued. "I am
bi dden by ny king to seek out the man of whom | spoke. Upon your honor, Lady,

do you know such a man?"

The question hung in the air between them and Garion, know ng in sudden panic



that they were caught, alnost shouted for Barak

Then the door to the next chanmber opened, and Mster WIf stepped into the
room "There's no need to continue with this," he said. "I'mthe one you're
| ooking for. \What does Fulrach of Sendaria want with ne?"

Brendi g | ooked at himw thout seenming surprise. "H s Majesty did not see fit
to take me into his confidence," he said. "He will explain it hinmself, | have
no doubt, as soon as we reach the pal ace at Sendar."

"The sooner the better then," WIf said. "When do we | eave?"

"We depart for Sendar directly after breakfast in the nmorning," Brendig said.
"I will accept your word that none of you will attenpt to |eave this inn
during the night. 1'd prefer not to subject the Duchess of Erat to the

i ndignity of confinement at the | ocal barracks. The cells there are nost
unconfortable, I'mtold."

"You have ny word," Mster Wl f said.

"Thank you," Brendig said, bowing slightly. "I nust also advise you that | am
obliged to post guards about this inn - for your protection, of course.”

"Your solicitude overwhelnms us, my Lord," Aunt Pol said dryly.

"Your servant, ny Lady,"’
and |l eft the room

Brendig said with a formal bow And then he turned

The polished door was only wood; Garion knew that, but as it closed behind the
departing Brendig it seemed to have that dreadful, final clang of the door to
a dungeon.

Chapter El even

THEY WERE NI NE DAYS on the coast road from Canmaar to the capital at Sendar
though it was only fifty-five | eagues. Captain Brendig neasured their pace
carefully, and his detachnent of soldiers was arranged in such fashion that
even the thought of escape was imnpossible. Although it had stopped snow ng,
the road was still difficult, and the wind which blewin off the sea and
across the broad, snow covered salt marshes was raw and chill. They stayed
each night in the evenly spaced Sendarian hostel s which stood |ike mleposts
al ong that uninhabited stretch of coast. The hostels were not quite so well
appoi nted as were their Tol nedran counterparts along the Great North Road, but
they were at | east adequate. Captain Brendig seenmed solicitous about their
confort, but he al so posted guards each night.

On the evening of the second day, Garion sat near the fire with Durnik,
staring moodily into the flanmes. Durnik was his oldest friend, and Garion felt
a desperate need for friendship just then

"Durni k," he said finally.

"Yes, |ad?"

"Have you ever been in a dungeon?"

"What could I have done to be put in a dungeon?"

"I thought that you m ght have seen one sonetine."



"Honest folk don't go near such places,” Durnik said.

"I"ve heard they're awful -dark and cold and full of rats.” "Wat is this talk
of dungeons?" Durni k asked.

"I"'mafraid we may find out all about places like that very soon," Garion
said, trying not to sound too frightened.

"We' ve done not hing wong," Durnik said.

"Then why woul d the king have us seized like this? Kings don't do things like
that w t hout good reason."

"We haven't done anything wong," Durnik repeated stubbornly.

"But maybe M ster Wl f has," Garion suggested. "The king wouldn't send al
these soldiers after himwthout sone reason - and we could all be thrown in
t he dungeon with himjust because we happened to be his conpanions."

"Thing like that don't happen in Sendaria," Durnik said firmy.

The next day the wind was very strong as it blewin off the sea; but it was a
warm wi nd, and the foot-deep snow on the road began to turn slushy. By mni dday
it had started to rain. They rode in sodden misery toward the next hostel
"I"'mafraid we'll have to delay our journey until this blows out," Captain
Brendi g said that evening, |ooking out one of the tiny wi ndows of the hostel
"The road's going to be quite inpassable by norning."

They spent the next day, and the next, sitting in the cranped main room of the
hostel listening to the wind-driven rain slashing at the walls and roof, al

the whil e under the watchful eyes of Brendig and his soldiers.

"Silk," Garion said on the second day, noving over to the bench where the
rat-faced little man sat dozing.

"Yes, Garion?" Silk asked, rousing hinself.
"What kind of man is the king?"

"Whi ch ki ng?"

"Of Sendaria."

"A foolish man - like all kings." Silk |aughed. "The Sendari an kings are
perhaps a bit nore foolish, but that's only natural. Wy do you ask?"

"Well" Garion hesitated. "Let's suppose that sonebody did sonething that the
king didn't like, and there were sonme other people traveling with him and the
ki ng had these people seized. Wuld the king just throw themall into the
dungeon? O would he let the others go and just keep the one who' d angered

hi nP"

Silk | ooked at himfor a nmoment and then spoke firmy.

"That question is unworthy of you, Garion."

Garion flushed. "

I'"mafraid of dungeons,"” he said in a small voice, suddenly very ashamed of



hinself. "I don't want to be locked up in the dark forever when | don't even
know what for."

"The kings of Sendaria are just and honest nmen," Silk told him "Not too
bright, 1"mafraid, but always fair."

"How can they be kings if they aren't w se?" Garion objected.
"Wsdom s a useful trait in a king," Silk said, "but hardly essential."
"How do they get to be kings, then?" Garion demanded.

"Some are born to it," Silk said. "The stupidest man in the world can be a
king if he has the right parents. Sendarian kings have a di sadvant age because
they started so | ow "

" Low?"

"They were el ected. Nobody ever elected a king before - only the Sendars."
"How do you el ect a king?"

Silk smled.

"Very badly, Garion. It's a poor way to select a king. The other ways are
worse, but election is a very bad way to choose a king."

"Tell me how it was done," Garion said.
Silk glanced briefly at the rain-spattered w ndow across the room and
shrugged.

"It's a way to pass the tine," he said. And then he | eaned back, stretched his
feet toward the fire and began

"It all started about fifteen hundred years ago," he said, his voice |oud
enough to reach the ears of Captain Brendig, who sat nearby witing on a piece
of parchment. "Sendaria wasn't a kingdomthen, nor even a separate country. It
had bel onged fromtime to time to Cherek, Algaria or the northern Arends -
Wacite or Asturian, depending on the fortunes of the Arendish civil war. Wen
that war finally came to an end and the Wacites were destroyed and the
Asturians had been defeated and driven into the untracked reaches of the great
forest in northern Arendia, the Enperor of Tolnedra, Ran Horb |1, decided that
t here ought to be a kingdom here."

"How coul d a Tol nedran enperor nake that kind of decision for Sendaria?"
Gari on asked.

"The armof the Enpire is very long," Silk said. "The Great North Road had
been built during the Second Borune Dynasty- | think it was Ran Borune |V who
started the construction, wasn't it, Captain?"

"The fifth," Brendig said sonewhat sourly w thout |ooking up. "Ran Borune V."
"Thank you, Captain,” Silk said. "I can never keep the Borune Dynasties
straight. Anyway, there were already inperial legions in Sendaria to maintain
t he highway, and if one has troops in an area, one has a certain authority,

woul dn't you say, Captain?"

"It's your story," Brendig said shortly.



"Indeed it is," Silk agreed. "Now it wasn't really out of any kind of
generosity that Ran Horb made his decision, Garion. Don't nisunderstand that.
Tol nedrans never give anything away. It was just that the Mnbrate Arends had
finally won the Arendish civil war - a thousand years of bl oodshed and
treachery - and Tol nedra couldn't afford to allow the M nbrates to expand into
the north. The creation of an independent ki ngdomin Sendaria would bl ock

M nmbrate access to the trade routes down out of Drasnia and prevent the seat
of world power fromnoving to Vo Mnbre and | eaving the inperial capital at

Tol Honeth in a kind of backwater."

"It all sounds terribly involved," Garion said.

"Not really," Silk said. "lIt's only politics, and that's a very sinple gane,
isn't it, Captain?"

"A game | do not play," Brendig said, not |ooking up

"Real | y?" Silk asked. "So long at court and not a politician? You're a rare
man, Captain. At any rate, the Sendars suddenly di scovered that they had

t hensel ves a ki ngdom but that they had no genuine hereditary nobility. OCh,
there were a fewretired Tol nedran nobles living on estates here and there,
assorted pretenders to this or that Wacite or Asturian title, a Cherek war
chief or two with a few followers, but no genuine Sendarian nobility. And so
it was that they decided to hold a national election - select a king, don't
you see, and then | eave the bestowing of titles up to him A very practica
approach, and typically Sendarian."

"How do you el ect a king?" Garion asked, beginning to |l ose his dread of
dungeons in his fascination with the story.

"Everybody votes," Silk said sinply. "Parents, of course, probably cast the
votes for their children, but it appears that there was very little cheating.
The rest of the world stood around and | aughed at all this foolishness, but
the Sendars continued to cast ballot after ballot for a dozen years."

"Six years, actually,"” Brendig said with his face still down over his
parchnent. "3827 to 3833."

"And there were over a thousand candi dates,"” Silk said expansively.

"Seven hundred and forty-three," Brendig said tightly.

"I stand corrected, noble Captain," Silk said. "It's an enormous confort to
have such an expert here to catch ny errors. I'mbut a sinple Drasnian
merchant with little background in history. Anyway, on the twenty-third
ballot, they finally elected their king - a rutabaga farner nanmed Fundor."
"He raised nore than just rutabagas,"”
face.

Brendi g said, |ooking up with an angry

"OfF course he did," Silk said, smacking his forehead with an open palm "How
could I have forgotten the cabbages? He raised cabbages, too, Garion. Never
forget the cabbages. Well, everybody in Sendaria who thought he was i nportant
journeyed to Fundor's farm and found himvigorously fertilizing his fields,
and they greeted himw th a great cry, “Hail, Fundor the Magnificent, King of
Sendaria,' and fell on their knees in his august presence.”

"Must we continue with this?" Brendig asked in a pai ned voice, |ooking up



"The boy wants to know, Captain,” Silk replied with an innocent face. "It's
our duty as his elders to instruct himin the history of our past, wouldn't
you say?"

"Say whatever you like," Brendig said in a stiff voice.
"Thank you for your pernission, Captain," Silk said, inclining his head. "Do
you know what the King of Sendaria said then, Garion?" he asked.

"No," Garion said. "Wat?"

" 1 pray you, your em nences,' the king said, “have a care for your finery. |
have just well manured the bed in which you are kneeling." "

Barak, who was sitting nearby, roared with | aughter, pounding his knee wth
one huge hand.

"I find this |l ess than anmusing, sir," Captain Brendig said coldly, rising to
his feet. "I nake no jokes about the King of Drasnia, do I?"

"You're a courteous man, Captain," Silk said nldly, "and a noble man. |I'm
nmerely a poor man trying to make his way in the world."

Brendi g | ooked at him hel pl essly and then turned and stanped fromthe room

The following norning the wind had blown itself out and the rain had stopped.
The road was very nearly a quagnmre, but Brendig decided that they nust
continue. Travel that day was difficult, but the next was sonewhat easier as
t he road began to drain.

Aunt Pol seemed unconcerned by the fact that they had been seized at the
king's orders. She maintai ned her regal bearing even though Garion saw no rea
need to continue the subterfuge and wi shed fervently that she woul d abandon
it. The fam liar practical sensibility with which she had rul ed her kitchen at
Fal dor's farm had somehow been replaced by a kind of demanding w || ful ness
that Garion found particularly distressing. For the first tine in his life he
felt a distance between them and it left a vacancy that had never been there
before. To make matters worse, the gnawi ng uncertainty whi ch had been steadily
growi ng since Silk's unequivocal declaration on the hilltop outside Wnold
that Aunt Pol could not possibly be his Aunt sawed roughly at his sense of his
own identity, and Garion often found hinself staring at the awful question
"Who am | ?"

M ster Wl f seenmed changed as well. He sel dom spoke either on the road nor at
night in the hostels. He spent a great deal of time sitting by hinmself with an
expression of nmoody irritability on his face.

Finally, on the ninth day after their departure from Camaar, the broad salt
mar shes ended, and the |and al ong the coast becane nore rolling. They topped a
hill about mdday just as the pale winter sun broke through the clouds, and
there in the valley below themthe walled city of Sendar |ay facing the sea.

The detachment of guards at the south gate of the city saluted smartly as
Captain Brendig led the little party through, and he returned their salute
crisply. The broad streets of the city seened filled with people in the finest
clothing, all noving about inportantly as if their errands were the nost vita
in the world.

"Courtiers." Barak, who chanced to be riding beside Garion, snorted with
contenpt. "Not a real man anmpngst them"



"A necessary evil, ny dear Barak," Silk said back over his shoulder to the big
man. "Little jobs require little men, and it's the little jobs that keep a
ki ngdom runni ng. "

After they had passed through a magnificently | arge square, they noved up a
wi de avenue to the palace. It was a very large building with many stories and
broad wi ngs extending out on each side of the paved courtyard. The entire
structure was surnounted by a round tower that was easily the highest edifice
in the whole city.

"Where do you suppose the dungeons are?" Garion whispered to Durni k when they
st opped.

"I would take it nost kindly, Garion," Durnik said with a pained |ook, "if you
woul d not speak so nuch of dungeons.”

Captai n Brendi g di srounted and went to neet a fussy-looking man in an
enbr oi dered tunic and feathered cap who cane down the w de steps at the front
of the palace to neet them They spoke for a few nmonments and seened to be

ar gui ng.

"My orders are fromthe king hinself," Brendig said, his voice carrying to
where they sat. "I am commanded to deliver these people directly to him
i medi ately upon our arrival."

"My orders are also fromthe king," the fussy-looking man said, "and | am
conmanded to have them nade presentable before they are delivered to the
throne room | wll take charge of them™

"They will remain in my custody, Count Nilden, until they have been delivered
to the king hinself," Brendig said coldly.

"I will not have your nuddy sol diers tracking through the halls of the pal ace,
Lord Brendig," the Count replied.

"Then we will wait here, Count Nilden," Brendig said. "Be so good as to fetch
his Majesty."
"Fetch?" The Count's face was aghast. "I am Chief Butler to his Majesty's

househol d, Lord Brendig. | do not fetch anything or anybody."

Brendig turned as if to remount his horse.

"Ch, very well,"” Count Nilden said petulantly, "if you nust have it your own
way. At | east have themwi pe their feet."

Brendi g bowed col dly.
"I won't forget this, Lord Brendig," Nilden threatened.
"Nor shall 1, Count Nilden," Brendig replied.

Then they all disnpbunted and, with Brendig's soldiers drawn up in close order
about them they crossed the courtyard to a broad door near the center of the
west w ng.

"Be so good as to follow ne," Count Nilden said, glancing with a shudder at
t he nmud-spattered soldiers, and he led theminto the wide corridor which |ay
beyond the door.



Apprehension and curiosity struggled in Garion's mnd. Despite the assurances
of Silk and Durni k and the hopeful inplications of Count Nilden's announcenent
that he was going to have them nmade presentable, the threat of sone clammy,
rat-infested dungeon, conplete with a rack and a wheel and ot her unpl easant
things, still seened very real. On the other hand, he had never been in a

pal ace before, and his eyes tried to be everywhere at once. That part of his
m nd whi ch sonetinmes spoke to himin dry detachment told himthat his fears
were probably groundl ess and that his gawki ng nade hi m appear to be a doltish
country bunpki n.

Count Nilden led themdirectly to a part of the corndor where there were a
nunber of highly polished doors. "This one is for the boy," he announced,
poi nting at one of them

One of the soldiers opened the door, and Garion reluctantly stepped through
| ooki ng back over his shoul der at Aunt Pol

"Come al ong now, " a somewhat inpatient voice said. Garion whirled, not know ng
what to expect.

"Cl ose the door, boy," the fine-Iooking man who had been waiting for himsaid.
"W don't have all day, you know. " The nan was waiting beside a | arge wooden
tub with steamrising fromit. "Quickly, boy, take off those filthy rags and
get into the tub. Hs Majesty is waiting."

Too confused to object or even answer, Garion nunbly began to unlace his
t uni c.

After he had been bathed and the knots had been brushed out of his hair, he
was dressed in clothes which lay on a nearby bench. H's coarse wool en hose of
servi ceabl e peasant brown were exchanged for ones of a much finer weave in a
lustrous blue. His scuffed and nmuddy boots were traded for soft |eather shoes.
His tunic was soft white linen, and the doublet he wore over it was a rich
blue, trimred with a silvery fur.

"I guess that's the best I can do on short notice," the man who had bat hed and
dressed himsaid, |ooking himup and down critically. "At least | won't be
totally enbarrassed when you're presented to the king."

Garion nmunbl ed his thanks and then stood, waiting for further instructions.
"Well, go along, boy. You nustn't keep his Majesty waiting."

Silk and Barak stood in the corridor, talking quietly. Barak was hugely
splendid in a green brocade doublet, but |ooked unconfortable wthout his
sword. Silk's doublet was a rich black, trimed in silver, and his scraggly
whi skers had been carefully trimed into an el egant short beard.

"What does all of this nean?" Garion asked as he joined them "W're to be
presented to the king," Barak said, "and our honest clothes m ght have given

of fense. Kings aren't accustoned to |ooking at ordinary nen."

Durni k energed fromone of the roons, his face pale with anger. "That
overdressed fool wanted to give me a bath!" he said in choked outrage.

"It's the custom"” Silk explained. "Noble guests aren't expected to bathe
t hensel ves. | hope you didn't hurt him"

"I"'mnot a noble, and I"'mquite able to bathe nyself,"” Durnik said hotly. "



told himthat I'd drown himin his own tub if he didn't keep his hands to
hinself. After that, he didn't pester me anynore, but he did steal ny clothes.
| had to put these on instead." He gestured at his clothes which were quite
simlar to Garion's. "I hope nobody sees ne in all this frippery."

"Barak says the king mght be offended if he saw us in our real clothes,"
Garion told him

"The king won't be looking at me," Durnik said, "and | don't like this
busi ness of trying to look like sonething I"'mnot. 1'll wait outside with the
horses if | can get my own cl ot hes back."

"Be patient, Durnik," Barak advised. "W'Ill get this business with the king
strai ghtened out and then be on our way again."

If Durnik was angry, Mster WIf was in what could best be described as a
towering fury. He canme out into the corridor dressed in a snow white robe,
deeply cowl ed at the back. "Someone's going to pay for this,"” he raged.

"I't does becone you," Silk said admringly.

"Your taste has al ways been questionable, Master Silk," WIf said in a frosty
tone. "Were's Pol ?"

"The | ady has not yet nmade her appearance,” Silk said.

"I should have known," Wl f said, sitting down on a nearby bench. "W may as
wel | be confortable. Pol's preparations usually take quite a while."

And so they waited. Captain Brendig, who had changed his boots and doubl et,
paced up and down as the minutes dragged by. Garion was totally baffled by
their reception. They did not seemto be under arrest, but his inmagination
still saw dungeons, and that was enough to rmake hi mvery junpy.

And then Aunt Pol appeared. She wore the blue velvet gown that had been made
for her in Camaar and a silver circlet about her head which set off the single
white lock at her brow. Her bearing was regal and her face stern

"So soon, Mstress Pol ?" Wlf asked dryly. "I hope you weren't rushed."
She ignored that and exam ned each of themin turn

"Adequate, | suppose," she said finally, absently adjusting the collar of
Garion's doublet. "Gve nme your arm Od WIf, and let's find out what the
King of the Sendars wants with us."

Mster Wolf rose fromhis bench, extended his arm and the two of themstarted
down the corridor. Captain Brendig hastily assenbled his soldiers and foll owed
themall in sone kind of ragged order. "If you please, ny Lady," he called out
to Aunt Pol, "permit me to show you the way."

"We know the way, Lord Brendig," she replied w thout so nmuch as turning her
head.

Count Nilden, the Chief Butler, stood waiting for themin front of two nassive
doors guarded by uniforned nmen-at-arns. He bowed slightly to Aunt Pol and
snapped his fingers. The nen-at-arms swung the heavy doors inward.

Ful rach, the King of Sendaria, was a dunpy-looking man with a short brown
beard. He sat, rather unconfortably it appeared, on a hi ghbacked throne which



stood on a dais at one end of the great hall into which Count Nilden | ed them
The throne roomwas vast, with a high, vaulted ceiling and walls covered with
what seened acres of heavy, red velvet drapery. There were candl es everywhere,
and dozens of people strolled about in fine clothes and chatted idly in the
corners, all but ignoring the presence of the king.

"May | announce you?" Count Nilden asked M ster Wl f.

"Fulrach knows who | am" Wl f replied shortly and strode down the | ong
scarl et carpet toward the throne with Aunt Pol still on his arm Garion and
the others followed, with Brendig and his soldiers close behind, through the
suddenly quiet crowd of courtiers and their | adies.

At the foot of the throne they all stopped, and WIf bowed rather coldly. Aunt
Pol , her eyes frosty, curtsied, and Barak and Silk bowed in a courtly nanner.
Durni k and Garion followed suit, though not nearly as gracefully.

"If it please your Majesty," Brendig' s voice cane from behind them "these are
t he ones you sought."

"I knew you coul d be depended upon, Lord Brendig," the King replied in a
rat her ordinary-soundi ng voice. "Your reputation is well deserved. You have ny
t hanks." Then he | ooked at Mster Wil f and the rest of them his expression
undeci pher abl e.

Garion began to trenble.

"My dear old friend," the king said to Mster Wlf. "It's been too many years
since we nmet last."”

"Have you lost your wits entirely, Fulrach?" Mster WIf snapped in a voice
whi ch carried no further than the king's ears. "Why do you choose to interfere
with me - now, of all tines? And what possessed you to outfit ne in this
absurd thing?" He plucked at the front of his white robe in disgust. "Are you
trying to announce ny presence to every Mirgo fromhere to the hook of

Arendi a?"

The king's face | ooked pained. "I was afraid you mght take it this way," he
said in a voice no |louder than Mster WIf's had been. "I'Il explain when we
can speak nore privately." He turned quickly to Aunt Pol as if trying to
preserve the appearance at |east of dignity. "lIt's been nuch too | ong since we

have seen you, dear Lady. Layla and the children have m ssed you, and | have
been desol ate in your absence.”

"Your Majesty is too kind," Aunt Pol said, her tone as cold as WIf's. The
king wi nced. "Pray, dear Lady," he apol ogized, "don't judge me too hastily. My
reasons were urgent. | hope that Lord Brendig's sunmons did not too greatly

i nconveni ence you."

"Lord Brendig was the soul of courtesy,"” Aunt Pol said, her tone unchanged.
She gl anced once at Brendig, who had grown visibly pale.

"And you, ny Lord Barak," the king hurned on as if trying to nmake the best of
a bad situation, "how fares your cousin, our dear brother king, Anheg of
Cher ek?"

"He was well when last | saw him your Mjesty,"” Barak replied formally. "A
bit drunk, but that's not unusual for Anheg."

The king chuckled a bit nervously and turned quickly to Silk. "Prince Khel dar



of the Royal House of Drasnia," he said. "W are anazed to find such noble
visitors in our realm and nore than a little injured that they chose not to
call upon us so that we might greet them Is the King of the Sendars of so
little note that he's not even worth a brief stop?”

"W intended no disrespect, your Majesty," Silk replied, bow ng, "but our
errand was of such urgency that there was no tine for the usual courtesies."

The king flickered a warning glance at that and surprisingly wove his fingers
in the scarce perceptible gestures of the Drasni an secret |anguage. Not here.
Too many ears about. He then | ooked inquiringly at Durnik and Garion

Aunt Pol stepped forward.

"This is Goodman Durni k of the District of Erat, your Majesty," she said, "a
brave and honest man."

"Wl come, Goodman Durnik," the king said. "I can only hope that men may al so
one day call ne a brave and honest nman."

Durni k bowed awkwardly, his face filled with bewilderment. "I'mjust a sinple

bl acksmi th, your Honor," he said, "but | hope all men know that | am your
Honor's nost |oyal and devoted subject.”

"Wl | - spoken, Goodman Durnik," the king said with a smle, and then he | ooked
at Garion.

Aunt Pol followed his glance.

"A boy, your Majesty," she said rather indifferently. "Garion by name. He was
pl aced in ny care sonme years ago and accomnpani es us because | didn't know what
else to do with him"

A terrible coldness struck at Garion's stomach. The certainty that her casual
words were in fact the bald truth came crashi ng down upon him She had not
even tried to soften the blow The indifference with which she had destroyed
his [ife hurt alnost nore than the destruction itself.

"Al so wel cone, Garion,"
young. "

the king said. "You travel in noble conpany for one so

"I didn't know who they were, your Myjesty,’
tells me anything."

Garion said m serably. "Nobody

The king | aughed in tol erant amusenent.

"As you grow ol der, Garion," he said, "you'll probably find that during these
days such innocence is the nost confortable state in which to live. |I've been
told things of late that I'd much prefer not to know. "

"May we speak privately now, Fulrach?" Mster Wlf said, his voice stil
irritated.

"I'n good time, ny old friend," the king replied. "I've ordered a banquet
prepared in your honor. Let's all go in and dine. Layla and the children are
waiting for us. There will be tine later to discuss certain matters." And with

that he rose and stepped down fromthe dais.

Garion, sunk in his private msery, fell in beside Silk. "Prince Khel dar?" he
sai d, desperately needing to take his mnd off the shocking reality that had



just fallen upon him

"An accident of birth, Garion," Silk said with a shrug. "Something over which
| had no control. Fortunately I'monly the nephew of the King of Drasnia and
far down in the line of succession. I'mnot in any inmedi ate danger of
ascendi ng the throne."

"And Barak is-?"

"The cousin of King Anheg of Cherek," Silk replied. He | ooked over his
shoul der. "What is your exact rank, Barak?" he asked.

"The Earl of Trellheim" Barak runbled. "Wy do you ask?"

"The lad here was curious,"” Silk said.

"It's all nonsense anyway," Barak said, "but when Anheg becane ki ng, soneone
had to become O an-Chief. In Cherek you can't be both. It's considered unlucky
- particularly by the chiefs of the other clans.”

"I can see why they might feel that way." Silk |aughed.

"I't's an enpty title anyway," Barak observed. "There hasn't been a clan war in
Cherek for over three thousand years. | let ny youngest brother act in ny
stead. He's a sinpleninded fell ow and easily anused. Besides, it annoys ny
wife. "

"You're married?" Garion was startled.

"I'f you want to call it that," Barak said sourly.

Si Il k nudged Garion warningly, indicating that this was a delicate subject.

"Way didn't you tell us?" Garion demanded accusingly. "About your titles, |
mean. "

"Wuld it have nade any difference?" Silk asked.

"Well - no," Garion admitted, "but " He stopped, unable to put his feelings
about the matter into words. "I don't understand any of this," he concl uded
| anel y.

"It will all becone clear in tine," Silk assured himas they entered the

banquet hall.

The hall was alnost as large as the throne room There were |ong tables
covered with fine Iinen cloth and once agai n candl es everywhere. A servant
stood behind each chair, and everything was supervised by a plump little woman
with a beaming face and a tiny crown perched precariously atop her head. As
they all entered, she came forward quickly.

"Dear Pol," she said, "you look just wonderful." She enbraced Aunt Pol warnly,
and the two began tal king together animatedly.

"Queen Layla," Silk explained briefly to Garion. "They call her the Mther of
Sendaria. The four children over there are hers. She has four or five others -
ol der and probably away on state business, since Fulrach insists that his
children earn their keep. It's a standard joke anpbng the other kings that
Queen Layl a's been pregnant since she was fourteen, but that's probably
because they're expected to send royal gifts at each new birth. She's a good



womrman, though, and she keeps King Fulrach from maki ng too many m st akes."

"She knows Aunt Pol," Garion said, and that fact disturbed himfor sone
r eason.

"Everybody knows your Aunt Pol," Silk told him

Since Aunt Pol and the queen were deep in conversation and already drifting
toward the head of the table, Garion stayed close to Silk. Don't |let me make
any m stakes, he gestured, trying to keep the novenents of his fingers

i nconspi cuous.

Silk winked in reply.

Once they were all seated and the food began to arrive, Garion began to rel ax.
He found that all he had to do was follow Silk's lead, and the intricate
niceties of formal dining no longer intimdated him The tal k around hi m was
dignified and quite inconprehensible, but he reasoned that no one was likely
to pay much attention to himand that he was probably safe if he kept his
nmout h shut and his eyes on his plate.

An elderly nobleman with a beautifully curled silvery beard, however, |eaned
toward him "You have traveled recently, I"'mtold," he said in a sonmewhat
condescendi ng tone. "How fares the kingdom young man?"

Garion | ooked hel plessly across the table at Silk. Wat do | say? he gestured
with his fingers.

Tell himthat the kingdomfares no better nor no worse than m ght be
antici pated under the present circunstances, Silk replied.

Garion dutifully repeated that.

"Ah," the old nobleman said, "much as | had expected. You're a very observant
boy for one so young. | enjoy talking with young people. Their views are so
fresh.”

Who is he? Garion gestured.

The Earl of Seline, Silk replied. He's a tiresone old bore, but be polite to
him Address himas my Lord.

"And how did you find the roads?" the earl inquired

"Somewhat in disrepair, my Lord," Garion replied with Silk's pronpting. "But
that's normal for this tine of year, isn't it?"

"Indeed it is," the earl said approvingly. "What a splendid boy you are."
The strange three-way conversation continued, and Gari on even began to enjoy
hinsel f as the comments fed to himby Silk seemed to amaze the ol d gentl eman.

At | ast the banquet was over, and the king rose fromhis seat at the head of
the table. "And now, dear friends," he announced, "Queen Layla and | would
like to visit privately with our noble guests, and so we pray you will excuse
us." He offered his armto Aunt Pol, Mster WIlf offered his to the plunp
little queen, and the four of them wal ked toward the far door of the hall

The Earl of Seline sniled broadly at Garion and then | ooked across the table.
"I"ve enjoyed our conversation, Prince Kheldar," he said to Silk. "I may



i ndeed be a tiresone old bore as you say, but that can sometines be an
advant age, don't you think?"

Silk |aughed ruefully. "I should have known that an old fox |like you would be
an adept at the secret |anguage, my Lord."

"A legacy froma msspent youth." The earl |aughed. "Your pupil is npst
proficient, Prince Kheldar, but his accent is strange."

"The weat her was cold while he was |learning, ny Lord," Silk said, "and our
fingers were a bit stiff. I'Il correct the probl emwhen we have |leisure."

The ol d nobl eman seened enornously pleased with hinmsel f at having outsmarted
Silk. "Splendid boy," he said, patting Garion's shoul der, and then he went off
chuckling to hinsel f.

"You knew he understood all along," Garion accused Silk.

"OfF course," Silk said. "Drasnian intelligence knows every adept at our secret
speech. Sometines it's useful to pernmit certain carefully selected nessages to
be intercepted. Don't ever underestimate the Earl of Seline, however. It's not
i mpossible that he's at least as clever as | am but | ook how much he enjoyed
cat ching us."

"Can't you ever do anything without being sly?" Garion asked. Hi s tone was a
bit grunpy, since he was convinced that sonehow he had been the butt of the
whol e j oke.

"Not unless | absolutely have to, ny Garion." Silk |aughed. "People such as I
continually practice deception -even when it's not necessary. Qur lives
somet i nes depend on how cunning we are, and so we need to keep our wits
sharp. "

"It nust be a lonely way to live," Garion observed rather shrewdly at the
silent pronmpting of his inner voice. "You never really trust anyone, do you?"

"l suppose not," Silk said. "lIt's a gane we play, Garion. W're all very
skilled at it - at least we are if we intend to live very long. W all know
each other, since we're nmenbers of a very small profession. The rewards are
great, but after a while we play our gane only for the joy of defeating each
other. You're right, though. It is lonely, and sometines disgusting - but nost
of the time it's a great deal of fun."

Count Nilden cane up to them and bowed politely. "H s Majesty asks that you
and the boy join himand your other friends in his private apartments, Prince
Khel dar," he said. "If you'll be so good as to follow ne."

"OfF course," Silk said. "Come along, Garion."

The king's private apartnments were much sinpler than the ornate halls in the
mai n pal ace. King Fulrach had renpbved his crown and state robes and now | ooked
much |i ke any other Sendar in rather ordinary clothes. He stood talking
quietly with Barak. Queen Layla and Aunt Pol were seated on a couch deep in
conversation, and Durnik was not far away, trying his best to | ook

i nconspi cuous. Mster WIf stood al one near a window, his face like a

t hunder cl oud.

"Ah, Prince Kheldar," the king said. "W thought perhaps you and Garion had
been wayl ai d. "



"W were fencing with the Earl of Seline, your Majesty,” Silk said lightly.
"Figuratively speaking, of course."

"Be careful of him" the king cautioned. "It's quite possible that he's too
shrewd even for one of your talents."

"I have a great deal of respect for the old scoundrel." Silk |aughed.

Ki ng Fulrach gl anced apprehensively at Mster Wl f, then squared his shoul ders
and sighed. "l suppose we'd better get this unpl easantness over with," he
said. "Layla, would you entertain our other guests while | give our grimfaced
old friend there and the Lady the opportunity to scold ne. It's obvious that
he's not going to be happy until they' ve said a few unkind things to ne about
some matters that weren't really ny fault.”

"OfF course, dear," Queen Layla said. "Try not to be too | ong and pl ease don't
shout. The children have been put to bed and they need their rest."

Aunt Pol rose fromthe couch, and she and M ster Wl f, whose expression hadn't
changed, followed the king into an adjoi ni ng chanber.

"Well, then," Queen Layla said pleasantly; "what shall we tal k about ?"

"I aminstructed, your H ghness, to convey the regards of Queen Porenn of
Drasnia to you should the occasion arise,"” Silk said in a courtly manner. "She
asks | eave of you to broach a correspondence on a nmatter of sonme delicacy."”
"Why, of course,"” Queen Layla beaned. "She's a dear child, far too pretty and
sweet-natured for that fat old bandit, Rhodar. | hope he hasn't made her
unhappy. "

"No, your Highness," Silk said. "Amazing though it may seem she |oves ny
uncle to distraction, and he, of course, is delirious with joy over so young
and beautiful a wife. It's positively sickening the way they dote on each

ot her."

"Some day, Prince Kheldar, you will fall in love," the queen said with a
little smirk, "and the twel ve kingdonms will stand around and chortle over the
fall of so notorious a bachelor. Wat is this matter Porenn wi shes to discuss
with ne?"

"It's a question of fertility, your Hi ghness," Silk said with a delicate
cough. "She wants to present my uncle with an heir and she needs to seek your
advice in the business. The entire world stands in awe of your gifts in that
particul ar area."

Queen Layl a blushed prettily and then | aughed.

"I'"l'l wite to her at once," she prom sed.

Garion by now had carefully worked his way to the door through which King

Ful rach had taken Aunt Pol and Mster Wl f. He began a neticul ous exami nation
of a tapestry on the wall to conceal the fact that he was trying to hear what
was goi ng on behind the closed door. It took himonly a noment to begin to

pick up famliar voices.

"Exactly what does all this foolishness nmean, Fulrach?" Mster WIf was
sayi ng.

"Pl ease don't judge ne too hastily, Ancient One," the King said placatingly.



"Some things have happened that you m ght not be aware of."
"You know that |'m aware of everything that happens,” WIf said.

"Did you know that we are defenseless if the Accursed One awakens? That which
held himin check has been stolen fromoff the throne of the Rivan King."

"As a matter of fact, | was following the trail of the thief when your noble
Captain Brendig interrupted me in ny search.”

"I"'msorry," Fulrach said, "but you wouldn't have gone nuch farther anyway.
Al the Kings of Aloria have been searching for you for three nonths now Your
i keness, drawn by the finest artists, is in the hands of every ambassador
agent and official of the five kingdons of the north. Actually, you've been
foll omed since you left Darine.”

"Fulrach, 1I'mbusy. Tell the Alorn Kings to | eave ne al one. Wy are they
suddenly so interested in ny nmovenents?"

"They want to have council with you," the king said. "The Alorns are preparing
for war, and even ny poor Sendaria is being quietly nobilized. If the Accursed
One arises now, we're all doomed. The power that's been stolen can very

possi bly be used to awaken him and his first nmove will be to attack the west
- you know that, Belgarath. And you al so know that until the return of the

Ri van King, the west has no real defense."

Garion blinked and started violently, then tried to cover the sudden novemnent
by bending to | ook at sone of the finer detail on the tapestry. He told

hi nsel f that he had heard wong. The name King Ful rach had spoken coul d not
have really been Bel garath. Belgarath was a fairy-tale figure, a myth.

"Just tell the Alorn Kings that I'min pursuit of the thief," Mster Wl f
said. "l don't have tine for councils just now. If they'll |eave ne al one,
shoul d be able to catch up with him before he can do any m schief with the
thing he's managed to steal ."

"Don't tenpt fate, Fulrach," Aunt Pol advised. "Your interference is costing

us tine we can't afford to lose. Presently I'll beconme vexed with you."

The king's voice was firmas he answered. "I know your power, Lady Pol gara,"
he said, and Garion junped again. "I don't have any choice, however," the king
continued. "I'mbound by nmy word to deliver you all up at Val Alorn to the

Kings of Aloria, and a king can't break his word to other kings."

There was a long silence in the other roomwhile Garion's mnd raced through a
dozen possibilities.

"You're not a bad man, Fulrach,” Mster WIf said. "Not perhaps as bright as |
m ght w sh, but a good man nonetheless. | won't raise my hand agai nst you -
nor will my daughter."

"Speak of yourself, Ad Wlf," Aunt Pol said grinly.
"No, Polgara,"” he said. "If we have to go to Val Alorn, let's go with al
possi bl e speed. The sooner we explain things to the Al orns, the sooner they'l
stop interfering."

"I think age is beginning to soften your brain, Father," Aunt Pol said. "W
don't have the time for this excursion to Val Alorn. Fulrach can explain to
the Alorn Kings."



"It won't do any good, Lady Polgara," the king said rather ruefully. "As your
father so pointedly nentioned, |I'mnot considered very bright. The Al orn Kings
won't listen to ne. If you | eave now, they'll just send sonmeone |ike Brendig
to apprehend you again."

"Then that unfortunate nan may suddenly find hinself |iving out the remai nder
of his days as a toad or possibly a radish,” Aunt Pol said om nously.

"Enough of that, Pol," Mster WIf said. "Is there a ship ready, Fulrach?"

"It lies at the north wharf, Belgarath,” the king replied. "A Cherek vesse
sent by King Anheg."

"Very well," Mster WIf said. "Tonorrow then we'll go to Cherek. It seens
that 1'mgoing to have to point out a few things to some thickheaded Al orns.
W1l you be going with us?"

"I"'mobliged to," Fulrach said. "The council's to be general, and Sendaria's
i nvol ved. "

"You haven't heard the last of this, Fulrach," Aunt Pol said.

"Never mind, Pol," Mster Wlf said. "He's only doing what he thinks is right.
We'll straighten it all out in Val Alorn."

Garion was trenbling as he stepped away fromthe door. It was inpossible. H's
skeptical Sendarian upbringing made himat first incapable of even considering
such an absurdity. Reluctantly, however, he finally forced hinself to | ook the
idea full in the face

VWhat if Mster Wlf really was Bel garath the Sorcerer, a man who had lived for
over seven thousand years? And what if Aunt Pol was really his daughter

Pol gara the Sorceress, who was only slightly younger? Al the bits and pieces,
the cryptic hints, the half truths, fell together. Silk had been right; she
could not be his Aunt. Garion's orphaning was conplete now He was adrift in
the world with no ties of blood or heritage to cling to. Desperately he wanted
to go home, back to Faldor's farm where he could sink hinself in unthinking
obscurity in a quiet place where there were no sorcerers or strange searches
or anything that would even rem nd himof Aunt Pol and the cruel hoax she had
made of his life.

Part Two
CHEREK

Chapter Twel ve

IN THE GRAY FIRST LIGHT O early norning they rode through the quiet streets
of Sendar to the harbor and their waiting ship. The finery of the evening

bef ore had been put aside, and they had all resuned their customary cl ot hes.
Even King Fulrach and the Earl of Seline had donned plain garb and now
resenbl ed nothing quite so much as two noderately prosperous Sendars on a
busi ness trip. Queen Layla, who was not to go with them rode beside her
husband, tal king earnestly to himw th an expression on her face that seened
al nrost to hover on the verge of tears. The party was acconpani ed by sol diers,
cl oaked against the raw, chill wind off the sea.

At the foot of the street which | ed down fromthe pal ace to the harbor, the
stone wharves of Sendar jutted out into the choppy water, and there, rocking
and straining agai nst the hawsers which held her, was their ship. She was a



| ean vessel, narrow of beam and hi gh-prowed, with a kind of wolfish appearance
that did little to quiet Garion's nervousness about his first sea voyage.
Loungi ng about on her deck were a number of savage-|ooking sailors, bearded
and garbed in shaggy garnments made of fur. Wth the exception of Barak, these
were the first Chereks Garion had ever seen, and his first inpression was that
they woul d probably prove to be totally unreliable.

"Barak!" a burly man hal fway up the mast shouted and dropped hand over hand
down a steeply slanting rope to the deck and then junped across to the wharf.

"Greldik!" Barak roared in response, swung down from his horse and cl asped the
evil-looking sailor in a bear hug.

"I't would seemthat Lord Barak is acquainted with our captain," the Earl of
Sel i ne observed.
"That's disquieting,” Silk said wyly. "I was hoping for a sober, sensible
captain of middle years and a conservative disposition. I'mnot fond of ships
and sea travel to begin with."

"I"'mtold that Captain Greldik is one of the finest seanen in all of Cherek,"
the earl assured him

"My Lord," Silk said with a pained | ook, "Cherek definitions can be
deceptive." Sourly he watched Barak and Geldik toasting their reunion with
tankards of ale that had been passed down to them fromthe ship by a grinning
sail or.

Queen Layl a had di snmounted and she enbraced Aunt Pol. "Please watch out for ny
poor husband, Pol," she said with a little laugh that quivered a bit. "Don't
et those Alorn bullies goad himinto doing anything foolish."

"OfF course, Layla," Aunt Pol said confortingly.

"Now, Layla," King Fulrach said in an enbarrassed voice. "I'll be all right.
I'"'ma grown man, after all."

The plump little queen wi ped her eyes. "l want you to prom se to wear warm
clothes,"” she said, "and not to sit up all night drinking with Anheg."

"We're on serious business, Layla," the kind said. "There won't be tine for
any of that."

"I know Anheg too well," the queen sniffed. She turned to Mster WIf, stood
on her tiptoes and ki ssed his bearded cheek. "Dear Bel garath," she said. "Wen
this is over, pronise that you and Pol will cone back for a long visit."

"I prom se, Layla," Mster WIf said gravely.

"The tide is turning, Lord King," Geldik said, "and ny ship is grow ng
restless.”

"Ch dear," the queen said. She put her arnms around the king's neck and buried
her face in his shoul der

"Now, now," Fulrach said awkwardly.

"I'f you don't go now, I'mgoing to cry right here in public," she said,
pushi ng hi m awnay.



The stones of the wharf were slippery, and the slim Cherek ship bobbed and
rolled in the chop. The narrow plank they had to cross heaved and swayed
dangerously, but they all nanaged to board w thout accident. The sailors
slipped the hawsers and took their places at the oars. The |ean vessel |eaped
away fromthe wharf and noved swiftly into the harbor past the stout and bul ky
nmer chant mnen anchored nearby. Queen Layla stood forlornly on the wharf,
surrounded by tall soldiers. She waved a few ti nes and t hen stood wat ching,

her chin lifted bravely.

Captain Geldik took his place at the tiller with Barak by his side and
signaled to a squat, rmuscul ar warrior crouched nearby. The squat nman nodded
and pull ed a ragged square of sailcloth off a hide-topped drum

He began a sl ow beat, and the oarsmen i medi ately took up the rhythm The ship
surged ahead and nade for the open sea.

Once they were beyond the protection of the harbor, the swells grew so
ponderous that the ship no | onger rocked but ran instead down the back of each
wave and up the face of the next. The long oars, dipping to the rhythmof the
sullen drum left little swirls on the surface of the waves. The sea was

| ead-gray beneath the wintry sky, and the | ow, snow covered coastline of
Sendaria slid by on their right, bleak and desol at e-1 ooki ng.

Garion spent nmost of the day shivering in a sheltered spot near the high prow,
nmoodi |y staring out at the sea. The shards and shanbles into which his life
had fallen the night before lay in ruins around him The idea that Wl f was
Bel garath and Aunt Pol was Pol gara was of course an absurdity. He was

convi nced, however, that a part of the whole thing at |east was true. She

m ght not be Pol gara, but she was al nost certainly not his Aunt. He avoi ded

| ooki ng at her as nuch as possible, and did not speak to anyone.

They slept that night in cranped quarters beneath the stern deck of the ship.
Mster WIf sat talking for a long time with King Fulrach and the Earl of
Seline. Garion covertly watched the old man whose silvery hair and
short-cropped beard seened alnost to glowin the light froma sw nging oi

| anp hanging fromone of the | ow beans. He still |ooked the same as al ways,
and Garion finally turned over and went to sleep

The next day they rounded the hook of Sendaria and beat northeasterly with a
good following wind. The sails were raised, and the oarsmen were able to rest.
Garion continued to westle with his problem

On the third day out the weather turned storny and bitterly cold. The rigging
crackled with ice, and sleet hissed into the sea around them "If this doesn't
break, it will be a rough passage through the Bore," Barak said, frowning into
the sleet.

"The what ?" Durni k asked apprehensively. Durnik was not at all confortable on
the ship. He was just recovering froma bout of seasickness, and he was
obviously a bit edgy.

"The Cherek Bore," Barak explained. "It's a passage about a | eague w de
between the northern tip of Sendaria and the southern end of the Cherek
peninsula - riptides, whirlpools, that sort of thing. Don't be al arned,
Durnik. This is a good ship, and Geldik knows the secret of navigating the
Bore. It may be a bit rough, but we'll be perfectly safe unless we're unl ucky,
of course.”

"That's a cheery thing to say," Silk observed dryly fromnearby. "I've been
trying for three days not to think about the Bore."



"Is it really that bad?" Durni k asked in a sinking voice.
"I make a special point of not going through it sober,” Silk told him

Bar ak | aughed. "You ought to be thankful for the Bore, Silk," he said. "It
keeps the Empire out of the Gulf of Cherek. Al Drasnia would be a Tol nedran
province if it wasn't there."

"I admre it politically," Silk said, "but personally |I'd be nmuch happier if |
never had to look at it again."

On the followi ng day they anchored near the rocky coast of northern Sendaria
and waited for the tide to turn. In tinme it slackened and reversed, and the
waters of the Sea of the Wnds nounted and pl unged through the Bore to raise
the level of the @ulf of Cherek

"Find something solid to hold on to, Garion," Barak advised as Geldik ordered
t he anchor raised. "Wth this foll owing wind, the passage could be
interesting." He strode along the narrow deck, his teeth gleam ng in a broad
grin.

It was foolish. Garion knew that, even as he stood up and began to follow the
red- bearded man toward the prow, but four days of solitary brooding over a
problemthat refused to yield to any kind of |ogic nade himfeel alnopst
belligerently reckless. He set his teeth together and took hold of a rusted
iron ring enbedded in the prow.

Bar ak | aughed and cl apped hi ma stunning bl ow on the shoul der. "Good boy," he
said approvingly. "W'll stand together and | ook the Bore right down the
throat."

Garion decided not to answer that.

Wth wind and tide behind her, Geldik's ship literally flew through the
passage, yaw ng and shuddering as she was seized by the violent riptides. Icy
spray stung their faces, and Garion, half blinded by it, did not see the
enornous whirl pool in the center of the Bore until they were al nbst upon it.
He seened to hear a vast roar and cleared his eyes just intime to see it
yawning in front of him

"What's that?" he yelled over the noise.
"The Great Maelstrom" Barak shouted. "Hold on."

The Mael stromwas fully as large as the village of Upper Galt and descended
horribly down into a seething, mst-filled pit uni magi nably far bel ow.
Incredibly, instead of guiding his vessel away fromthe vortex, Geldik
steered directly at it.

"What's he doi ng?" Garion screaned.

"It's the secret of passing through the Bore," Barak roared. "W circle the
Mael stromtwi ce to gain nore speed. If the ship doesn't break up, she cones
out like a rock froma sling, and we pass through the riptides beyond the

Mael strom before they can sl ow us down and drag us back."
"I'f the ship doesn't what?"

"Sometines a ship is torn apart in the Maelstrom" Barak said. "Don't worry,



boy. It doesn't happen very often, and Greldik's ship seenms stout enough.™

The ship's prow di pped hideously into the outer edges of the Mael strom and
then raced tw ce around the huge whirlpool with the oarsmen frantically
bendi ng their backs to the frenzied beat of the drum The wind tore at
Garion's face, and he clung to his iron ring, keeping his eyes averted from
t he seet hi ng maw gapi ng bel ow.

And then they broke free and shot |ike a whistling stone through the churning
wat er beyond the Mael strom The wind of their passage how ed in the rigging,
and Garion felt half suffocated by its force.

Gradually the ship slowed in the swirling eddies, but the speed they had

gai ned fromthe Maelstromcarried themon to cal mwater in a partially
shel tered cove on the Sendarian side.

Barak was | aughing gleefully and nopping spray fromhis beard. "Wll, lad," he
sai d, "what do you think of the Bore?"

Garion didn't trust himself to answer and concentrated on trying to pry his
nunb fingers fromthe iron ring.

A famliar voice rang out fromthe stern.

"Grion!"

"Now you' ve gone and got ne in trouble,” Garion said resentfully, ignoring the
fact that standing in the prow had been his own idea. Aunt Pol spoke
scathingly to Barak about his irresponsibility and then turned her attention
to Garion.

"Well?" she said. "I'"'mwaiting. Whuld you |ike to explain?"

"It wasn't Barak's fault," Garion said. "It was my own idea." There was no
point in their both being in trouble, after all.

"l see," she said. "And what was behind that?"

The confusi on and doubt whi ch had been troubling himmade himreckless. "I
felt like it," he said, half defiantly. For the first time in his life he felt
on the verge of open rebellion

"You what ?"

"I felt like it," he repeated. "Wat difference does it make why | did it?
You' re going to punish me anyway."

Aunt Pol stiffened, and her eyes bl azed.

Mster Wl f, who was sitting nearby, chuckled.

"What's so funny?" she snapped.

"Why don't you let nme handle this, Pol?" the old man suggest ed.

"I can deal with it," she said.

"But not well, Pol," he said. "Not well at all. Your tenper's too quick, and

your tongue's too sharp. He's not a child anynore. He's not a nman yet, but
he's not a child either. The problem needs to be dealt with in a special way.



"Il take care of it." He stood up. "I think I insist, Pol."

"You what ?"

"I insist." H s eyes hardened.

"Very well," she said in an icy voice, turned, and wal ked away. "Sit down,
Garion," the old nman said.

"Why' s she so nmean?" Garion blurted.

"She isn't," Mster WIf said. "She's angry because you frightened her. Nobody
likes to be frightened."

"I"'msorry," Garion munbl ed, ashamed of hinmsel f.

"Don't apologize to ne," WIf said. "I wasn't frightened." He | ooked for a
nmonent at Garion, his eyes penetrating. "Wat's the probl en?" he asked.
"They call you Belgarath," Garion said as if that explained it all, "
call her Polgara."

and t hey

"o
"It's just not possible.”

"Didn't we have this conversation before? Along time ago?"
"Are you Bel garath?" Garion demanded bl untly.

"Some people call ne that. What difference does it make?"

"I"'msorry," Garion said. "l just don't believe it:"
"All right," WIf shrugged. "You don't have to if you don't want to. Wat's
that got to do with your being inpolite to your Aunt?"

"It's just " Garion faltered. "Well-" Desperately he wanted to ask M ster Wl f
that ultimte, fatal question, but despite his certainty that there was no

ki nshi p between hinself and Aunt Pol, he could not bear the thought of having
it finally and irrevocably confirned.

"You're confused,” WIf said. "Is that it? Nothing seenms to be like it ought

to be, and you're angry with your Aunt because it seens like it has to be her
fault."

"You make it sound awfully childish,” Garion said, flushing slightly.
“lsn't it?"
Garion flushed even nore.

"It's your own problem Garion," Mster Wlf said. "Do you really think it's
proper to make ot hers unhappy because of it?"

"No," Garion admitted in a scarcely audible voice.
"Your Aunt and | are who we are,"” WIf said quietly. "People have nade up a
| ot of nonsense about us, but that doesn't really matter. There are things
that have to be done, and we're the ones who have to do them That's what



matters. Don't make things nmore difficult for your Aunt just because the world
isn'"t exactly to your liking. That's not only childish, it's ill-mannered, and
you're a better boy than that. Now, | really think you owe her an apol ogy,
don't you?"

"l suppose so," Garion said.

"I"'mglad we had this chance to talk," the old nan said, "but | wouldn't wait
too I ong before making up with her. You wouldn't believe how | ong she can stay
angry." He grinned suddenly. "She's been angry with me for as long as | can
renmenber, and that's so long that | don't even like to think about it."

"I'"ll do it right now," Garion said.
"CGood," Wl f approved.

Garion stood up and wal ked purposefully to where Aunt Pol stood staring out at
the swirling currents of the Cherek Bore.

"Aunt Pol," he said.
"Yes, dear?"
"I"'msorry. | was wong."

She turned and | ooked at him gravely.

"Yes," she said, "you were."

"I won't do it again."

She | aughed then, a |l ow, warmlaugh, and ran her fingers through his tangled
hair. "Don't nake pronises you can't keep, dear," she said, and she enbraced
him and everything was all right again.

After the fury of the tide through the Cherek Bore had abated, they sailed
north al ong the snow nufl ed east coast of the Cherek peninsula toward the
ancient city which was the ancestral hone of all Alorns, A gar and Drasnian as
wel | as Cherek and Rivan. The wind was chill and the skies threatening, but

t he remai nder of the voyage was uneventful. After three nore days their ship
entered the harbor at Val Alorn and tied up at one of the ice-shrouded

whar ves.

Val Alorn was unlike any Sendarian city. Its walls and buil dings were so

i ncredi bly ancient that they seened nore like natural rock formations than the
construction of human hands. The narrow, crooked streets were clogged wth
snow, and the nountains behind the city | ooned high and white against the dark
sky.

Several horse-drawn sleighs awaited them at the wharf w th savagel ooki ng
drivers and shaggy horses stamping inpatiently in the packed snow. There were
fur robes in the sleighs, and Garion drew one of them about him as he waited
for Barak to conclude his farewells to Geldik and the sail ors.

"Let's go," Barak told the driver as he clinbed into the sleigh. "See if you
can't catch up with the others."

"I'f you hadn't talked so long, they wouldn't be so far ahead, Lord Barak," the
driver said sourly.



"That's probably true,"” Barak agreed.

The driver grunted, touched his horses with his whip, and the sleigh started
up the street where the others had already di sappeared. Fur-clad Cherek
warriors swaggered up and down the narrow streets, and many of them bel |l owed
greetings to Barak as the sleigh passed. At one corner their driver was forced
to halt while two burly nmen, stripped to the waist in the biting cold,
wrestl ed savagely in the snowin the center of the street to the encouraging
shouts of a crowd of onl ookers.

"A comon pastine," Barak told Garion. "Wnter's a tedious time in Val Alorn."

"I's that the pal ace ahead?" Garion asked.

Bar ak shook his head. "The tenple of Belar," he said. "Sone nmen say that the
Bear-God resides there in spirit. |I've never seen himnyself, though, so
can't say for sure.”

Then the westlers rolled out of the way, and they continued.

On the steps of the tenple an anci ent woman w apped in ragged wool en robes
stood with a long staff clutched in one honey hand and her stringy hair wld
about her face. "Hail, Lord Barak," she called in a cracked voice as they
passed. "Thy Doomstill awaits thee."

"Stop the sleigh,” Barak growl ed at the driver, and he threw off his fur robe
and junped to the ground. "Martje," he thundered at the old woman. "You've
been forbidden to loiter here. If I tell Anheg that you' ve di sobeyed him
he'll have the priests of the tenple burn you for a witch."

The old woman cackled at him and Garion noted with a shudder that her eyes
were m | k-white bl ankness.

"The fire will not touch old Martje," she |aughed shrilly. "That is not the
Doom whi ch awaits her."

"Enough of doons," Barak said. "Get away fromthe tenple."
"Martj e sees what she sees,"” the old wonan said. "The mark of thy Doomis
still upon thee, great Lord Barak. When it comes to thee, thou shalt renenber
the words of old Martje." And then she seenmed to | ook at the sleigh where
Garion sat, though her nmilky eyes were obviously blind. Her expression
suddenly changed from malicious glee to one strangely awestruck

"Hail, greatest of Lords," she crooned, bowi ng deeply. "Wen thou comest into
throe inheritance, remenber that it was old Martje who first greeted thee."

Barak started toward her with a roar, but she scurried away, her staff tapping
on the stone steps.

"What did she nmean?" Garion asked when Barak returned to the sleigh
"She's a crazy woman," Barak replied, his face pale with anger. "She's al ways
lurking around the tenple, begging and frightening gullible housew ves with
her gi bberish. If Anheg had any sense, he'd have had her driven out of the
city or burned years ago." He clinmbed back into the sleigh. "Let's go," he
grow ed at the driver.

Garion | ooked back over his shoul der as they sped away, but the old blind
worman was nowhere in sight.



Chapter Thirteen

THE PALACE OF KING ANHEG OF Cherek was a vast, brooding structure near the
center of Val Alorn. Huge wi ngs, many of them crunbled into decay w th unpaned
wi ndows staring enptily at the open sky through coll apsed roofs, stretched out
fromthe main building in all directions. So far as Garion could tell there
was no plan to the pal ace whatsoever. It had, it seenmed, nerely grown over the
t hree thousand years and nore that the kings of Cherek had ruled there.

"Why is so much of it enpty and broken down |ike that?" he asked Barak as
their sleigh whirled into the snow packed courtyard.

"What some kings build, other kings let fall down," Barak said shortly. "It's
the way of kings." Barak's mbod had been bl ack since their encounter with the
bli nd wonan at the tenple.

The others had all dismunted and stood waiting.

"You' ve been away from hone too long if you can get lost on the way fromthe
harbor to the palace,” Silk said pleasantly.

"W were del ayed," Barak grunted.

A broad, ironbound door at the top of the wide steps that led up to the pal ace
opened then as if soneone behind it had been waiting for themall to arrive. A
worman with long fl axen braids and wearing a deep scarlet cloak trimed with
rich fur stepped out onto the portico at the top of the stairs and stood

| ooki ng down at them "G eetings, Lord Barak, Earl of Trell heimand husband,"
she said formally.

Barak's face grew even nore sonber. "Merel," he acknow edged with a curt nod.

"Ki ng Anheg granted ne pernission to greet you, my Lord," Barak's wife said,
"as is ny right and nmy duty."

"You' ve al ways been nobst attentive to your duties, Merel," Barak said. "Wuere
are ny daughters?"

"At Trellheim ny Lord," she said. "I didn't think it would be a good idea for
themto travel so far in the cold." There was a faintly malicious note in her
Voi ce.

Barak sighed. "I see," he said.
"Was | in error, mnmy Lord?" Merel asked.

"Let it pass," Barak said.

"I'f you and your friends are ready, ny Lord," she said, "I'll escort you to
the throne room'

Barak went up the stairs, briefly and rather formally enbraced his wfe, and
the two of them went through the wi de doorway.

"Tragic," the Earl of Seline murmured, shaking his head as they all went up
the stairs to the pal ace door

"Hardly that," Silk said. "After all, Barak got what he wanted, didn't he?"



"You're a cruel man, Prince Kheldar," the earl said.

"Not really,” Silk said. "I"'ma realist, that's all. Barak spent all those
years yearning after Merel, and now he's got her. I'mdelighted to see such
st eadf ast ness rewarded. Aren't you?"

The Earl of Seline sighed.

A party of mailed warriors joined themand escorted themthrough a naze of
corridors, up broad stairs and down narrow ones, deeper and deeper into the
vast pile.

"I"ve always admired Cherek architecture,”
unanti ci pated. "

Silk said sardonically. "It's so

"Expandi ng the pal ace gi ves weak kings sonething to do," King Fulrach
observed. "It's not a bad idea, really. In Sendaria bad kings usually devote
their time to street-paving projects, but all of Val Al orn was paved thousands
of years ago."

Silk laughed. "It's always been a problem your Mjesty,"
keep bad ki ngs out of m schief?"

he said. "How do you

"Prince Kheldar," King Fulrach said, "I don't w sh your uncle any nisfortune,
but | think it mght be very interesting if the crown of Drasnia just happened
to fall to you."

"Pl ease, your Majesty,"
that."

Silk said with feigned shock, "don't even suggest

"Also a wife," the Earl of Seline said slyly. "The prince definitely needs a
wife. "

"That's even worse," Silk said with a shudder

The throne room of King Anheg was a vaulted chanber with a great fire pit in
the center where whole | ogs blazed and crackled. Unlike the lushly draped hal
of King Fulrach, the stone walls here were bare, and torches flared and snoked
iniron rings sunk in the stone. The nen who | ounged near the fire were not
the el egant courtiers of Fulrach's court, but rather were bearded Cherek
warriors, gleaning in chain mail. At one end of the roomsat five thrones,
each surmounted by a banner. Four of the thrones were occupied, and three
regal -1 ooki ng wonen stood tal king nearby.

"Fulrach, King of Sendaria!" one of the warriors who had escorted t hem booned,
striking the butt of his spear hollowly on the rush-strewn stone fl oor

"Hail, Fulrach," a large, black-bearded man on one of the thrones call ed,
rising to his feet. His long blue robe was winkled and spotted, and his hair
was shaggy and unkenpt. The gold crown he wore was dented in a place or two,
and one of its points had been broken off

"Hail, Anheg," the King of the Sendars replied, bowing slightly. "Thy throne
awai ts thee, my dear Fulrach," the shaggy-haired man said, indicating the
banner of Sendaria behind the one vacant throne. "The Kings of Aloria welcone
the wi sdom of the King of Sendaria at this council."

Garion found the stilted, archaic form of address strangely inpressive.

"Which king is which, friend Silk?" Durnik whispered as they approached the



t hr ones.

"The fat one in the red robe with the reindeer on his banner is ny uncle,
Rhodar of Drasnia. The |ean-faced one in black under the horse banner is
Cho-Hag of Algaria. The big, grimfaced one in gray with no crown who sits
beneath the sword banner is Brand, the R van Warder."

"Brand?" Garion interrupted, startled as he renmenbered the stories of the
Battle of Vo M nbre.

"All Rivan Warders are named Brand," Sil k expl ai ned.

Ki ng Fulrach greeted each of the other kings in the formal |anguage that
seened to be customary, and then he took his place beneath the green banner
with its gol den sheaf of wheat that was the enbl em of Sendari a.

"Hail Bel garath, Disciple of A dur," Anheg said, "and hail Lady Pol gara,
honored daughter of immortal Bel garath.™”

"There's little time for all this cerenony, Anheg," Mster WIf said tartly,
t hrowi ng back his cloak and striding forward. "Wiy have the Kings of Aloria
sunmoned me?"

"Permit us our little cerenpnies, Ancient One," Rhodar, the grossly fat King
of Drasnia said slyly. "W so sel dom have the chance to play king. W won't be
much | onger at it."

M ster WIf shook his head in disgust.

One of the three regal -1 ooki ng wonren cane forward then. She was a tall
raven-haired beauty in an el aborately cross-tied black vel vet gown. She
curtsied to King Fulrach and touched her cheek briefly to his. "Your Mjesty,"
she said, "your presence honors our hone."

"Your Highness," Fulrach replied, inclining his head respectfully.

"Queen Islena," Silk murmured to Durni k and Garion, "Anheg's wife." The little
man's nose twitched with suppressed mirth. "Watch her when she greets

Pol gara. "

The queen turned and curtsied deeply to Mster Wl f. "Divine Belgarath," she
said, her rich voice throbbing with respect.

"Hardly divine, Islena,” the old man said dryly.

"Imortal son of Aldur," she swept on, ignoring the interruption, "mghtiest
sorcerer in all the world. My poor house trenbles at the awesonme power you

bring withinits walls."

"A pretty speech, Islena," WIf said. "Alittle inaccurate, but pretty all the
same. "

But the queen had already turned to Aunt Pol. "Qd orious sister,"” she intoned
"Sister?" CGarion was startled.

"She's a nystic," Silk said softly. "She dabbles a bit in magic and thinks of
hersel f as a sorceress. Watch."

Wth an el aborate gesture the queen produced a green jewel and presented it to



Aunt Pol

"She had it up her sleeve," Silk whispered gleefully.
"Aroyal gift, Islena,”" Aunt Pol said in a strange voice. "A pity that | can
only offer this in return."” She handed the queen a single deep red rose.

"Where did she get that?" Garion asked in amazenent. Silk wi nked at him

The queen | ooked at the rose doubtfully and cupped it between her two hands.
She examined it closely, and her eyes w dened. The col or drained out of her
face, and her hands began to trenble.

The second queen had stepped forward. She was a tiny blonde with a beautiful
smle. Wthout cerenony she kissed King Fulrach and then Mster WIf and
enbraced Aunt Pol warmy. Her affection seemed sinple and unsel fconsci ous.

"Porenn, Queen of Drasnia," Silk said, and his voice had an odd note to it.
Garion glanced at himand saw the faintest hint of a bitter, self nobcking
expression flicker across his face. In that single instant, as clearly as if
it had suddenly been illuminated by a bright light, Garion saw the reason for
Silk's sonetinmes strange manner. An al nost suffocating surge of synpathy
welled up in his throat.

The third queen, Silar of Algaria, greeted King Fulrach, Mster WIf and Aunt
Pol with a few brief words in a quiet voice.

"I's the Rivan Warder unnarried?" Durni k asked, |ooking around for another
queen.

"He had a wife," Silk said shortly, his eyes still on Queen Porenn, "but she
di ed sone years ago. She left himfour sons."

"Ah," Durnik said.

Then Barak, grimfaced and obviously angry, entered the hall and strode to
Ki ng Anheg's throne.

"Wl come home, cousin," King Anheg said. "I thought perhaps you'd |ost your
way. "

"Fam |y busi ness, Anheg," Barak said. "I had to have a few words with ny
wife. "

"I see," Anheg said and let it drop.
"Have you net our friends?" Barak asked.

"Not as yet, Lord Barak," King Rhodar said. "W were involved with the
customary formalities." He chuckled, and his great paunch jiggled. "I'msure
you all know the Earl of Seline," Barak said, "and this is Durnik, a smth and
a brave man. The boy's name is Garion. He's in Lady Polgara's care - a good
lad."

"Do you suppose we could get on with this?" Mster WIf asked inpatiently.
Cho-Hag, King of the Algars, spoke in a strangely soft voice. "Are thou aware,

Bel garath, of the m sfortune which hath befallen us? W turn to thee for
counsel . "



"Cho-Hag," WIf said testily, "you sound like a bad Arendish epic. Is all this
t heeing and thouing really necessary?"

Cho- Hag | ooked enbarrassed and gl anced at Ki ng Anheg.

"My fault, Belgarath," Anheg said ruefully. "I set scribes to work to record
our neetings. Cho-Hag was speaking to history as well as to you." H s crown
had slipped a bit and perched precariously over one ear

"History's very tolerant, Anheg," WIf said. "You don't have to try to inpress
her. She'll forget nmpst of what we say anyway." He turned to the Ri van Warder

"Brand," he said, "do you suppose you could explain all this w thout too much

enbel | i shment ?"

"I"'mafraid it's ny fault, Belgarath,"” the gray-robed Warder said in a deep
voi ce. "The Apostate was able to carry off his theft because of ny laxity."

"The thing's supposed to protect itself, Brand," WIf told him "You can't
even touch it. | know the thief, and there's no way you coul d have kept him
out of Riva. What concerns nme is how he was able to lay hands on it without
bei ng destroyed by its power."

Brand spread his hands hel pl essly. "W woke one norning, and it was gone. The
priests were only able to divine the name of the thief. The Spirit of the
Bear - God woul dn't say any nore. Since we knew who he was, we were careful not
to speak his name or the name of the thing he took."

"Good," WoIf said. "He has ways to pick words out of the air at great
di stances. | taught himhow to do that nyself."

Brand nodded. "W knew that," he said. "It nade phrasing our nessage to you
difficult. Wien you didn't cone to Riva and ny nessenger didn't return, |
t hought somet hi ng had gone wong. That's when we sent nen out to find you."

M ster Wl f scratched at his beard. "I guess it's my own fault that |I'm here
then," he said. "I borrowed your nessenger. | had to get word to sone people
in Arendia. | suppose | should have known better."

Silk cleared his throat. "May | speak?" he asked politely.
"Certainly, Prince Kheldar," King Anheg said.

"Is it entirely prudent to continue these discussions in public?" Silk asked.
"The Murgos have enough gold to buy ears in nmany places, and the arts of the
Golims can lift the thoughts out of the minds of the nost |oyal warriors.
What isn't known can't be revealed, if you take ny neaning."

"The warriors of Anheg aren't so easily bought, Silk," Barak said testily,
"and there aren't any Grolins in Cherek."

"Are you al so confident about the serving nmen and the kitchen wenches?" Silk
suggested. "And |'ve found Golinms in sone very unexpected pl aces.™

"There's something in what ny nephew says," King Rhodar said, his face

t houghtful . "Drasnia has centuries of experience in the gathering of

i nformati on, and Kheldar is one of our best. If he thinks that our words m ght
go further than we'd want themto, we might be wise to listen to him™"

"Thank you, uncle," Silk said, bow ng.



"Coul d you penetrate this palace, Prince Kheldar?" King Anheg chal |l enged.

"I already have, your Majesty," Silk said nodestly, "a dozen tines or nore."

Anheg | ooked at Rhodar with one raised eyebrow.

Rhodar coughed slightly. "It was sone tine ago, Anheg. Nothing serious. | was
just curious about sonething, that's all."

"Al'l you had to do was ask," Anheg said in a slightly injured tone.

"I didn't want to bother you," Rhodar said with a shrug. "Besides, it's nore
fun to do it the other way."

"Friends," King Fulrach said, "the issue before us is too inportant to chance
conpromising it. Wuldn't it be better to be overcautious rather than take any
ri sks?"

Ki ng Anheg frowned and then shrugged. "Watever you wish," he said. "W'l
continue in private then. Cousin, would you clear old King Eldrig's hall for
us and set guards in the hallways near it?"

"I will, Anheg," Barak said. He took a dozen warriors and |left the hall

The kings rose fromtheir thrones-all except Cho-Hag. A lean warrior, very
nearly as tall as Barak and with the shaved head and fl owi ng scal p | ock of the
Al gars, stepped forward and hel ped hi mup

Garion | ooked inquiringly at SilKk.

"An illness when he was a child," Silk explained softly. "It left his |legs so
weak that he can't stand unaided."

"Doesn't that make it kind of hard for himto be king?" Garion asked.

"Algars spend nore tinme sitting on horses than they do standing on their
feet," Silk said. "Once he's on a horse, Cho-Hag's the equal of any nman in
Al garia. The warrior who's helping himis Hettar, his adopted son."

"You know hi n?" Garion asked.

"I know everyone, Garion." Silk |laughed softly. "Hettar and | have nmet a few
times. | like him though I'd rather he didn't know that."

Queen Porenn cane over to where they stood. "lslena's taking Silar and ne to
her private quarters," she said to Silk. "Apparently wonen aren't supposed to
be involved in matters of state here in Cherek."

"Qur Cherek cousins have a few blind spots, your Highness," Silk said.
"They're arch-conservatives, of course, and it hasn't occurred to them yet
t hat wonen are human.”

Queen Porenn winked at himwith a sly little grin. "I'd hoped that we m ght
get a chance to talk, Kheldar, but it doesn't look like it now D d you get ny
message to Layl a?"

Sil k nodded. "She said she'd wite to you i mediately,"” he said. "If we'd
known you were going to be here, | could have carried her letter myself."

"It was Islena's idea," she said. "She decided that it m ght be nice to have a



council of queens while the kings were neeting. She'd have invited Layla too,
but everyone knows how terrified she is of sea travel."

"Has your council produced anythi ng nomentous, Hi ghness?" Silk asked lightly.

Queen Porenn nade a face. "W sit around and watch Islena do tricks -

di sappearing coins, things up her sleeves, that kind of thing," she said. "O
she tells fortunes. Silar's too polite to object, and I'mthe youngest, so I'm
not supposed to say too nuch. It's terribly dull, particularly when she goes
into trances over that stupid crystal ball of hers. Did Layla think she could
hel p me?"

"If anyone can," Silk assured her. "I should warn you, though, that her advice
is likely to be quite explicit. Queen Layla's an earthy little soul, and
sometimes very blunt."

Queen Porenn giggled wickedly. "That's all right," she said. "lI'ma grown
woman, after all."”
"OfF course," Silk said. "I just wanted to prepare you, that's all."

"Are you making fun of ne, Khel dar?" she asked.
"Wuld | do that, your Hi ghness?" Silk asked, his face full of innocence.
"I think you would," she said.

"Com ng, Porenn?" Queen Islena asked fromnot far away.
"At once, your Hi ghness," the queen of Drasnia said. Her fingers flickered
briefly at Silk. Wat a bore.

Pati ence, Hi ghness, Silk gestured in reply.

Queen Porenn docilely followed the stately Queen of Cherek and the silent
Queen of Algaria fromthe hall. Silk's eyes followed her, and his face had
that same self nocki ng expression as before.

"The others are leaving," Garion said delicately and pointed to the far end of
the hall where the Alorn Kings were just going out the door

"All right," Silk said and led the way quickly after them

Garion stayed at the rear of the group as they all made their way through the
drafty corridors toward King Eldrig's hall. The dry voice in his mnd told him
that if Aunt Pol saw him she'd probably find a reason to send hi m away.

As he loitered along at the rear of the procession, a furtive novenent
flickered briefly far down one of the side corridors. He caught only one
glinpse of the nman, an ordinary-I|ooking Cherek warrior wearing a dark green
cl oak, and then they had noved past that corridor. Garion stopped and stepped
back to | ook again, but the man in the green cloak was gone.

At the door to King Eldrig's hall, Aunt Pol stood waiting with her arms
crossed. "Were have you been?" she asked.

"I was just |ooking," he said as innocently as possible.

"I see," she said. Then she turned to Barak. "The council's probably going to
last for a long tine," she said, "and Garion's just going to get restless



before it's over. Is there soneplace where he can anuse hinsel f unti
supperti me?"

"Aunt Pol!" Garion protested.

"The arnory, perhaps?" Barak suggested.

"What would I do in an arnory?" Garion demanded.

"Wul d you prefer the scullery?" Aunt Pol asked pointedly.
"On second thought, 1 think | might like to see the arnory."
"I thought you mght."

"It's at the far end of this corridor, Garion," Barak said. "The roomw th the
red door."

"Run al ong, dear," Aunt Pol said, "and try not to cut yourself on anything."

Garion sul ked slowy down the corridor Barak had pointed out to him keenly
feeling the injustice of the situation. The guards posted in the passageway
outside King Eldrig's hall even made eavesdroppi ng i npossi ble. Garion sighed
and continued his solitary way toward the arnory.

The other part of his mnd was busy, however, mulling over certain problens.
Despite his stubborn refusal to accept the possibility that Mster WIf and
Aunt Pol were indeed Bel garath and Pol gara, the behavior of the Al orn Kings
made it obvious that they at least did believe it. Then there was the question
of the rose Aunt Pol had given to Queen Islena. Setting aside the fact that
roses do not bloomin the winter, how had Aunt Pol known that Islena would
present her with that green jewel and therefore prepared the rose in advance?
He deliberately avoided the idea that his Aunt had sinply created the rose on
t he spot.

The corridor al ong which he passed, deep in thought, was dim with only a few
torches set inrings on the walls to light the way. Side passages branched out
fromit here and there, gloony, unlighted openings that stretched back into

t he darkness. He had al nbost reached the arnory when he heard a faint sound in
one of those dark passages. Wthout knowi ng exactly why, he drew back into one
of the other openings and waited.

The man in the green cloak stepped out into the lighted corridor and | ooked
around furtively. He was an ordinary-looking man with a short, sandy beard,
and he probably could have wal ked anywhere in the pal ace without attracting
much notice. H's manner, however, and his stealthy novenments cried out |ouder
than words that he was doi ng sonethi ng he was not supposed to be doing. He
hurried up the corridor in the direction fromwhich Garion had come, and
Garion shrank back into the protective darkness of his hiding place. Wen he
careful ly poked his head out into the corridor again, the man had di sappeared,
and it was inpossible to know down whi ch of those dark side passageways he had
gone.

Garion's inner voice told himthat even if he told anyone about this, they
wouldn't listen. He'd need nore than just an uneasy feeling of suspicion to
report if he didn't want to appear foolish. Al he could do for the tinme being
was to keep his eyes open for the man in the green cloak

Chapt er Fourteen



I T WAS SNON NG the followi ng norning, and Aunt Pol, Silk, Barak, and M ster
Wl f again net for council with the kings, leaving Garion in Durnik's keeping.
The two sat near the fire in the huge hall with the thrones, watching the two
dozen or so bearded Cherek warriors who | ounged about or engaged in various
activities to pass the tine. Sone of them sharpened their swords or polished
their arnmor; others ate or sat drinking-even though it was still quite early
in the norning; several were engaged in a heated dice gane; and sone sinmply
sat with their backs against the wall and slept.

"These Chereks seemto be very idle people,” Durnik said quietly to Garion. "I
haven't seen anyone actually working since we arrived, have you?"

Garion shook his head. "I think these are the king's owmn warriors," he said
just as quietly. "I don't think they' re supposed to do anything except sit
around and wait for the king to tell themto go fight soneone.™

Durni k frowned di sapprovingly. "It nust be a terribly boring way to live," he
sai d.

"Durni k," Garion asked after a noment, "did you notice the way Barak and his
wi fe acted toward each ot her?"

"It's very sad,"” Durnik said. "Silk told ne about it yesterday. Barak fell in
| ove with her when they were both very young, but she was highborn and didn't
take himvery seriously."

"How does it happen that they're married, then?" Garion asked.
"I't was her family's idea," Durnik explained. "After Barak becane the Earl of
Trell heim they decided that a marriage woul d give them a val uabl e connecti on
Merel objected, but it didn't do her any good. Silk said that Barak found out
after they were married that she's really a very shall ow person, but of course
it was too late by then. She does spiteful things to try to hurt him and he
spends as much tine away from home as possible.”

"Do they have any children?" Garion asked.

"Two," Durnik said. "Both girls - about five and seven. Barak |oves themvery
much, but he doesn't get to see themvery often.”

Garion sighed. "I wish there was sonet hing we could do," he said.
"We can't interfere between a man and his wife," Durnik said. "Things |ike
that just aren't done."

"Did you know that Silk's in love with his aunt?" Garion said w thout stopping
to think.

"Garion!" Durnik's voice was shocked. "That's an unseemy thing to say."
"It's true all the same,"” Garion said defensively. "OF course she's not really
his aunt, | guess. She's his uncle's second wife. It's not exactly like she
was his real aunt."

"She's married to his uncle,” Durnik said firmy. "Wio nmade up this scandal ous
story?"

"Nobody made it up," Garion said. "I was watching his face when he talked to
her yesterday. It's pretty plain the way he feels about her."



"I"msure you just imagined it," Durnik said disapprovingly. He stood up
"Let's look around. That will give us sonmething better to do than sit here
gossi pi ng about our friends. It's really not the sort of thing decent nmen do."

"Al'l right," Garion agreed quickly, a little enbarrassed. He stood up and
foll owed Durni k across the snoky hall and out into the corridor. "Let's have a
| ook at the kitchen," Garion suggested.

"And the smithy, too," Durnik said.

The royal kitchens were enornous. Entire oxen roasted on spits, and whol e
flocks of geese simrered in | akes of gravy. Stews bubbled in cartsized

caul drons, and battalions of |oaves were marched into ovens big enough to
stand in. Unlike Aunt Pol's well-ordered kitchen at Faldor's farm everything
here was chaos and confusion. The head cook was a huge man with a red face who
screamed orders which everyone ignhored. There were shouts and threats and a
great deal of horseplay. A spoon heated in a fire and |left where an
unsuspecting cook would pick it up brought shrieks of mrth, and one man's hat
was stolen and deliberately thrown into a seething pot of stew.

"Let's go soneplace else, Durnik," he said. "This isn't what | expected at
all.”

Dur ni k nodded. "M stress Pol woul d never tolerate all of this foolishness," he
agreed di sapprovingly.

In the hallways outside the kitchen a maid with reddi sh-blond hair and a pal e
green dress cut quite low at the bodice |oitered.

"Excuse me," Durnik said to her politely, "could you direct us to the snithy?"

She | ooked hi mup and down boldly. "Are you new here?" she asked. "I haven't
seen you before."

"We're just visiting," Durnik said.
"Where are you fron?" she demanded
"Sendaria," Durnik said.

"How i nteresting. Perhaps the boy could run this errand for you, and you and
could talk for a while." Her [ook was direct.

Durni k coughed, and his ears reddened. "The smithy?" he asked agai n.

The maid | aughed lightly. "In the courtyard at the end on this corridor," she
said. "lI'musually around here soneplace. |I'msure you can find me when you
finish your business with the smth."

"Yes," Durnik said, "lI'"'msure | could. Conme along, Garion."

They went on down the corridor and out into a snowy inner courtyard.

"Qutrageous!" Durnik said stiffly, his ears still flam ng. "The girl has no
sense of propriety whatsoever. 1'd report her if |I knew to whom"

"Shocking," Garion agreed, secretly amused by Durnik's enbarrassnent. They
crossed the courtyard through the lightly sifting snow

The smithy was presided over by a huge, black-bearded man with forearns as big



as Garion's thighs. Durnik introduced hinmself and the two were soon happily
tal ki ng shop to the acconpani ment of the ringing blows of the smth's hamer.
Garion noticed that instead of the plows, spades, and hoes that would fill a
Sendarian smithy, the walls here were hung with swords, spears, and war axes.
At one forge an apprentice was hamreri ng out arrowheads, and at another, a

| ean, one-eyed man was working on an evil -1l ooking dagger

Durnik and the smth tal ked together for nobst of the remmi nder of the norning
whi | e Gari on wandered about the inner courtyard watching the various worknen
at their tasks. There were coopers and wheel wights, cobblers and carpenters,
saddl ers and candl emakers, all busily at work to nmaintain the huge househol d
of King Anheg. As he watched, Garion also kept his eyes open for the

sandy- bearded man in the green cloak he'd seen the night before. It wasn't
likely that the man woul d be here where honest work was bei ng done, but Garion
stayed alert all the sane.

About noon, Barak came | ooking for themand | ed them back to the great hal
where Silk | ounged, intently watching a dice gane.

"Anheg and the others want to nmeet privately this afternoon,” Barak said.
"I"ve got an errand to run, and | thought you m ght want to go al ong."

"That mght not be a bad idea," Silk said, tearing his eyes fromthe gane.
"Your cousin's warriors dice badly, and I"'mtenpted to try a fewrolls with
them It would probably be better if | didn't. Most nen take of fense at | osing
to strangers."

Barak grinned. "I'msure they'd be glad to let you play, Silk," he said.
"They' ve got just as nmuch chance of wi nning as you do."

"Just as the sun has as much chance of coming up in the west as in the east,"”
Silk said.

"Are you that sure of your skill, friend Silk?" Durnik asked.
"I"'msure of theirs.” Silk chuckled. He junped up. "Let's go," he said. "M
fingers are starting to itch. Let's get themaway fromtenptation."

"Anyt hi ng you say, Prince Kheldar." Barak | aughed.

They all put on fur cloaks and left the pal ace. The snow had al nbst st opped,
and the wi nd was brisk

"I"'ma bit confused by all these names," Durnik said as they trudged toward
the central part of Val Alorn. "I've been nmeaning to ask about it. You, friend
Silk, are also Prince Kheldar and sonetines the nerchant Ambar of Kotu, and
Mster WIf is called Belgarath, and Mstress Pol is also Lady Polgara or the
Duchess of Erat. Were | cone from people usually have one nane."

"Nanmes are like clothes, Durnik," Silk explained. "W put on what's nost
suitable for the occasion. Honest men have little need to wear strange clothes
or strange names. Those of us who aren't so honest, however, occasionally have
to change one or the other."

"I don't find it amusing to hear Mstress Pol described as not being honest,"
Durnik said stifliy.

"No disrespect intended,"” Silk assured him "Sinple definitions don't apply to
Lady Pol gara; and when | say that we're not honest, | sinply nmean that this
busi ness we're in sonmetines requires us to conceal ourselves from peopl e who



are evil as well as devious."

Dur ni k |1 ooked unconvi nced but let it pass.

"Let's take this street,"
Bel ar today."

Bar ak suggested. "I don't want to pass the Tenple of

"Why?" Garion asked.

"I'ma little behind in my religious duties," Barak said with a pained | ook
"and 1'd rather not be rem nded of it by the Hi gh Priest of Belar. H s voice
is very penetrating, and | don't like being called down in front of the whole
city. A prudent man doesn't give either a priest or a woman the opportunity to
scold himin public."

The streets of Val Alorn were narrow and crooked, and the ancient stone houses
were tall and narrow with overhangi ng second stories. Despite the intermttent
snow and the crisp wind, the streets seened full of people, nbst of them
garbed in furs against the chill

There was much good- hunored shouting and the exchange of bawdy insults. Two
elderly and dignified men were pelting each other with snowballs in the middle
of one street to the raucous encouragenent of the bystanders.

"They're old friends," Barak said with a broad grin. "They do this every day
all winter long. Pretty soon they'll go to an al ehouse and get drunk and sing
ol d songs together until they fall off their benches. They've been doing it
for years now.'

"What do they do in the sunmer?" Silk asked.

"They throw rocks," Barak said. "The drinking and singing and falling off the
benches stays the same, though.™

"Hell o, Barak," a green-eyed young woman called from an upper w ndow. "When
are you conming to see me agai n?"

Barak gl anced up, and his face flushed, but he didn't answer.

"That lady's talking to you, Barak," Garion said.

"I heard her," Barak replied shortly.

"She seems to know you," Silk said with a sly | ook

"She knows everyone," Barak said, flushing even nore. "Shall we nove al ong?"
Around anot her corner a group of men dressed in shaggy furs shufted along in
single file. Their gait was a kind of curious swaying fromside to side, and
peopl e qui ckly made way for them

"Hail, Lord Barak," their |eader intoned.

"Hail, Lord Barak," the others said in unison, still swaying. Barak bowed
stitpy.

"May the armof Belar protect thee," the | eader said. "All praise to Belar,
Bear-God of Aloria," the others said. Barak bowed again and stood until the
processi on had passed.



"Who were they?" Durnik asked.

"Bear-cultists," Barak said with distaste. "Religious fanatics."
"A troubl esone group,” Silk explained. "They have chapters in all the Al orn
ki ngdonms. They're excellent warriors, but they're the instruments of the High
Priest of Belar. They spend their time in rituals, mlitary training, and
interfering in local politics.”

"Where's this Aloria they spoke of ?" Garion asked.
"Al'l around us," Barak said with a broad gesture. "Aloria used to be all the
Al orn ki ngdonms together. They were all one nation. The cultists want to
reunite them'

"That doesn't seem unreasonabl e," Durni k sai d.

"Aloria was divided for a reason,” Barak said. "A certain thing had to be
protected, and the division of Aloria was the best way to do that."

"Was this thing so inportant?" Durnik asked.

"I't's the nobst inportant thing in the world,"” Silk said. "The Bearcultists
tend to forget that."

"Only nowit's been stolen, hasn't it?" Garion blurted as that dry voice in
his mnd informed himof the connection between what Barak and Silk had just
said and the sudden disruption of his own life. "It's this thing that Mster
Wwlf is follow ng."

Barak gl anced quickly at him "The lad is wiser than we thought, Silk," he
sai d soberly.

"He's a clever boy," Silk agreed, "and it's not hard to put it all together."
H s weasel face was grave. "You're right, of course, Garion," he said. "W
don't know how yet, but sonebody's managed to steal it. If Belgarath gives the
word, the Alorn Kings will take the world apart stone by stone to get it

back. "

"You mean war?" Durnik said in a sinking voice.

"There are worse things than war," Barak said grimy. "It m ght be a good
opportunity to di spose of the Angaraks once and for all."

"Let's hope that Belgarath can persuade the Alorn Kings otherw se," Silk said.
"The thing has to be recovered," Barak insisted.

"Granted,"” Silk agreed, "but there are other ways, and | hardly think a public
street's the place to discuss our alternatives.”

Bar ak | ooked around quickly, his eyes narrow ng.

They had by then reached the harbor where the masts of the ships of Cherek
rose as thickly as trees in a forest. They crossed an icy bridge over a frozen
stream and canme to several |arge yards where the skeletons of ships lay in the
SNOW.

A linmping man in a | eather snmock cane froma | ow stone building in the center
of one of the yards and stood watching their approach



"Ho, Krendig," Barak called.
"Ho, Barak," the man in the |eather snock replied.

"How does the work go?" Barak asked.
"Slowy in this season," Krendig said. "lIt's not a good tine to work with
wood. My artisans are fashioning the fittings and sawi ng the boards, but we
won't be able to do much nore until spring."

Bar ak nodded and wal ked over to lay his hand on the new wood of a ship prow
rising out of the snow "Krendig is building this for me," he said, patting
the prow "She'll be the finest ship afloat.”
"I'f your oarsmen are strong enough to nove her,"
bi g, Barak, and very heavy."

Krendig said. "She'll be very
"Then I'Il man her with big nen," Barak said, still gazing at the ribs of his
shi p.

Garion heard a gleeful shout fromthe hillside above the shipyard and | ooked
up quickly. Several young people were sliding down the hill on snooth planks.
It was obvious that Barak and the others were going to spend nost of the rest
of the afternoon discussing the ship. Wiile that mght be all very
interesting, Garion realized that he hadn't spoken w th anyone his own age for
along tine. He drifted away fromthe others and stood at the foot of the
hill, watching.

One blond girl particularly attracted his eye. In sone ways she reni nded him
of Zubrette, but there were sonme differences. Where Zubrette had been petite,
this girl was as big as a boy - though she was noticeably not a boy. Her

| aughter rang out nerrily, and her cheeks were pink in the cold afternoon air
as she slid down the hill with her long braids flying behind her

"That | ooks like fun," Garion said as her inprovised sled cane to rest nearby.

"Wuld you like to try?" she asked, getting up and brushing the snow from her
wool en dress.

"l don't have a sled,"” he told her

"I mght let you use mne," she said, looking at himarchly, "if you give ne
somet hi ng. "

"What woul d you want ne to give you?" he asked.

"We'll think of sonething," she said, eyeing himboldly. "Wat's your nane?"
"Garion," he said.

"What an odd nane. Do you cone from here?"

"No. |I'mfrom Sendaria."

"A Sendar? Truly?" Her blue eyes twinkled. "I've never net a Sendar before. M
name i s Midee."

Garion inclined his head slightly.



"Do you want to use ny sled?" M dee asked.

"I mght like to try it," Garion said

"I mght let you," she said, "for a kiss."

Garion blushed furiously, and M dee | aughed.

A large red-haired boy in a long tunic slid to a stop nearby and rose with a
nmenaci ng | ook on his face.

"Mai dee, come away fromthere," he ordered
"What if | don't want to?" she asked.
The red-haired boy swaggered toward Garion

"What are you doi ng here?" he denanded.

"I was talking with Muidee," Garion said.
"Who gave you perm ssion?" the red-haired boy asked. He was a bit taller than
Garion and somewhat heavier.

"I didn't bother to ask permi ssion," Garion said.

The red-haired boy glowered, flexing his nuscles threateningly.
"I can thrash you if | like," he announced

Garion realized that the redhead was feeling belligerent and that a fight was
inevitable. The prelinminaries-threats, insults and the |ikewoul d probably go
on for several nore mnutes, but the fight would take place as soon as the boy
in the long tunic had worked hinmself up to it. Garion decided not to wait. He
doubl ed his fist and punched the |larger boy in the nose.

The bl ow was a good one, and the redhead stunbl ed back and sat down heavily in
the snow. He raised one hand to his nose and brought it away bright red.

"It's bleeding!" he wailed accusingly. "You made ny nose bl eed."

"It'"ll stop in a few nminutes," Garion said.

"What if it doesn't?"
"Nose bl eeds don't |ast forever," Garion told him

"Why did you hit nme?" the redhead demanded tearfully, w ping his nose. "I
didn't do anything to you."

"You were going to," Garion said. "Put snowon it, and don't be such a baby."

"It's still bleeding," the boy said.

"Put snow on it," Garion said again.
"What if it doesn't stop bl eeding?"

"Then you'll probably bleed to death,"” Garion said in a heartless tone. It was
atrick he had learned fromAunt Pol. It worked as well on the Cherek boy as



it had on Doroon and Rundorig. The redhead blinked at himand then took a
| arge handful of snow and held it to his nose.

"Are all Sendars so cruel ?" Mui dee asked.

"I don't know all the people in Sendaria," Garion said. The affair hadn't
turned out well at all, and regretfully he turned and started back toward the
shi pyard
"Garion, wait," Maidee said. She ran after himand caught himby the arm "You
forgot my kiss," she said, threw her arns around his neck and ki ssed him
soundly on the lips.

"There," she said, and she turned and ran | aughing back up the hill, her blond
brai ds flying behind her

Barak, Silk and Durnik were all |aughing when he returned to where they stood.

"You were supposed to chase her," Barak said.

"What for?" Garion asked, flushing at their |aughter
"She wanted you to catch her."
"l don't understand."

"Barak," Silk said, "I think that one of us is going to have to informthe
Lady Pol gara that our Garion needs sone further education.”

"You're skilled with words, Silk," Barak said. "I'msure you ought to be the
one to tell her."

"Why don't we throw dice for the privilege?" Silk suggested.

"I"ve seen you throw dice before, Silk." Barak |aughed.

"OfF course we could sinply stay here a while longer,"” Silk said slyly. "I
rather imagine that Garion's new playnmate would be quite happy to conplete his
education, and that way we woul dn't have to bother Lady Pol gara about it."

Garion's ears were flaming. "lI'mnot as stupid as all that," he said hotly. "
know what you're tal king about, and you don't have to say anything to Aunt Pol
about it." He stanped away angrily, kicking at the snow

After Barak had tal ked for a while |onger with his shipbuilder and the harbor
had begun to darken with the approach of evening, they started back toward the
pal ace. Garion sul ked al ong behind, still offended by their |aughter. The

cl ouds whi ch had hung overhead since their arrival in Val Al orn had begun to
tatter, and patches of clear sky began to appear. Here and there single stars
twi nkl ed as evening slowy settled in the snow streets. The soft |ight of
candl es began to glow in the wi ndows of the houses, and the few people left in
the streets hurried to get hone before dark

Garion, still loitering behind, saw two nmen entering a wi de door beneath a
crude sign depicting a cluster of grapes. One of themwas the sandy-bearded
man in the green cloak that he had seen in the palace the night before. The
other man wore a dark hood, and Garion felt a famliar tingle of recognition
Even though he couldn't see the hooded man's face, there was no need of that.
They had | ooked at each other too often for there to be any doubt. As al ways
before, Garion felt that peculiar restraint, alnmost |like a ghostly finger



touching his lips. The hooded man was Asharak, and, though the Mirgo's
presence here was very inportant, it was for some reason inpossible for Garion
to speak of it. He watched the two men only for a nmonent and then hurried to
catch up with his friends. He struggled with the conpul sion that froze his
tongue, and then tried another approach

"Barak," he asked, "are there many Murgos in Val Al orn?"

"There aren't any Murgos in Cherek," Barak said. "Angaraks aren't allowed in
t he ki ngdom on pain of death. It's our oldest law. It was |aid down by old
Cher ek Bear-shoul ders hinsel f. Why do you ask?"

"I was just wondering," Garion said lanely. His mind shrieked with the need to
tell them about Asharak, but his |lips stayed frozen.

That evening, when they were all seated at the long table in King Anheg's
central hall with a great feast set before them Barak entertained themwth a
broadl y exaggerated account of Garion's encounter with the young people on the
hi I I si de.

"A great blowit was," he said in expansive tones, "worthy of the nightiest
warrior and truly struck upon the nose of the foe. The bright blood flew, and
t he enemy was di smayed and overcone. Like a hero, Garion stood over the

vanqui shed, and, like a true hero, did not boast nor taunt his fallen
opponent, but offered instead advice for quelling that crinson flood. Wth
sinmple dignity then, he quit the field, but the brighteyed maid would not |et
hi m depart unrewarded for his valor. Hastily, she pursued himand fondly

cl asped her snowy arns about his neck. And there she | ovingly bestowed that
single kiss that is the true hero's greatest reward. Her eyes flaned with

adm ration, and her chaste bosom heaved with new y wakened passi on. But nopdest
Garion innocently departed and tarried not to claimthose other sweet rewards
the gentle maid' s fond deneanor so clearly offered. And thus the adventure
ended with our hero tasting victory but tenderly declining victory's true
conpensation."

The warriors and kings at the long table roared with | aughter and pounded the
table and their knees and each others' backs in their glee. Queen Islena and
Queen Silar smled tolerantly, and Queen Porenn | aughed openly. Lady Merel
however, remained stony-faced, her expression faintly contenptuous as she

| ooked at her husband.

Garion sat with his face aflame, his ears besieged with shouted suggestions
and advi ce.

"I's that really the way it happened, nephew?" King Rhodar demanded of Silk,
Wi ping tears fromhis eyes.

"More or less," Silk replied. "Lord Barak's telling was masterly, though a
good deal emnbellished."

"We should send for a minstrel,"” the Earl of Seline said. "This exploit should
be immortalized in song."

"Don't tease him" Queen Porenn said, |ooking synmpathetically at Garion
Aunt Pol did not seem anused. Her eyes were cold as she | ooked at Barak

"Isn't it odd that three grown nen can't keep one boy out of trouble?" she
asked with a rai sed eyebrow.



"I't was only one blow, ny Lady,
all.”

Silk protested, "and only one kiss, after

"Real | y?" she said. "And what's it going to be next time? A duel with swords,
per haps, and even greater foolishness afterward?"

"There was no real harmin it, Mstress Pol," Durnik assured her. Aunt Pol
shook her head. "I thought you at |east had good sense, Durnik," she said,
"but now | see that | was wong."

Garion suddenly resented her remarks. It seenmed that no matter what he did,
she was ready to take it in the worst possible light. Hs resentnment flared to
the verge of open rebellion. Wat right had she to say anything about what he
di d? There was no tie between them after all, and he could do anything he
want ed without her pernmission if he felt like it. He glared at her in sullen
anger .

She caught the look and returned it with a cool expression that seemed al nost
to challenge him "WlIl?" she asked.

"Not hi ng," he said shortly.
Chapter Fifteen

THE NEXT MORNI NG dawned bright and crisp. The sky was a deep blue, and the
sunl i ght was dazzling on the white nmountaintops that rose behind the city.
After breakfast, Mster WIf announced that he and Aunt Pol woul d agai n neet
privately that day with Fulrach and the Al orn Kings.

"Good idea," Barak said. "d oony ponderings are good for kings. Unless one has
regal obligations, however, it's much too fine a day to be wasted indoors." He
gri nned nmockingly at his cousin.

"There's a streak of cruelty in you that | hadn't suspected, Barak," King
Anheg said, glancing longingly out a nearby w ndow.

"Do the wild boars still come down to the edges of the forest?" Barak asked.

"I'n droves," Anheg replied even nore di sconsol ately.
"I thought | mght gather a few good nen and go out and see if we can thin
their nunbers a bit," Barak said, his grin even w der now

"I was al nost sure you had something like that in nmind," Anheg said noodily,
scratching at his unkenpt hair.

"I"mdoing you a service, Anheg," Barak said. "You don't want your kingdom
overrun with the beasts, do you?"

Rhodar, the fat King of Drasnia, |aughed hugely. "I think he's got you,
Anheg, " he said.

"He usual ly does," Anheg agreed sourly.

"I gladly | eave such activities to younger and | eaner men," Rhodar said. He

sl apped his vast paunch with both hands. "I don't mnd a good supper, but 1'd
rather not have to fight with it first. | make too good a target. The blindest
boar in the world wouldn't have nuch trouble finding ne."

"Well, Silk," Barak said, "what do you say?"



"You're not serious," Silk said.

"You must go along, Prince Kheldar," Queen Porenn insisted. "Soneone has to
represent the honor of Drasnia in this venture."

Silk's face | ooked pai ned.
"You can be ny chanpion," she said, her eyes sparkling.

"Have you been readi ng Arendi sh epics again, your H ghness?" Silk asked
acidly.

"Consider it a royal conmand," she said. "Sone fresh air and exercise won't
hurt you. You're starting to | ook dyspeptic."

Silk bowed ironically. "As you wi sh, your Highness,"
if things get out of hand I can always clinb a tree.™

he said. "I suppose that

"How about you, Durni k?" Barak asked.

"I don't know rmuch about hunting, friend Barak," Durnik said doubtfully, "but
"Il come along if you like."

"My Lord?" Barak asked the Earl of Seline politely.

"Ch, no, Lord Barak." Seline |aughed. "I outgrew ny enthusiasmfor such sport
years ago. Thanks for the invitation, however."

"Hettar?" Barak asked the rangy Algar. Hettar gl anced quickly at his father

"Go along, Hettar," Cho-Hag said in his soft voice. "I'msure King Anheg will
lend ne a warrior to help me wal k."

"I'"ll do it nyself, Cho-Hag," Anheg said. "I've carned heavi er burdens."

"I'"l'l go with you then, Lord Barak," Hettar said. "And thanks for asking ne."
H s voi ce was deep and resonant, but very soft, nuch like that of his father

"Wl l, |ad?" Barak asked Garion

"Have you lost your wits entirely, Barak?" Aunt Pol snapped. "Didn't you get
himinto enough troubl e yesterday?"

That was the |last straw. The sudden elation he'd felt at Barak's invitation
turned to anger. Garion gritted his teeth and threw away all caution. "If
Barak doesn't think 1'Il just be in the way, I'lIl be glad to go along," he
announced defiantly.

Aunt Pol stared at him her eyes suddenly very hard.

"Your cub is growing teeth, Pol." Mster WIf chuckl ed.

"Be still, father," Aunt Pol said, still glaring at Garion

"Not this time, Mss," the old man said with a hint of iron in his voice.
"He's made his decision, and you're not going to humiliate himby unmaking it
for him Garion isn't a child now You may not have noticed, but he's al nost

man high and filling out now He'll soon be fifteen, Pol. You' re going to have
to relax your grip sonetine, and now s as good a tine as any to start treating



himlike a man."
She | ooked at himfor a nonent.

"\What ever you say, father," she said at |ast with deceptive nmeekness. "I'm
sure we'll want to discuss this later, though-in private."

Mster Wl f w nced.

Aunt Pol | ooked at Garion then. "Try to be careful, dear," she said, "and when

you cone back, we'll have a nice long talk, won't we?"

"WIl nmy Lord require nmy aid in arnming hinmself for the hunt?" Lady Merel asked
inthe stilted and insulting nmanner she al ways assuned w th Barak

"That won't be necessary, Merel," Barak said.

"I woul d not neglect any of ny duties," she said.
"Leave it alone, Merel," Barak said. "You' ve nade your point."
"Have | my Lord's permission then to w thdraw?" she asked.

"You have," he said shortly.

"Perhaps you ladies would Iike to join ne," Queen Islena said. "We'l| cast
auguries and see if we can predict the outcome of the hunt."

Queen Porenn, who stood sonewhat behind the Queen of Cherek, rolled her eyes
upward in resignation

Queen Silar sniled at her.

"Let's go then," Barak said. "The boars are waiting."

"Sharpening their tusks, no doubt," Silk said.

Barak | ed themdown to the red door of the arnory where they were joined by a
grizzled man with enornously broad shoul ders who wore a bullhide shirt with

nmetal plates sewn on it.

"This is Torvik," Barak introduced the grizzled man, "Anheg' s chief huntsman.
He knows every boar in the forest by his first nane."

"My Lord Barak is overkind," Torvik said, bow ng.

"How does one go about this hunting of boars, friend Torvi k?" Durnik asked
politely. "I've never done it before."

"It's a sinple thing," Torvik explained. "I take nmy huntsmen into the forest
and we drive the beasts with noise and shouting. You and the other hunters
wait for themw th these." He gestured at a rack of stout, broad-headed boar
spears. "Wen the boar sees you standing in his way, he charges you and tries
to kill you with his tusks, but instead you kill himw th your spear."

"I see," Durnik said sonewhat doubtfully. "It doesn't sound very conplicated."

"We wear mail shirts, Durnik," Barak said. "Qur hunters are hardly ever
injured seriously."



“Hardly ever' has an unconfortable ring of frequency to it, Barak," Silk
said, fingering a mail shirt hanging on a peg by the door

"No sport is very entertaining without a certain elenent of risk." Barak
shrugged, hefting a boar spear

"Have you ever thought of throw ng dice instead?" Silk asked.
"Not with your dice, ny friend." Barak |aughed.

They began pulling on mail shirts while Torvik's huntsmen carried severa
arm oads of boar spears out to the sleighs waiting in the snow courtyard of
t he pal ace.

Garion found the mail shirt heavy and nore than a little unconfortable. The
steel rings dug at his skin even through his heavy clothes, and every tinme he
tried to shift his posture to relieve the pressure of one of them a half
dozen others bit at him The air was very cold as they clinbed into the

sl ei ghs, and the usual fur robes seened hardly adequate.

They drove through the narrow, twi sting streets of Val Alorn toward the great
west gate on the opposite side of the city fromthe harbor. The breath of the
horses steaned in the icy air as they rode.

The ragged old blind woman fromthe tenple stepped froma doorway as they
passed in the bright norning sun. "Hail, Lord Barak," she croaked. "Thy Doom
is at hand. Thou shalt taste of it before this day's sun finds its bed."

Wthout a word Barak rose in his sleigh, took up a boar spear and cast it with
deadly accuracy full at the old wonan.

Wth surprising speed, the witch-woman swung her staff and knocked the spear
aside in mdair. "It will avail thee not to try to kill old Martje." She

| aughed scornfully. "Thy spear shall not find her, neither shall thy sword. Go
t hou, Barak. Thy Doom awaits thee." And then she turned toward the sleigh in
whi ch Garion sat beside the startled Durnik. "Hail, Lord of Lords," she

i ntoned. "Thy peril this day shall be great, but thou shall survive it. And it
is thy peril which shall reveal the mark of the beast which is the Doom of thy
friend Barak." And then she bowed and scanpered away before Barak could | ay
hi s hands on anot her spear

"What was that about, Garion?" Durnik asked, his eyes still surprised.

"Barak says she's a crazy old blind woman," Garion said. "She stopped us when
we arrived in Val Alorn after you and the others had al ready passed."

"What was all that tal k about DoonP" Durni k asked with a shudder
"I don't know," Garion said. "Barak wouldn't explainit."

"It's a bad omen so early in the day," Durnik said. "These Chereks are a
strange people."

Gari on nodded i n agreenent.

Beyond the west gate of the city were open fields, sparkling white in the ful
glare of the morning sun. They crossed the fields toward the dark edge of the
forest two | eagues away with great plunes of powdery snow flying out behind
their racing sl eighs.



Farnsteads lay nmuffled in snow al ong their track. The buildings were all nade
of l1ogs and had hi gh- peaked wooden roofs.

"These people seemto be indifferent to danger,"” Durnik said. "I certainly
woul dn't want to live in a wooden house - what with the possibility of fire
and all."

"It's a different country, after all," Garion said. "W can't expect the whole
world to live the way we do in Sendaria."

"l suppose not," Durnik sighed, "but 1'll tell you, Garion, |I'mnot very
confortabl e here. Sone people just aren't nmeant for travel. Sometinmes | w sh
we' d never left Faldor's farm"

"I do too, sometinmes,"” Garion admtted, |ooking at the towering nountains that
seened to rise directly out of the forest ahead. "Soneday it will be over,
t hough, and we'll be able to go hone again."

Dur ni k nodded and si ghed once nore.

By the time they had entered the woods, Barak had regained his tenmper and his
good spirits, and he set about placing the hunters as if nothing had happened.
He | ed Garion through the calf deep snowto a large tree sone distance from

t he narrow sl eigh track
"This is a good place," he said. "There's a gane trail here, and the boars may
use it to try to escape the noise of Torvik and his huntsmen. Wen one cones,
brace yourself and hold your spear with its point aimed at his chest. They
don't see very well, and he'll run full into your spear before he even knows
it's there. After that it's probably best to junp behind a tree. Sonetinmes the
spear nmakes themvery angry."

"What if | mss?" Garion asked.

"I wouldn't do that," Barak advised. "It's not a very good idea."

"I didn't nmean that | was going to do it on purpose,” Garion said. "WII| he

try to get away fromnme or what?"

"Sometines they'll try to run," Barak said, "but | wouldn't count on it. Mre
likely he'll try to split you up the middle with his tusks. At that point it's
usually a good idea to clinmb a tree.™

"I'"l'l renenber that," Garion said

"I won't be far away if you have trouble," Barak prom sed, handing Garion a
pair of heavy spears. Then he trudged back to his sleigh, and they al
gal | oped off, l|eaving Garion standing al one under the | arge oak tree.

It was shadowy anong the dark tree trunks, and bitingly cold. Garion wal ked
around a bit through the snow, |ooking for the best place to await the boar
The trail Barak had pointed out was a beaten path w ndi ng back through the
dark brush, and Garion found the size of the tracks inmprinted in the snow on
the path alarmingly large. The oak tree with | ow spreading |inbs began to | ook
very inviting, but he dismssed that thought angrily. He was expected to stand
on the ground and neet the charge of the boar, and he decided that he woul d
rather die than hide in a tree like a frightened child.

The dry voice in his mnd advised himthat he spent far too nmuch tine worrying
about things like that. Until he was grown, no one would consider hima man,



so why should he go to all the trouble of trying to seem brave when it
woul dn't do any good anyway?

The forest was very quiet now, and the snow nuffled all sounds. No bird sang,
and there was only the occasi onal padded thunp of snow sliding from overl oaded
branches to the earth beneath. Garion felt terribly alone. Wat was he doing
here? What busi ness had a good, sensible Sendarian boy here in the endl ess
forests of Cherek, awaiting the charge of a savage wild pig with only a pair
of unfam liar spears for conpany?

What had the pig ever done to hin? He realized that he didn't even
particularly like the taste of pork

He was some di stance fromthe beaten forest track al ong which their sleighs
had passed, and he set his back to the oak tree, shivered, and waited.

He didn't realize how | ong he had been listening to the sound when he becane
fully aware of it. It was not the stanping, squealing rush of a wild boar he
had been expecting but was, rather, the neasured pace of several horses noving
slowy along the snow carpeted floor of the forest, and it was com ng from
behi nd him Cautiously he eased his face around the tree.

Three riders, nuffled in furs, emerged fromthe woods on the far side of the
sl ei gh-churned track. They stopped and sat waiting. Two of them were bearded
warriors, little different fromdozens of others Garion had seen in King
Anheg' s pal ace. The third man, however, had | ong, flaxencolored hair and wore
no beard. H's face had the sullen, panpered | ook of a sPolled child, although
he was a man of niddle years, and he sat his horse disdainfully as if the
conpany of the other two sonmehow of fended him

After a time, the sound of another horse cane from near the edge of the
forest. Alnmost holding his breath, Garion waited. The other rider slowy
approached the three who sat their horses in the snow at the edge of the
trees. It was the sandy-bearded man in the green cl oak whom Gari on had seen
creepi ng through the passageways of King Anheg's pal ace two nights before.

"My Lord," the green-cloaked man said deferentially as he joined the other
t hree.

"\Where have you been?" the fl axen-haired man demanded.

"Lord Barak took some of his guests on a boar hunt this nmorning. H s route was
the sane as nine, and I didn't want to follow too closely."

The nobl eman grunted sourly.
"W saw them deeper in the wood," he said. "Well, what have you heard?"

"Very little, nmy Lord. The kings are nmeeting with the old man and the woman in
a guarded chamber. | can't get cl ose enough to head what they're saying."

"I'"m payi ng you good gold to get close enough. | have to know what they're
sayi ng. Go back to the palace and work out a way to hear what they're talking
about . "

“I'"1l try, nmy Lord," the green-cl oaked nan said, bow ng sonewhat stifliy.

"You'll do nore than try," the flaxen-haired nman snapped.

"As you wi sh, ny Lord," the other said, starting to turn his horse.



"Wait," the nobl eman conmended. "Were you able to neet with our friend?"

"Your friend, nmy Lord," the other corrected with distaste. "I met him and we
went to a tavern and talked a little."

"What did he say?"

"Not hi ng very useful. Hi s kind sel dom do."

"WIl he neet us as he said he woul d?"

"He told nme that he would. If you want to believe him that's your affair.”
The nobl eman i gnored that.

"Who arrived with the King of the Sendars?"

"The old man and the wonan, another ol d nman-sonme Sendarian noble, | think
Lord Barak and a weasel -faced Drasni an, and anot her Sendar - a commoner of
some sort."

"That's all? Wasn't there a boy with themas wel | ?"

The spy shrugged.

"I didn't think the boy was inportant,"” he said.

"He's there then-in the pal ace?"

"He is, my Lord-an ordinary Sendarian boy of about fourteen, 1'd judge. He
seens to be sone kind of servant to the woman."

"Very well. Go back to the pal ace and get close enough to that chanber to hear
what the kings and the old man are saying."

"That may be very dangerous, ny Lord."

"I't'"ll be nore dangerous if you don't. Now go, before that ape Barak cones
back and finds you loitering here." He whirled his horse and, followed by his
two warriors, plunged back into the forest on the far side of the snow track
t hat wound anong the dark trees.

The man in the green cloak sat grimy watching for a nonent, then he too
turned his horse and rode back the way he had cone.

Garion rose fromhis crouched position behind the tree. H s hands were
clenched so tightly around the shaft of his spear that they actually ached.
This had gone entirely too far, he decided. The matter nust be brought to
soneone's attention

And then, some way ofi in the snowy depths of the wood, he heard the sound of
hunting horns and the steely clash of swords ringing rhythmcally on shields.
The huntsnen were coning, driving all the beasts of the forest before them

He heard a crackling in the bushes, and a great stag bounded into view, his
eyes wild with fright and his antlers flaring above his head. Wth three huge
| eaps he was gone. Garion trenbled wi th excitenent.

Then there was a squealing rush, and a red-eyed sow plunged down the trai



followed by a half dozen scanpering piglets. Garion stepped behind his tree
and | et them pass.

The next squeal s were deeper and rang less with fright than with rage. It was
t he boar-Garion knew that before the beast even broke out of the heavy brush.
When the boar appeared, Garion felt his heart quail.

This was no fat, sleepy porker, but rather a savage, infuriated beast. The
horrid tusks jutting up past the flaring snout were yellow, and bits of tw gs
and bark clung to them nmnute evidence that the boar would slash at anything in
his path-trees, bushes or a Sendarian boy w thout sense enough to get out of
his way.

Then a peculiar thing happened. As in the | ong-ago fight with Rundorig or in
the scuffle with Brill's hirelings in the dark streets of Miros, Garion felt
his bl ood begin to surge, and there was a wild ringing in his ears. He seened
to hear a defiant, shouted chall enge and could scarcely accept the fact that

it cane fromhis own throat. He suddenly realized that he was stepping into
the mddle of the trail and crouching with his spear braced and |l eveled at the
nmassi ve beast.

The boar charged. Red-eyed and frothing fromthe nouth, with a deep-throated
squeal of fury, he plunged at the waiting Garion. The powdery snow sprayed up
from his churning hooves |ike foamfromthe prow of a ship. The snow crystals
seened to hang in the air, sparkling in a single ray of sunlight that chanced
just there to reach the forest floor

The shock as the boar hit the spear was frightful, but Garion's ai mwas good.
The broad-bl aded spearhead penetrated the coarsely haired chest, and the white
froth dripping fromthe boar's tusks suddenly becanme bl oody foam Garion felt
hi nsel f driven back by the inmpact, his feet slipping out fromunder him and
then the shaft of his spear snapped like a dry twig and the boar was on him

The first slashing, upward-ripping blow of the boar's tusks took Garion ful

in the stomach, and he felt the wi nd whoosh out of his lungs. The second sl ash
caught his hip as he tried to roll, gasping, out of the way. H s chain-nail
shirt deflected the tusks, saving himfrom bei ng wounded, but the blows were
stunning. The boar's third slash caught himin the back, and he was flung
through the air and crashed into a tree. H's eyes filled with shinmrering |ight
as his head banged agai nst the rough bark

And then Barak was there, roaring and charging through the snowbut sonehow it
seened not to be Barak. Garion's eyes, glazed fromthe shock of the blowto
hi s head, | ooked unconprehendingly at sonmething that could not be true. It was
Barak, there could be no doubt of that, but it was al so sonething el se. Cddly,
as if somehow occupying the same space as Barak, there was al so a huge,

hi deous bear. The inmages of the two figures crashing through the snow were
superinposed, their novenents identical as if in sharing the sane space they
al so shared the sane thoughts.

Huge arnms grasped up the wiggling, nmortally wounded boar and crushed in upon
it. Bright blood fountained fromthe boar's mouth, and the shaggy, half nman
thing that seened to be Barak and sonething else at the sanme tine raised the
dying pig and snmashed it brutally to the ground. The man-thing lifted its
awful face and roared in earthshaking triunph as the light slid away from
Garion's eyes and he felt hinself drifting down into the gray well of

unconsci ousness.

There was no way of know ng how rmuch tinme passed until he cane to in the
sleigh. Silk was applying a cloth filled with snow to the back of his neck as



they flew across the glaring white fields toward Val Al orn.

"I see you've decided to live." Silk grinned at him

"Where's Barak?" Garion nunbled groggily.

"I'n the sleigh behind us," Silk said, glancing back

"I's he-all right?"
"What could hurt Barak?" Silk asked.
"l nmean -, does he seem|ike hinsel f?"

"He seens |ike Barak to ne.'
may have cracked your ribs.'
hel d hi m down.

Sil k shrugged. "No, boy, lie still. That wild pig
He pl aced his hands on Garion's chest and gently

"My boar?" Garion demanded weakly. "Wiere is it?"

"The huntsnmen are bringing it," Silk said. "You'll get your triunphal entry.
If I mght suggest it, however, you should give sonme thought to the virtue of
constructive cowardi ce. These instincts of yours could shorten your life."

But Garion had already slipped back into unconsci ousness.

And then they were in the pal ace, and Barak was carrying him and Aunt Pol was
there, white-faced at the sight of all the bl ood.

"It's not his," Barak assured her quickly. "He speared a boar, and it bled on
himwhile they were tussling. | think the boy's all right - alittle rap on
the head is all."

"Bring him" Aunt Pol said curtly and led the way up the stairs toward
Garion's room

Later, with his head and chest wapped and a foul -tasting cup of Aunt Pol's
brewi ng maki ng himlight-headed and sl eepy, Garion lay in his bed |listening as
Aunt Pol finally turned on Barak

"You great overgrown dolt,"
has done?"

she raged. "Do you see what all your foolishness

"The lad is very brave," Barak said, his voice |ow and sunk in a kind of bleak

nmel anchol y.

"Brave doesn't interest me," Aunt Pol snapped. Then she stopped. "Wat's the
matter with you?" she demanded. She reached out suddenly and put her hands on
the sides of the huge man's head. She | ooked for a moment into his eyes and
then slowy released him "Ch," she said softly, "it finally happened, |I see."
"I couldn't control it, Polgara,"” Barak said in msery.

"It'"ll be all right, Barak," she said, gently touching his bowed head.

"I't"ll never be all right again," Barak said

"Cet sone sleep,” she told him "It won't seem so bad in the norning."

The huge man turned and quietly left the room



Garion knew they were tal king about the strange thing he had seen when Barak
had rescued himfromthe boar, and he wanted to ask Aunt Pol about it; but the
bitter drink she had given himpulled himdow into a deep and dreanl ess sl eep
before tle could put the words together to ask the question

Chapt er Sixteen

THE NEXT DAY Garion was too stiff and sore to even think about getting out of
bed. A streamof visitors, however, kept himtoo occupied to think about his
aches and pains. The visits fromthe Alorn Kings in their splendid robes were
particularly flattering, and each of them praised his courage. Then the queens
cane and made a great fuss over his injuries, offering warm synpathy and
gentle, stroking touches to his forehead. The comnbi nati on of praise, synpathy
and the certain know edge that he was the absolute center of attention was
overwhel m ng, and his heart was full.

The last visitor of the day, however, was Mster Wl f, who came when eveni ng
was creeping through the snow streets of Val Alorn. The old man wore his
usual tunic and cl oak, and his hood was turned up as if he had been outside.

"Have you seen ny boar, Mster Wl f?" Garion asked proudly.

"An excellent animal," WIf said, though wi thout much enthusiasm "but didn't
anyone tell you it's customary to junp out of the way after the boar has been
spear ed?"

"I didn't really think about it," Garion admtted, "but wouldn't that seem -
well - cowardly?"

"Were you that concerned about what a pig m ght think of you?"
"Well," Garion faltered, "not really, | guess."

"You' re devel opi ng an anazing | ack of good sense for one so young," WIf
observed. "It normally takes years and years to reach the point you seemto
have arrived at overnight." He turned to Aant Pol, who sat nearby. "Pol gara,
are you quite certain that there's no hint of Arendish blood in our Garion's
background? He's been behavi ng nost Arendish lately. First he rides the G eat
Mael stromlike a rocking horse, and then he tries to break a wild boar's tusks
with his ribs. Are you sure you didn't drop himon his head when he was a
baby?"

Aunt Pol smiled, but said nothing.

"I hope you recover soon, boy," WIf said, "and try to give some thought to
what |'ve said."

Garion sul ked, nortally offended by Mster Wilf's words. Tears welled up in
his eyes despite all his efforts to control them

"Thank you for stopping by, Father," Aunt Pol said.

"It's always a pleasure to call on you, ny daughter,’
left the room

Wl f said and quietly

"Way did he have to talk to ne like that?" Garion burst out, w ping his nose.
"Now he's gone and spoiled it all."

"Spoil ed what, dear?" Aunt Pol asked, snoothing the front of her gray dress.



"Al'l of it," Garion conplained. "The kings all said | was very brave."

"Kings say things like that," Aunt Pol said. "I wouldn't pay too nmuch
attention, if | were you."

"l was brave, wasn't |?"

"I"msure you were, dear,
i mpressed. "

she said. "And |I'msure the pig was very

"You're as bad as Mster WIf is," Garion accused.
"Yes, dear," she said, "l suppose | probably am but that's only natural. Now,
what would you |ike for supper?"

"I"'mnot hungry," Garion said defiantly.
"Real | y? You probably need a tonic then. I'Il fix you one."
"I think I've changed ny mind," Garion said quickly.

"I rather thought you might," Aunt Pol said. And then, without explanation
she suddenly put her arms around himand held himclose to her for a | ong
time. "What am |l going to do with you?" she said finally.

"I"'mall right, Aunt Pol," he assured her

"This time perhaps," she said, taking his face between her hands. "It's a
splendid thing to be brave, ny Garion, but try once in a while to think a
l[ittle bit first. Promise ne."

"Al'l right, Aunt Pol," he said, alittle enbarrassed by all this. Gddly enough
she still acted as if she really cared about him The idea that there could
still be a bond between themeven if they were not rel ated began to dawn on
him 1t could never be the sane, of course, but at least it was sonething. He
began to feel a little better about the whol e thing.

The next day he was able to get up. H's nuscles still ached a bit, and his

ri bs were somewhat tender, but he was young and was healing fast. About

m dnmorni ng he was sitting with Durnik in the great hall of Anheg' s pal ace when
the silvery-bearded Earl of Seline approached them

"King Fulrach wonders if you would be so kind as to join us in the counci
chanmber, Goodman Durnik," he said politely.

"Me, your Honor?" Durnik asked incredul ously.

"His Majesty is nost inpressed with your sensibility,"” the old gentleman said.
"He feels that you represent the very best of Sendarian practicality. Wiat we
face involves all men, not just the Kings of the West, and so it's only proper
t hat good, solid comopn sense be represented in our proceedings."

"I"ll come at once, your Honor," Durnik said, getting up quickly, "but you'l
have to forgive ne if | say very little."

Garion waited expectantly.

"We've all heard of your adventure, ny boy," the Earl of Seline said
pl easantly to Garion. "Ah, to be young again," he sighed. "Com ng, Durnik?"



"I nmredi ately, your Honor," Durnik said, and the two of them made their way out
of the great hall toward the council chanber.

Garion sat alone, wounded to the quick by his exclusian. He was at an age
where his self esteemwas very tender, and inwardly he withed at the | ack of
regard inplicit in his not being invited to join them Hurt and of fended, he
sulkily left the great hall and went to visit his boar which hung in an
ice-filled cooling roomjust oti the kitchen. At |east the boar had taken him
seriously.

One coul d, however, spend only so nuch time in the conpany of a dead pig

wi t hout becom ng depressed. The boar did not seemnearly so big as he had when
he was alive and charging, and the tusks were inpressive but neither so |ong
nor so sharp as Garion renenbered them Besides, it was cold in the cooling
room and sore mnuscles stiffened quickly in chilly places.

There was no point in trying to visit Barak. The red-bearded man had | ocked
hinself in his chanber to brood in blackest nelancholy and refused to answer
his door, even to his wife. And so Garion, left entirely on his own, noped
about for a while and then decided that he might as well explore this vast

pal ace with its dusty, unused chanbers and dark, tw sting corridors. He wal ked
for what seened hours, opening doors and follow ng hallways that sonetines
ended abruptly agai nst blank stone walls.

The pal ace of Anheg was enornous, having been, as Barak had expl ai ned, sone

t hree thousand years and nore in construction. One southern wing was so
totally abandoned that its entire roof had fallen in centuries ago. Garion
wandered there for a tinme in the second-floor corridors of the ruin, his nmind
filled with gl oony thoughts of nmortality and transient glory as he | ooked into
roonms where snow lay thickly on ancient beds and stools and the tiny tracks of
m ce and squirrels ran everywhere. And then he canme to an unroofed corridor
where there were other tracks, those of a man. The footprints were quite
fresh, for there was no sign of snowin themand it had snowed heavily the

ni ght before. At first he thought the tracks m ght be his own and that he had
somehow circled and cone back to a corridor he had al ready expl ored, but the
footprints were rmuch larger than his.

There were a dozen possi bl e expl anations, of course, but Garion felt his
breath qui cken. The man in the green cloak was still |urking about the pal ace,
Asharak the Murgo was sonewhere in Val Al orn, and the flaxen-haired nobl eman
was hi ding sonewhere in the forest with obviously unfriendly intentions.

Garion realized that the situation m ght be dangerous and that he was unarned
except for his small dagger. He retraced his steps quickly to a snow chanber
he had just explored and took down a rusty sword froma peg where it had hung
forgotten for uncountable years. Then, feeling a bit nore secure, he returned
to follow the silent tracks.

So long as the path of the unknown intruder lay in that roofless and

| ong- abandoned corridor, followng himwas sinplicity itself; the undi sturbed
snow rmade tracking easy. But once the trail led over a heap of fallen debris
and into the gaping bl ackness of a dusty corridor where the roof was stil
intact, things becanme a bit nore difficult. The dust on the floor hel ped, but
it was necessary to do a great deal of stooping and bending over. Garion's
ribs and legs were still sore, and he winced and grunted each tine he had to
bend down to exanmine the stone floor. In a very short while he was sweating
and gritting his teeth and thinking about giving the whole thing up

Then he heard a faint sound far down the corridor ahead. He shrank back



agai nst the wall, hoping that no light frombehind himwould filter dimy
through to allow himto be seen. Far ahead, a figure passed stealthily through
the pale light froma single tiny window Garion caught a monentary flicker of
green and knew finally whom he was follow ng. He kept close to the wall and
nmoved with catlike silence in his soft |eather shoes, the rusty sword gripped
tightly in his hand. If it had not been for the startling nearness of the

voi ce of the Earl of Seline, however, he woul d probably have wal ked directly
into the man he had been foll ow ng.

"Is it at all possible, noble Belgarath, that our enemy can be awakened before
all the conditions of the ancient prophecy are net?" the earl was asking.

Garion stopped. Directly ahead of himin a narrow enbrasure in the wall of the
corridor, he caught sight of a slight nmovenent. The green cl oaked man | urked
there, listening in the dimess to the words that seemed to conme from
somewher e beneath. Garion shrank back against the wall, scarcely daring to
breathe. Carefully he stepped backward until he found anot her enbrasure and
drew hinself into the concealing darkness.

"A nost appropriate question, Belgarath,” the quiet voice of ChoHag of the
Al gars said. "Can this Apostate use the power now in his hands to revive the
Accursed One?"

"The power is there," the famliar voice of Mster WlIf said, "but he mght be
afraid to use it. If it isn't done properly, the power will destroy him He
won't rush into such an act, but will think very carefully before he tries it.
It's that hesitation that gives us the little bit of time we have."

Then Silk spoke. "Didn't you say that he mi ght want the thing for hinself?
Maybe he plans to |l eave his Master in undisturbed slunmber and use the power
he's stolen to raise hinmself as king in the |ands of the Angaraks."

Ki ng Rhodar of Drasnia chuckled. "Somehow | don't see the GolimPriesthood so
easily relinquishing their power in the | ands of Angarak and bowi ng down to an
outsider. The High Priest of the Golins is no nean sorcerer hinself, |I'm
told. "

"Forgive ne, Rhodar," King Anheg said, "but if the power is in the thief's
hands, the Golins won't have any choice but to accept his dom nion. |'ve
studied the power of this thing, and if even half of what |'ve read is true,
he can use it to rip down Rak Cthol as easily as you'd kick apart an anthill
Then, if they still resist, he could depopulate all of Cthol Mirgos from Rak
CGoska to the Tol nedran border. No matter what, however, whether it's the
Apostate or the Accursed One who eventual ly raises that power, the Angaraks
will follow and they will cone west."

"Shoul dn't we informthe Arends and Tol nedrans-and the U gos as wel |l -what has
happened then?" Brand, the Ri van Warder, asked. "Let's not be taken by
surprise again."

"I wouldn't be in too rmuch hurry to rouse our southern neighbors,” Mster Wl f
said. "Wien Pol and | |eave here, we'll be noving south. If Arendia and

Tol nedra are nobilizing for war, the general turmoil would only hinder us. The
Enperor's legions are soldiers. They can respond qui ckly when the need ari ses,
and the Arends are always ready for war. The whol e ki ngdom hovers on the brink
of general warfare all the tine."

"It's premature,” Aunt Pol's familiar voice agreed. "Armies would just get in
the way of what we're trying to do. If we can apprehend ny father's old pupi
and return the thing he pilfered to Riva, the crisis will be past. Let's not



stir up the southerners for nothing."

"She's right," WIf said. "There's always a risk in a nobilization. A king
with an army on his hands often begins to think of mschief. I'll advise the
King of the Arends at Vo Mnbre and the Enperor at Tol Honeth of as nuch as
they need to know as | pass through. But we should get word through to the
Gorimof U go. Cho-Hag, do you think you could get a nessenger through to
Prolgu at this tine of the year?"

"It's hard to say, Ancient One," Cho-Hag said. "The passes into those
mountains are difficult in the winter. I'Il try, though.”

"CGood," WIf said. "Beyond that, there's not much nore we can do. For the tine
being it mght not be a bad idea to keep this matter in the fanmly-so to
speak. If worse conmes to worst and the Angaraks invade again, Aloria at |east
will be armed and ready. There'll be time for Arendia and the Enpire to make
their preparations.”

Ki ng Fulrach spoke then in a troubled voice. "It's easy for the Alorn Kings to
talk of war," he said. "Alorns are warriors; but ny Sendaria is a peaceful

ki ngdom W don't have castles or fortified keeps, and ny people are farners
and tradesnmen. Kal Torak nmade a mi stake when he chose the battlefield at Vo
Mnmbre; and it's not likely that the Angaraks will make the sane m stake
again. | think they'll strike directly across the grasslands of northern

Al garia and fall upon Sendaria. W have a |lot of food and very few sol diers.
Qur country woul d provide an ideal base for a canmpaign in the west, and |'m
afraid that we'd fall quite easily."

Then, to Garion's amazenent, Durnik spoke. "Don't cheapen the nen of Sendaria
so, Lord King," he said in a firmvoice. "I know ny nei ghbors, and they'l
fight. We don't know very much about swords and | ances, but we'll fight. If
Angar aks cone to Sendaria, they won't find the taking as easy as sone m ght

i magine, and if we put torches to the fields and storehouses there won't be
all that nmuch food for themto eat."

There was a long silence, and then Fulrach spoke again in a voice strangely
hunbl e. "Your words shanme ne, CGoodnman Durnik," he said. "Maybe |'ve been king
for so long that I've forgotten what it nmeans to be a Sendar."

"One renenbers that there are only a few passes | eading through the western
escarprment into Sendaria," Hettar, the son of King Cho-Hag, said quietly. "A
few aval anches in the right places could nake Sendaria as inaccessible as the
moon. |f the aval anches took place at the right tinmes, whole armes of

Angar aks mght find thenselves trapped in those narrow corridors.”

"Now that's an entertaining thought." Silk chuckled. "Then we could | et Durnik
put his incendiary inmpulses to a better use than burning turnip patches. Since
Torak One-eye seens to enjoy the smell of burning sacrifices so much, we m ght
be able to accommpdate him"

Far down the dusty passageway in which he was hiding, Garion caught the sudden
flicker of a torch and heard the faint jingling of several mail shirts. He
alnost failed to recognize the danger until the last instant. The man in the
green cloak al so heard the sounds and saw the light of the torch. He stepped
fromhis hiding place and fled back the way he had come-directly past the
enbrasure where Garion had conceal ed hinself. Garion shrank back, cl utching
his rusty sword; but as luck had it, the man was | ooki ng back over his

shoul der at the twinkling torch as he ran by on soft feet.

As soon as he had passed, Garion also slipped out of his hiding place and



fled. The Cherek warriors were looking for intruders, and it mght be
difficult to explain what he was doing in the dark hallway. He briefly

consi dered followi ng the spy again, but decided that he'd had enough of that
for one day. It was tine to tell someone about the things he'd seen. Soneone
had to be tol d-sonmeone to whomthe kings would listen. Once he reached the
nore frequented corridors of the palace, he firmy began to make his way
toward the chanber where Barak brooded in silent nelancholy.

Chapt er Sevent een

"BARAK, " GARI ON CALLED t hrough the door after he had knocked for severa
m nutes wi thout any answer.

"Go away," Barak's voice came thickly through the door

"Barak, it's me, Garion. | have to talk with you."

There was a long silence inside the room and finally a sl ow nmovenent. Then
t he door opened.

Bar ak' s appearance was shocking. H's tunic was runpled and stained. H's red

beard was matted, the long braids he usually wore were undone, and his hair

was tangl ed. The haunted | ook in his eyes, however, was the worst. The | ook

was a mixture of horror and self |oathing so naked that Garion was forced to
avert his eyes.

"You saw it, didn't you, boy?" Barak demanded "You saw what happened to ne out
there."”

"I didn't really see anything," Garion said carefully. "I hit nmy head on that
tree, and all | really saw were stars."

"You must have seen it," Barak insisted. "You rmust have seen nmy Doom "

"Doon?" Garion said. "What are you tal king about? You're still alive."

"A Doom doesn't al ways nean death," Barak said norosely, flinging hinself into
a large chair. "I wish nine did. A Doomis sone terrible thing that's fated to
happen to a man, and death's not the worst thing there is."

"You've just let the words of that crazy old blind woman take over your
i magi nation," Garion said.

"It's not only Martje," Barak said. "She's just repeating what everybody in
Cherek knows. An augurer was called in when | was born - it is the custom
here. Most of the time the auguries don't show anything at all, and nothing
special is going to happen during the child's life. But sonmetimes the future
lies so heavily on one of us that al nost anyone can see the Doom "

"That's just superstition,” Garion scoffed. "l've never seen any
fortune-teller who could even tell for sure if it's going to rain tonorrow.
One of themcanme to Faldor's farmonce and told Durni k that he was going to
die twice. Isn't that silly?"

"The augurers and soot hsayers of Cherek have nore skill," Barak said, his face

still sunk in nelancholy. "The Doomthey saw for ne was always the same - |'m
going to turn into a beast. I've had dozens of themtell nme the sane thing.
And now it's happened. |'ve been sitting here for two days now, watching. The

hair on ny body's getting |longer, and nmy teeth are starting to get pointed."



"You' re imgining things,"’
you al ways have."

Garion said. "You |l ook exactly the same to ne as

"You're a kind boy, Garion," Barak said. "I know you're just trying to nake ne
feel better, but I've got eyes of my own. | know that ny teeth are getting

poi nted and ny body's starting to grow fur. It won't be long until Anheg has
to chain ne up in his dungeon so | won't be able to hurt anyone, or I'll have

to run off into the nbuntains and live with the trolls."

"Nonsense," Garion insisted.

"Tell me what you saw the other day," Barak pleaded. "Wat did | |ook |like
when | changed into a beast?"

"Al'l I saw were stars from banging my head on that tree,"
trying to make it sound true.

Garion said again,

"I just want to know what kind of beast I'mturning into," Barak said, his
voice thick with self pity. "AmI| going to be a wolf or a bear or sonme kind of
nonster no one even has a nane for?"

"Don't you remenber anything at all about what happened?" Garion asked
carefully, trying to blot the strange double i mage of Barak and the bear out
of his menory.

"Not hi ng," Barak said. "I heard you shouting, and the next thing | renenber
was the boar lying dead at ny feet and you |lying under that tree with his

bl ood all over you. | could feel the beast in me, though. | could even snell
him"

"Al'l you snelled was the boar," Garion said, "and all that happened was t hat
you | ost your head in all the excitenent."

"Berserk, you mean?" Barak said, |ooking up hopefully. Then he shook his head.
"No, Garion. |'ve been berserk before. It doesn't feel at all the same. This
was conpletely different." He sighed.

"You're not turning into a beast," Garion insisted.
"I know what | know," Barak said stubbornly.

And then Lady Merel, Barak's wife, stepped into the roomthrough the

still-open door. "I see that nmy Lord is recovering his wits," she said.
"Leave ne alone, Merel," Barak said. "I'mnot in the mood for these ganmes of
yours."

"Ganmes, my Lord?" she said innocently. "I'msinply concerned about ny duties.
If ny Lord is unwell, I"mobliged to care for him That's a wife's right,
isn't it?"

"Quit worrying so nmuch about rights and duties, Merel," Barak said. "Just go

away and | eave ne al one."

"My Lord was quite insistent about certain rights and duties on the night of
his return to Val Alorn," she said. "Not even the | ocked door of my bedchanber
was enough to curb his insistence."

"Al'l right," Barak said, Hushing slightly. "I'msorry about that. |I hoped that
t hi ngs m ght have changed between us. | was wong. | won't bother you again."



"Bot her, ny Lord?" she said. "A duty is not a bother. A good wife is obliged
to submt whenever her husband requires it of her - no matter how drunk or
brutal he nmay be when he conmes to her bed. No one will ever be able to accuse
me of laxity in that regard.”

"You're enjoying this, aren't you?" Barak accused.

"Enj oyi ng what, my Lord?" Her voice was light, but there was a cutting edge to
it.

"What do you want, Merel?" Barak demanded bl untly.

"I want to serve ny Lord in his illness,"” she said. "I want to care for him
and watch the progress of his disease-each synptomas it appears.”

"Do you hate me that much?" Barak asked with heavy contenpt. "Be careful

Merel. | might take it into my head to insist that you stay with ne. How woul d
you like that? How would you like to be locked in this roomw th a raging
beast ?"

"I'f you grow unnanageable, nmy Lord, | can always have you chained to the
wal I ," she suggested, neeting his enraged glare with cool unconcern

"Barak," Garion said unconfortably, "I have to talk to you."

"Not now, Garion," Barak snapped.

"It's inportant. There's a spy in the pal ace.”

"A spy-",

"A man in a green cloak," Garion said. "l've seen himseveral tines."
"Many men wear green cloaks," Lady Merel said.

"Stay out of this, Merel," Barak said. He turned to Garion. "Wat nakes you
think he's a spy?"

"I saw himagain this norning," Garion said, "and | followed him He was
sneaki ng al ong a corridor that nobody seens to use. It passes above the hal
where the kings are nmeeting with Mster WIf and Aunt Pol. He could hear every
word they said."

"How do you know what he coul d hear?" Merel asked, her eyes narrow ng.

"I was up there too," Garion said. "I hid not far fromhim and | could hear
them nyself - alnost as if | were in the same roomwi th them™

"What does he | ook |ike?" Barak asked.
"He has sandy-colored hair," Garion said, "and a beard and, as | said, he
wears a green cloak. | saw himthe day we went down to | ook at your ship. He
was going into a tavern with a Mirgo."

"There aren't any Murgos in Val Alorn," Merel said.
"There's one," Garion said. "l've seen himbefore. | know who he is." He had
to nove around the subject carefully. The conpul sion not to speak about his

dar k-r obed eneny was as strong as always. Even the hint he had given nade his



tongue seemstiff and his |ips nunb.
"Who is he?" Barak demanded.

Garion ignored the question. "And then on the day of the boar hunt | saw him
in the forest."

"The Murgo?" Barak asked.

"No. The man in the green cloak. He net sonme other nmen there. They tal ked for
a while not far fromwhere | was waiting for the boar to come. They didn't see
ne."

"~ 1

There' s not hi ng suspi ci ous about that," Barak said. "A man can neet with his

friends anywhere he likes."

"I don't think they were friends exactly," Garion said. "The one in the green
cloak called one of the other men "y Lord,' and that one was giving him
orders to get close enough so that he could hear what M ster WIf and the

ki ngs were saying."

"That's nore serious," Barak said, seeming to forget his nmelancholy. "Did they
say anyt hing el se?"

"The fl axen-haired man wanted to know about us,"
Durnik, Silk - all of us."

Garion said. "You, ne,

"Fl axen-col ored hair?" Merel asked quickly.

"The one he called “ny Lord,"'
He even knew about ne."

Garion explained. "He seemed to know about us.
"Long, pal e-colored hair?" Merel demanded. "No beard? A little older than

Bar ak?"

"It couldn't be him" Barak said. "Anheg bani shed hi mon pain of death."

"You're a child, Barak," she said. "He'd ignore that if it suited him | think
we'd better tell Anheg about this."

"Do you know hi n?" Garion asked. "Sone of the things he said about Barak
weren't very polite.”

"I can imagine," Merel said ironically. "Barak was one of those who said that
he ought to have his head rempved."

Barak was already pulling on his mail shirt.

"Fix your hair," Merel told himin a tone that oddly had no hint of her fornmer
rancor in it. "You look |like a haystack."

"I can't stop to fool with it now, " Barak said inmpatiently. "Cone along, both
of you. We'll go to Anheg at once."

There was no time for any further questions, since Garion and Merel al nost had
to run to keep up with Barak. They swept through the great hall, and startled
warriors scranbled out of their way after one | ook at Barak's face.

"My Lord Barak," one of the guards at the door of the council hall greeted the
huge man.



"One side," Barak conmmanded and flung open the door with a crash. King Anheg
| ooked up, startled at the sudden interruption

"Wl conme, cousin," he began

"Treason, Anheg!" Barak roared. "The Earl of Jarvi k has broken his bani shrent
and set spies on you in your own pal ace.”

"Jarvi k?" Anheg said. "He wouldn't dare."

"He dared, all right," Barak said. "He's been seen not far fromVal Al orn, and
some of his plotting has been overheard."

"Who is this Jarvi k?" the R van Warder asked.

"An earl | banished | ast year," Anheg said. "One of his men was stopped, and
we found a nessage on him The nmessage was to a Murgo in Sendaria, and it gave
the details of one of our nmpbst secret councils. Jarvik tried to deny that the
message was his, even though it had his own seal on it and his strongroom

bul ged with red gold fromthe mnes of Cthol Mirgos. I'd have had his head on
a pole, but his wife's a kinswonman of mine and she begged for his life.

bani shed himto one of his estates on the west coast instead." He | ooked at
Barak. "How did you find out about this?" he asked. "Last | heard, you'd

| ocked yourself in your roomand wouldn't talk to anybody."

"My husband's words are true, Anheg," Lady Merel said in a voice that rang
wi t h chal | enge.

"I don't doubt him Merel," Anheg said, |ooking at her with a faintly
surprised expression. "l just wanted to know how he | earned about Jarvik,
that's all."

"This boy from Sendaria saw him" Merel said, "and heard himtalk to his spy.
| heard the boy's story nyself, and | stand behi nd what ny husband said, if
anyone here dares to doubt him"

"CGarion?" Aunt Pol said, startled.
"May | suggest that we hear fromthe | ad?" Cho-Hag of the Algars said quietly.
"A nobleman with a history of friendship for the Mirgos who chooses this exact

nonent to break his bani shnent concerns us all, | think."

"Tell themwhat you told Merel and me, Garion," Barak ordered, pushing Garion
f or war d.

"Your Majesty," Garion said, bowi ng awkwardly, "l've seen a man in a green
cl oak hiding here in your palace several tinmes since we cane here. He creeps
al ong the passageways and takes a | ot of trouble not to be seen. | saw himthe

first night we were here, and the next day | saw himgoing into a tavern in
the city with a Murgo. Barak says there aren't any Miurgos in Cherek, but I
know that the man he was with was a Miurgo."

"How do you know?" Anheg asked shrewdly.

Garion | ooked at him hel pl essly, unable to say Asharak's nane.

"Well, boy?" King Rhodar asked.

Garion struggled with the words, but nothing would cone out.



"Maybe you know this Miurgo?" Sil k suggested
Garion nodded, relieved that soneone could hel p him

"You woul dn't know many Mirgos," Silk said, rubbing his nose with one finger
"Was it the one we net in Darine, perhaps - and later in Miros? The one known
as Ashar ak?"

Gari on nodded agai n.

"Way didn't you tell us?" Barak asked.

"I -1 couldn't," Garion stanmmered.

"Coul dn't?"

"The words woul dn't cone out,'
been able to talk about him"

Garion said. "I don't know why, but |I've never

"Then you' ve seen himbefore?" Silk said.

"Yes," @Garion said.

"And you've never told anybody?"
"No. "

Silk glanced quickly at Aunt Pol. "Is this the sort of thing you m ght know
nore about than we woul d, Pol gara?" he asked.

She nodded slowy. "It's possible to do it," she said. "It's never been very
reliable, so | don't bother with it nyself. It is possible, however." Her
expression grew grim

"The Golins think it's inpressive," Mster WIf said. "Golins are easily
i mpressed. "

"Cone with nme, Garion," Aunt Pol said.

"Not yet," Wl f said.

"This is inportant,"” she said, her face hardening.

"You can do it later," he said. "Let's hear the rest of his story first. The
damage has al ready been done. Go ahead, Garion. Wat else did you see?"

Garion took a deep breath. "All right," he said, relieved to be talking to the
old man instead of the kings. "I saw the man in the green cl oak again that day
we all went hunting. He net in the forest with a yell owhaired man who doesn't
wear a beard. They talked for a while, and I could hear what they were saying.
The yel |l ow haired man wanted to know what all of you were saying in this
hal I . "

"You shoul d have conme to me i medi ately," King Anheg said.

"Anyway," Garion went on, "I had that fight with the wild boar. | hit nmy head
against a tree and was stunned. | didn't renmenber what |'d seen until this
nmorni ng. After King Fulrach called Durnik here, | went exploring. | was in a

part of the palace where the roof is all fallen in, and | found sone



footprints. | followed them and then after a while | saw the man in the green
cl oak again. That was when | renenbered all this. | followed him and he went
along a corridor that passes sonewhere over the top of this hall. He hid up
there and listened to what you were saying."

"How much do you think he could hear, Garion?" King Cho-Hag asked.

"You were tal king about sonebody called the Apostate,” Garion said, "and you
were wondering if he could use some power of sonme kind to awaken an eneny
who's been asleep for a long time. Some of you thought you ought to warn the
Arends and the Tol nedrans, but Mster W f didn't think so. And Durnik talked
about how the men of Sendaria would fight if the Angaraks cane."

They appeared startl ed.

"I was hiding not far fromthe nman in the green cloak," Garion said. "lI'msure
he coul d hear everything that | could. Then some sol diers canme, and the nman
ran away. That's when | decided that | ought to tell Barak about all this."

"Up there," Silk said, standing near one of the walls and pointing at a corner
of the ceiling of the hall. "The nmortar's crunbl ed away. The sound of our

voi ces carries right up through the cracks between the stones into the upper
corridor."

"This is a valuable boy you' ve brought with you, Lady Polgara," | King Rhodar

said gravely. "If he's looking for a profession, |I think I mght find a place

for him Gathering information is a rewardi ng occupation, and he seens to have
certain natural gifts along those lines."

"He has sone other gifts as well,” Aunt Pol said. "He seens to be very good at
turning up in places where he's not supposed to be."

"Don't be too hard on the boy, Polgara," King Anheg said. "He's done us a
service that we may never be able to repay."

Garion bowed again and retreated from Aunt Pol's steady gaze.

"Cousin," Anheg said then to Barak, "it seens that we have an unwel cone
visitor somewhere in the palace. | think 1'd like to have a little talk with
this lurker in the green cloak."

"I"ll take a few nen," Barak said grimy. "We'Ill turn your pal ace upside down
and shake it and see what falls out."

"I"d like to have himnore or less intact," Anheg cauti oned.

"Of course," Barak said.

"Not too intact, however. As long as he's still able to talk, he'll serve our
pur poses. "

Barak grinned. "I'lIl make sure that he's tal kative when | bring himto you,
cousin," he said.

A bl eak answering grin touched Anheg's face, and Barak started toward the
door.

Then Anheg turned to Barak's wife. "I'd like to thank you al so, Lady Merel,"
he said. "I'msure you had a significant part in bringing this to us."



"I don't need thanks, your Majesty," she said. "It was ny duty."
Anheg sighed. "Miust it always be duty, Merel?" he asked sadly.
"What el se is there?" she asked.

"A very great deal, actually,
find that out for yourself."

the king said, "but you're going to have to

"@Grion," Aunt Pol said, "cone here."

"Yes, ma'am" Garion said and went to her a little nervously.

"Don't be silly, dear," she said. "lI'mnot going to hurt you." She put her
fingertips lightly to his forehead.

"Wl | ?" Mster Wl f asked.

"It's there," she said. "It's very light, or 1'd have noticed it before. I'm
sorry, Father."

Wl f said. He cane over and al so touched Garion's heart with his
' he said.

"Let's see,’
hand. "It's not serious,"

"It could have been,” Aunt Pol said. "And it was ny responsibility to see that
something like this didn't happen.”

"Don't flog yourself about it, Pol," WIf said. "That's very unbecom ng. Just
get rid of it."

"What's the matter?" Garion asked, al arned.

"I't's nothing to worry about, dear," Aunt Pol said. She took his right hand
and touched it for a nonent to the white lock at her brow Garion felt a
surge, a welter of confused inpressions, and then a tingling wench behind his
ears. A sudden dizziness swept over him and he would have fallen if Aunt Pol
had not caught him

"Who is the Murgo?" she asked, |looking into his eyes.
"Hi s nane is Asharak," Garion said pronptly.
"How | ong have you known hi n®"

"All my life. He used to conme to Faldor's farmand watch nme when | was
little. "

"That's enough for now, Pol," Mster Wlf said. "Let himrest a little first.
"Il fix sonething to keep it from happening again."

"I's the boy ill?" King Cho-Hag asked.

"I't's not exactly an illness, Cho-Hag," Mster WIf said. "It's alittle hard
to explain. It's cleared up now, though."

"I want you to go to your room Garion," Aunt Pol said, still holding him by
t he shoul ders. "Are you steady enough on your feet to get there by yoursel f?"

"I"'mall right," he said, still feeling a little |ight-headed.



"No side trips and no nore exploring," she said firny.
"No, ma'am"

"When you get there, lie down. | want you to think back and remenber every
single tine you' ve seen this Mirgo - what he did, what he said.”

"He never spoke to me," Garion said. "He just watched."

"I'"ll be along in alittle while,"” she went on, "and I'll want you to tell nmne
everything you know about him It's inmportant, Garion, so concentrate as hard
as you can."

"Al'l right, Aunt Pol," he said.

Then she kissed himlightly on the forehead. "Run al ong now, dear," she said.
Feeling strangely light-headed, Garion went to the door and out into the
corridor.

He passed through the great hall where Anheg's warriors were belting on swords
and pi cking up vicious-looking battle-axes in preparation for the search of
the palace. Still benused, he went through w thout stopping.

Part of his mind seemed hal f asleep, but that secret, inner part was wi de
awake. The dry voi ce observed that sonething significant had just happened.
The powerful compul sion not to speak about Asharak was obvi ously gone. Aunt

Pol had somehow pulled it out of his mind entirely. H s feeling about that was
oddl y anbi guous. That strange rel ati onship between hinsel f and dark-robed,
silent Asharak had al ways been intensely private, and now it was gone. He felt
vaguel y enmpty and sonmehow viol ated. He sighed and went up the broad stairway
toward his room

There were a half dozen warriors in the hallway outside his room probably
part of Barak's search for the man in the green cl oak. Garion stopped.
Sonet hi ng was wong, and he shook off his half daze. This pan of the pal ace
was much too popul ated to make it very likely that the spy would be hiding
here. H s heart began racing, and step by step he began to back away toward
the top of the stairs he had just clinbed. The warriors |ooked |ike any ot her
Chereks in the pal ace-bearded, dressed in helnets, mail shirts, and furs, but
somet hing didn't seemexactly right.

A bul ky man in a dark, hooded cl oak stepped through the doorway of Garion's
roominto the corridor. It was Asharak. The Miurgo was about to say sonething,
but then his eyes fell on Garion. "Ah," he said softly. H's dark eyes gl eaned
in his scarred face. "I've been looking for you, Garion," he said in that sane
soft voice. "Cone here, boy."

Garion felt a tentative tug at his mind that seened to slip away as if it
somehow coul d not get a sure grip. He shook his head mutely and continued to
back away.

"Come al ong now, " Asharak said. "W've known each other far too long for this.
Do as | say. You know that you nust."

The tug becane a powerful grasp that again slipped away. "Cone here, Garion!"
Asharak commanded harshly. Garion kept backi ng away, step by step

"No," he said. Asharak's eyes blazed, and he drew hinself up angrily.



This time it was not a tug or a grasp, but a blow Garion could feel the force
of it even as it seened sonehow to miss or be deflected. Asharak's eyes

wi dened slightly, then narrowed. "Wo did this?" he denanded. "Pol gara?

Bel garath? It won't do any good, Garion. | had you once, and | can take you
again any tine | want to. You're not strong enough to refuse ne."

Garion | ooked at his enenmy and answered out of sone need for defiance. "Maybe
["mnot," he said, "but | think you'll have to catch nme first."

Asharak turned quickly to his warriors. "That's the boy I want," he barked
sharply. "Take him™"

Smoothly, alnost as if it were done wi thout thought, one of the warriors

rai sed his bow and | eveled an arrow directly at Garion. Asharak swung his arm
qui ckly and knocked the bow aside just as the steel pointed shaft was | oosed.
The arrow sang in the air and clattered agai nst the stones of the wall a few
feet to Garion's left.

"Alive, idiot," Asharak snarled and struck the bowran a crushing blow to the
side of the head. The bowman fell twitching to the stone floor

Garion spun, dashed back to the stairs and plunged down three steps at a tine.
He didn't bother to | ook back. The sound of heavy feet told himthat Asharak
and his men were after him At the bottomof the stairs, he turned sharply to
the left and fled down a | ong, dark passageway that |ed back into the naze of
Anheg' s pal ace.

Chapt er Ei ght een

THERE WERE WARRI ORS everywhere, and the sounds of fighting. In the first
instant of his flight, Garion's plan had been sinple. All he had to do was to
find some of Barak's warriors, and he woul d be safe. But there were other
warriors in the palace as well. The Earl of Jarvik had led a small arny into
t he pal ace by way of the ruined wings to the south, and fighting raged in the
corridors.

Garion quickly realized that there was no way he could distinguish friend from
enemy. To him one Cherek warrior |ooked the sane as another. Unless he could
find Barak or sonmeone el se he recognized, he did not dare reveal hinself to
any of them The frustrating know edge that he was running fromfriends as

wel |l as enenmies added to his fright. It was altogether possible - even quite
likely - that he would run fromBarak's nen directly into the arns of

Jarvi k's.

The nost logical thing to do would be to go directly back to the council hall
but in his haste to escape from Asharak, he had run down so many di m
passageways and turned so nany corners that he had no i dea where he was or how
to get back to the famliar parts of the palace. H s headl ong flight was
dangerous. Asharak or his nen could wait around any corner to seize him and
he knew that the Miurgo could quickly re-establish that strange bond between
them that Aunt Pol had shattered with her touch. It was that which had to be
avoi ded at any cost. Once Asharak had hi magain, he would never let go. The
only alternative to himwas to find some place to hide

He dodged into another narrow passageway and stopped, panting and with his
back pressed tightly against the stones of the wall. Dimy, at the far end of
this hallway, he could see a narrow flight of worn stone steps twi sting upward
inthe flickering light of a single torch. He quickly reasoned that the higher
he went, the less likely he would be to encounter anyone. The fighting would
nost |ikely be concentrated on the lower floors. He took a deep breath and



went swiftly to the foot of the stairs.

Hal fway up he saw the flaw in his plan. There were no side passages on the
stairs, no way to escape and no place to hide. He had to get to the top
qui ckly or chance di scovery and capture, or even worse.

"Boy!" a shout cane from bel ow

Garion | ooked quickly over his shoulder. A grimfaced Cherek in mail and
hel met was coming up the stairs behind him his sword drawn. Garion started to
run, stunbling up the stairs.

There was anot her shout from above, and Garion froze. The warrior at the top
was as grimas the one bel ow and w el ded a cruel -1 ooki ng axe. He was trapped
between them Garion shrank back against the stones, funbling for his dagger

t hough he knew it would be of little use. Then the two warriors saw each
other. Wth ringing shouts they both charged. The one with the sword rushed up
past Garion while the one with the axe |unged down.

The axe swung wi de, nissed and cl ashed a shower of sparks fromthe stones of
the wall. The sword was nore true. Wth his hair standing on end in horror
Garion saw it slide through the downward-pl ungi ng body of the axeman. The axe
fell clattering down the stairs, and the axeman, still falling on top of his
opponent, pulled a broad dagger fromits sheath at his hip and drove it into
the chest of his eneny. The inpact as the two nen cane together tore themfrom
their feet, and they tunmbled, still grappled together down the stairs, their
daggers flashing as each man struck agai n and agai n.

In hel pl ess horror Garion watched as they rolled and crashed past him their
daggers sinking into each other with sickening sounds and bl ood spurting from
their wounds |ike red fountains.

Garion retched once, clenched his teeth tightly, and ran up the stairs, trying
to close his ears to the awful sounds com ng frombel ow as the two dyi ng nen
continued their horrid work on each other

He no | onger even considered stealth; he sinply ran-fleeing nore fromthat

hi deous encounter on the stairs than from Asharak or the Earl of Jarvik. At

| ast, after how |l ong he could not have said, gasping and w nded, he plunged
through the partially open door of a dusty, unused chamber. He pushed the door
shut and stood trenmbling with his back against it.

There was a broad, saggi ng bed agai nst one wall of the roomand a small w ndow
set high in the same wall. Two broken chairs | eaned wearily in corners and an
enpty chest, its lid open, in a third, and that was all. The chanber was at

| east a place out of the corridors where savage nen were killing each other

but Garion quickly realized that the seening safety here was an illusion. If
anyone opened this door, he would be trapped. Desperately he began to | ook
around the dusty room

Hangi ng on the bare wall across fromthe bed were some drapes; and thinking
that they m ght conceal some closet or adjoining chanber, Garion crossed the
room and pull ed them asi de. There was an openi ng behind the drapes, though it
did not lead into another roombut instead into a dark, narrow hall. He peered
into the passageway, but the darkness was so total that he could only see a
short distance into it. He shuddered at the thought of groping through that

bl ackness with armed nen poundi ng al ong at his heels.

He gl anced up at the single wi ndow and then dragged the heavy chest across the
roomto stand on so that he could see out. Perhaps he nmight be able to see



somet hing fromthe w ndow that woul d gi ve hi msone idea of his location. He
clinmbed up on the chest, stood on his tiptoes and | ooked out.

Towers | oomed here and there amd the long slate roofs of the endl ess
galleries and halls of King Anheg's palace. It was hopel ess. He saw not hi ng
that he could recognize. He turned back toward the chanmber and was about to
junp down fromthe chest when he stopped suddenly. There, clearly in the dust
which lay heavily on the floor, were his foot punts. He hopped quickly down
and grabbed up the bolster fromthe | ong unused bed. He spread it out on the
floor and dragged it around the room erasing the footprints. He knew that he
could not conpletely conceal the fact that soneone had been in the room but
he could obliterate the footprints which, because of their size, would

i medi ately make it obvious to Asharak or any of his nen that whoever had been
i hiding here was not yet full-grown. Wen he finished, he tossed the bol ster
back on the bed. The job wasn't perfect, but at least it was better than it
had been.

Then there was a shout in the corridor outside and the ring of steel on steel

Garion took a deep breath and plunged into the dark passageway behind the
dr apes.

He had gone no nore than a few feet when the darkness in the narrow passage
becone absolute. His skin crawl ed at the touch of cobwebs on his face, and the
dust of years rose chokingly fromthe uneven floor. At first he noved quite
rapi dly, wanting nore than anything to put as much di stance between hinsel f
and the fighting in the corridor as possible, but then he stunbled, and for
one heart-stopping instant it seenmed that he would fall. The picture of a
steep stairway dropping down into the blackness flashed through his m nd, and
he realized that at his present pace there would be no possible way to catch
hi nsel f. He began to nove nore cautiously, one hand on the stones of the wall
and the other in front of his face to ward off the cobwebs which hung thickly
fromthe | ow ceiling.

There was no sense of tinme in the dark, and it seened to Garion that he had
been groping for hours in this dark hallway that appeared to go on forever.
Then, despite his care, he ran full into a rough stone wall. He felt a nonent
of panic. Did the passageway end here? Was it a trap?

Then, flickering at one corner of his vision, he saw dimlight. The passageway
did not end, but rather made a sharp turn to the right. There seened to be a
light at the far end, and Garion gratefully followed it.

As the light grew stronger, he noved nore rapidly, and soon he reached the
spot that was the source of the light. It was a narrow slot lowin the wall
Garion knelt on the dusty stones and peered out.

The hall bel ow was enornmous, and a great fire burned in a pit in the center
with the snmoke rising to the openings in the vaulted roof which |ofted even
above the place where Garion was. Though it | ooked much different fromup
here, he inmmedi ately recogni zed King Anheg's throne room As he | ooked down,
he saw the gross shape of King Rhodar and the smaller form of King Cho-Hag
with the ever-present Hettar standing behind him Sone distance fromthe
thrones, King Fulrach stood in conversation with Mster Wl f, and nearby was
Aunt Pol. Barak's wife was talking with Queen Islena, and Queen Porenn and
Queen Silar stood not far fromthem Silk paced the floor nervously, glancing
now and then at the heavily guarded doors. Garion felt a surge of relief. He
was safe.

He was about to call down to them when the great door banged open, and King



Anheg, mail-shined and with his sword in his hand, strode into the hall
closely followed by Barak and the Rivan Warder, hol di ng between themthe
struggling formof the flaxen-haired man Garion had seen in the forest on the
day of the boar hunt.

"This treason will cost you dearly, Jarvik," Anheg said grimy over his
shoul der as he strode toward his throne.

"I's it over, then?" Aunt Pol asked.
"Soon, Polgara," Anheg said. "My men are chasing the [ast of Jarvik's brigands
in the furthest reaches of the palace. If we hadn't been warned, it might have

gone quite differently, though."

Garion, his shout still hovering just behind his |ips, decided at the |ast
instant to stay silent for a few nore nonents.

Ki ng Anheg sheathed his sword and took his place on his throne.
"We'll talk for a bit, Jarvik," he said, "before what nust be done is done."

The fl axen-haired man gave up his hopel ess struggl e agai nst Barak and the

al nost equally powerful Brand. "I don't have anything to say, Anheg," he said
defiantly. "If the luck had gone differently, 1'd be sitting on your throne
right now. | took ny chance, and that's the end of it.

"Not quite," Anheg said. "I want the details. You might as well tell nme. One

way or another, you're going to talk."

"Do your worst," Jarvik sneered. "I'|ll bite out my own tongue before | tel
you anyt hing. "

"We' || see about that," Anheg said griny

"That won't be necessary, Anheg," Aunt Pol said, walking slowy toward the
captive. "There's an easier way to persuade him"

"I"'mnot going to say anything," Jarvik told her. "I'ma warrior and |I'm not
afraid of you, wtch-woman."

"You're a greater fool than I thought, Lord Jarvik," Mster WIf said. "Wuld
you rather | did it, Pol?"

"I can nmanage, Father," she said, not taking her eyes off Jarvik

"Carefully,"” the old man cautioned. "Sonetinmes you go to extrenmes. Just a
little touch is enough.™

"I know what |'mdoing, Od WIf," she said tartly. She stared full into the
captive's eyes.

Garion, still hidden, held his breath.

The Earl of Jarvik began to sweat and tried desperately to pull his eyes away
fromAunt Pol's gaze, but it was hopeless. Her will commanded him | ocking his
eyes. He trenbled, and his face grew pale. She nade no nove, no gesture, but
nerely stood before him her eyes burning into his brain.

And then, after a nmoment, he screamed. Then he screamed again and col | apsed,
hi s wei ght saggi ng down in the hands of the two nen who held him



"Take it away," he whi npered, shuddering uncontrollably. "I'Il talk, but
pl ease take it away."

Si Il k, now | oungi ng near Anheg's throne, |ooked at Hettar. "I wonder what he
saw," he said

"I think it mght be better not to know," Hettar replied.

Queen Islena had watched intently as if hoping to gain some hint of how the
trick was done. She wi nced visibly when Jarvi k screaned, pulling her eyes
away.

"Al'l right, Jarvik," Anheg said, his tone strangely subdued. "Begin at the
beginning. | want it all."

"It was a little thing at first,"” Jarvik said in a shaking voice. "There
didn't seemto be any harmin it."

"There never does,"” Brand said.

The Earl of Jarvik drew in a deep breath, glanced once at Aunt Pol and
shuddered again. Then he straightened. "It started about two years ago," he
said. "lI'd sailed to Kotu in Drasnia, and | net a Nadrak nerchant naned
Grashor there. He seenmed to be a good enough fellow and after we'd gotten to
know each other he asked me if |'d be interested in a profitable venture.

told himthat | was an earl and not a comon tradesman, but he persisted. He
sai d he was nervous about the pirates who live on the islands in the @ulf of
Cherek and an earl's ship manned by armed warnors was not likely to be
attacked. His cargo was a single chest - not very large. | think it was sone
jewel s he'd managed to snuggl e past the custons houses in Boktor, and he
wanted them delivered to Darine in Sendaria. | said that | wasn't really

i nterested, but then he opened his purse and poured out gold. The gold was
bright red, | remenber, and | couldn't seemto take nmy eyes off it. | did need
nmoney - who doesn't after all?-and | really couldn't see any di shonor in doing
what he asked.

"Anyway, | carried himand his cargo to Darine and nmet his associate - a Mirgo
named Ashar ak."

Garion started at the name, and he heard Silk's | ow whistle of surprise.

"As we'd agreed,"” Jarvik continued, "Asharak paid ne a sum equal to what
Grashor had given nme, and | came away fromthe affair with a whol e pouch of
gold. Asharak told nme that |1'd done thema great favor and that if | ever
needed nore gold, he'd be happy to find ways for me to earn it.

"I now had nore gold than 1'd ever had at one tinme before, but it sonehow
seened that it wasn't enough. For sone reason | felt that | needed nore."

"It's the nature of Angarak gold,”" Mster WIf said. "It calls to its own. The
nore one has, the nore it comes to possess him That's why Mirgos are so
lavish with it. Asharak wasn't buying your services, Jarvik; he was buying
your soul."

Jarvi k nodded, his face gloony. "At any rate," he continued, "it wasn't |ong
before I found an excuse to sail to Darine again. Asharak told me that since
Murgos are forbidden to enter Cherek, he'd devel oped a great curiosity about
us and our kingdom He asked ne many questions and he gave nme gold for every
answer. It seemed to nme to be a foolish way to spend noney, but | gave himthe



answers and took his gold. Wen | cane back to Cherek, | had another pouch

full. I went to Jarvi kshol mand put the new gold with that | already had.
saw that | was a rich man, and | still hadn't done anythi ng di shonorabl e. But
now it seened that there weren't enough hours in the day. | spent all my tine
| ocked in ny strongroom counting ny gold over and over, polishing it until it
gl eaned red as blood and filling my ears with the sound of its tinkling.

But after a while it seened that | didn't really have very nuch, and so | went
back to Asharak. He said he was still curious about Cherek and that he'd like
to know Anheg's mind. He told ne that he'd give nme as much gold as | already
had if | sent himword of what was said in the high councils here in the

pal ace for a year. At first | said no, because | knew it would be

di shonorabl e; but then he showed ne the gold, and | couldn't say no any nore."

From where he watched Garion could see the expressions of those in the hal
bel ow. Their faces had a curious mngling of pity and contenpt as Jarvik's
story conti nued.

"It was then, Anheg," he said, "that your nmen captured one of mnmy nessengers,
and | was banished to Jarviksholm At first | didn't mnd, '' because | could
still play with my gold. But again it wasn't long before it seened that I
didn't have enough. | sent a fast ship through the Bore to Darine with a
nmessage to Asharak begging himto find something else for me to do to earn
nore gol d. When the ship came back, Asharak was aboard her, and we sat down
and tal ked about what | could do to increase ny hoard."

"You're doubly a traitor then, Jarvik," Anheg said in a voice that was al nost
sad. "You've betrayed ne and you' ve broken the oldest law in Cherek. No
Angar ak has set foot on Cherek soil since the days of Bear-shoul ders hinself."
Jarvi k shrugged. "I didn't really care by then," he said. "Asharak had a plan
and it seened like a good one to me. If we could get through the city a few at
atine, we could hide an arny in the ruined southern wings of the palace. Wth
surprise and a bit of luck we could kill Anheg and the other Al orn Kings, and
| could take the throne of Cherek and maybe of all Aloria as well."

"And what was Asharak's price?" Mster WIf demanded, his eyes narrow ng.
"What did he want in return for nmaking you ki ng?"

"Athing so small that | |aughed when he told me what he wanted," Jarvik said.
"But he said that he'd not only give me the crown but a roonful of gold if I'd
get it for him™"

"What was it?" Wl f repeated.

"He said that there was a boy - about fourteen - in the party of King Fulrach
of Sendaria. He told nme that as soon as that boy was delivered to him he'd
give me nore gold than | could count and the throne of Cherek as well."

Ki ng Ful rach | ooked startl ed.

"The boy Garion?" he asked. "Wy woul d Asharak want hi n?"

Aunt Pol's single frightened gasp carried even up to where Garion was
conceal ed.

"Durni k!" she said in a ringing voice, but Durnik was already on his feet and
racing toward the door with Silk close behind him Aunt Pol spun with eyes

bl azing and the white | ock at her brow al nost incandescent in the m dnight of
her hair. The Earl of Jarvik flinched as her glare fell on him



"I'f anything' s happened to the boy, Jarvik, nen will trenble at the nenory of
your fate for a thousand years," she told him

It had gone far enough. Garion was ashamed and a little frightened by the fury
of Aunt Pol's reaction.

"I"'mall right, Aunt Pol," he called down to her through the narrow slot in
the wall. "I'"mup here."

"Garion?" She | ooked up, trying to see him "Were are you?"

"Up here near the ceiling," he said, "behind the wall."

"How did you get up there?"

"I don't know. Sone nen were chasing me, and | ran. This is where | ended up."
"Cone down here at once."

"I don't know how, Aunt Pol," he said. "I ran so far and took so many turns
that I don't know how to get back. I'mlost."

"Al'l right," she said, regaining her conposure. "Stay where you are. W'l
think of a way to get you down."

"I hope so," he said.
Chapt er Ni neteen

"Well it has to conme out soneplace,"” King Anheg said, squinting up toward the
spot where Garion waited nervously. "All he has to do is followit."

"And wal k directly into the arms of Asharak the Murgo?" Aunt Pol asked. "He's
better off staying where he is."

"Asharak is fleeing for his life," Anheg said. "He's no-where in the pal ace.”

"As | recall, he's not even supposed to be in the kingdom" she said
poi nt edl y.

"Al'l right Pol," Mster WIf said. He called up, "Garion, which way does the
passage run?"

"It seens to go on toward the back of the hall where the thrones are," Garion

answered. "I can't tell for sure if it turns off or not. It's pretty dark up
here.”

"We' || pass you up a couple of torches,” WIf said. "Set one at the spot where
you are now and then go on down the passage with the other. As |long as you can
see the first one, you'll be going in a straight line."

"Very clever,"” Silk said. "I wish | were seven thousand years old so | could

sol ve problens so easily."
Wl f let that pass.

"I still think the safest way would be to get some |adders and break a hole in
the wall," Barak said.



Ki ng Anheg | ooked pained. "Couldn't we try Belgarath's suggestion first?" he
asked.

Bar ak shrugged. "You're the king."
"Thanks, " Anheg said dryly.
A warrior fetched a I ong pole and two torches were passed up to Garion

"I'f the line of the passageway hol ds straight," Anheg said, "he should cone
out somewhere in the royal apartnents.”

"Interesting,"” King Rhodar said with one raised eyebrow. "It would be nost
enlightening to know if the passage led to the royal chanbers or fromthem™

"It's entirely possible that the passageway is just some |ong-forgotten escape
route,"” Anheg said in an injured tone. "Qur history, after all, has not been
all that peaceful. There's no need to expect the worst, is there?"

"OfF course not," King Rhodar said blandly, "no need at all."

Garion set one of the torches beside the slot in the wall and followed the
dusty passageway, |ooking back often to be sure that the torch was still in
plain sight. Eventually he cane to a narrow door which opened into the back of
an enpty closet. The closet was attached to a spl endi d-| ooki ng bedchanber, and
outside there was a broad, well-lighted corridor

Several warriors were com ng down the corridor, and Garion recogni zed Torvik
t he huntsman anong them "Here | amf, he said, stepping out with a surge of
relief.

"You' ve been busy, haven't you?" Torvik said with a grin.
"It wasn't my idea," Garion said.

"Let's get you back to King Anheg,"
concer ned about you."

Torvi k said. "The |ady, your Aunt, seened

"She's angry with me, | suppose,
br oad- shoul dered nman.

Garion said, falling into step beside the

"More than likely," Torvik said. "Wnen are al nost alwasy angry with us for
one reason or another. It's one of the things you' Il have to get used to as
you get ol der."

Aunt Pol was waiting at the door to the throne room There were no reproaches
- not yet, at any rate. For one brief noment she clasped himfiercely to her
and then | ooked at himgravely. "W've been waiting for you dear," she said
al nost calmy; then she led himto where the others waited.

"I'n ny grandnother's quarters, you say?" Anheg was saying to Torvik. "What an
astoni shing thing. | renenber her as a crotchety old | ady who wal ked with a
cane."

"No one is born old, Anheg," King Rhodar said with a sly | ook

"I"'msure there are many expl anati ons, Anheg," Queen Porenn said. "M/ husband
is just teasing you."

"One of the nen | ooked into the passage, your Majesty," Torvik said tactfully.



"The dust is very thick. It's possible that it hasn't been used in centuries."

"What an astoni shing thing," Anheg said again.

The matter was then delicately allowed to drop, though King Rhodar's sly
expressi on spoke vol unes.

The Earl of Seline coughed politely. "I think young Garion here may have a
story for us," he said.
"I expect he has," Aunt Pol said, turning toward Garion. "I seemto remenber

telling you to stay in your room"

"Asharak was in my room" Garion said, "and he had warriors with him He tried
to make me with him Wen | wouldn't, he said he'd had me once and coul d get
me again. | didn't understand wxactly what he nmeant, but | told himthat he'd
have to catch me first. Then I ran."”

Brand, the Rivan Warder, chuckled. "I don't see how you can find nuch fault
with that, Polgara," he said. "I think if | found a Golimpriest in my room
|'d probably run away too."

"You're sure it was Asharak?" Sil k asked.

Garion nodded. "I've known himfor a long tine," he said. "Al ny life, |
guess. And he knew me. He called nme by nane."

"I think I"d like to have a long talk with this Asharak," Anheg said. "I want
to ask him some questions about all the mschief he's been stirring up in ny
ki ngdom "

"I doubt if you'll find him Anheg," Mster WIf said. "He seens to be nore
than just a GolimPriest. | touched his mnd once - in Muros. It's not an
ordinary mnd."

"Il anuse nyself with the search for him" Anheg said with a bl eak
expression. "Not even a Grolimcan walk on water so | believe I'Il just sea
off all the ports in Cherek and then put ny warriors to searching the
mount ai ns and forests for him They get fat and troublesome in the wintertine
anyway, and it'll give them sonmething to do."

"Driving fat, troublesone warriors into the snowin the dead of winter isn't
goi ng to make you a popul ar ki ng, Anheg," Rhodar observed.

"Offer a reward,"” Silk suggested. "That way you get the job done and stay
popul ar as well."

"That's an idea," Anheg said. "Wuat kind of reward would you suggest, Prince
Khel dar ?"

"Promise to equal the weight of Asharak's head in gold," Silk said. "That
should lure the fattest warrior away fromthe dice cup and the ale keg."

Anheg wi nced.

"He's a Golim" Silk said. "They probably won't find him but they'll take

t he ki ngdom apart | ooking. Your gold is safe, your warriors get a bit of
exerci se, you get a reputation for generosity, and, with every man in Cherek

| ooking for himw th an axe, Asharak's going to be much to busy hiding to stir
up any nore mschief. A nman whose head is nore valuable to others than it is



to hinself has little time for foolishness."
"Prince Kheldar," Anheg said gravely, "you are a devious man."
"I try, King Anheg," Silk said with an ironic bow

"I don't suppose you'd care to conme to work for me?" the King of Cherek
of f er ed.

"Anheg!" Rhodar protested.

Sil k sighed. "Blood, King Anheg," he said. "I'mconmitted to ny uncle by our
bonds of kinship. I'd be interested to hear your offer, though. It mght help
in future negotiati ons about conpensation for ny services."

Queen Porenn's laughter was like a small silver bell, and King Rhodar's face
became tragic. "You see," he said. "I'mabsolutely surrounded by traitors.
What's a poor fat old man to do?"

A grimlooking warrior entered the hall and marched up to Anheg. "It's done,
King," he said. "Do you want to | ook at his head?"

"No," Anheg said shortly.
"Should we put it on a pole near the harbor?" The warrior asked.

"No," Anheg said. "Jarvik was a brave man once and my ki nsman by marri age.
Have himdelivered to his wife for proper burial."

The warrior bowed and left the hall.

"This problemof the Golim Asharak, interests me," Queen Islena said to Aunt
Pol . "M ght we not between us, Lady Pol gara, devise a way to |ocate hinP" Her
expression had a certain quality of self-inportance to it.

M ster Wl f spoke quickly before Aunt Pol could answer. "Bravely spoken
Islena," he said. "But we couldn't allow the Queen of Cherek to take such a
risk. I'msure your skills are form dable, but such a search opens the m nd
conpletely. If Asharak felt you |l ooking for himhe'd retaliate instantly.

Pol gara woul dn't be in any danger, but |I'mafraid your mnd could be bl own out
like a candle. It would be a great shame to have the Queen of Cherek |ive out
the rest of her life as a raving lunatic."

I sl ena turned suddenly very pale and did not see the sly wink Mster WlIf
directed at Anheg.

"I couldn't permt it.," Anheg said firmy. "My Queen is far too precious for
me to allow her to take such a terrible risk."

"I must accede to the will of nmy Lord," Islena said in a relieved tone. "By
his command | wi thdraw nmy suggestion.”

"The courage of my Queen honors me,"
face.

Anheg said with an absolutely straight
I sl ena bowed and backed away rather quickly. Aunt Pol |ooked at Mster Wlf
with one raised eyebrow, but let it pass.

Wl f's expression becane nore serious as he rose fromthe chair in which he
had been sitting. "I think the time has cone to nake some decisions,"” he said.



"Things are beginning to nmove too fast for any nore delay." He | ooked at
Anheg. "Is there sone place where we can speak w thout risk of being
over hear d?"

"There's a chanber in one of the towers," Anheg said. "I thought about it
before our first neeting but-" He paused and | ooked at Cho- Hag.

"You shouldn't let it concern you," Cho-Hag said. "I can manage stairs if |
have to, and it would have been better for nme to have been a little
i nconveni enced than to have Jarvik's spy overhear us."

"I"ll stay with Garion," Durnik said to Aunt Pol

Aunt Pol shook her head firmly. "No," she said. "As long as Asharak is on the

| oose in Cherek, | don't want himout of my sight."

"Shall we go then?" Mster WIf said. "It's getting late, and | want to |eave
first thing in the norning. The trail | was following is getting col der."
Queen Islena, still |ooking shaken stood to one side with Porenn and Silar and

made no effort to follow as King Anheg led the way fromthe throne room
["I'l let you know what happens, King Rhodar signalled to his queen

O course, Porenn gestured back. Her face was placid, but the snap of her
fingers betrayed her irritability.

Calmy, child, Rhodar's fingers told her. W're guests here and have to obey
| ocal custons.

What ever ny Lord commands, she replied with a tilt of her hands that spoke
whol e vol unes of sarcasm

Wth Hettar's hel p, King Cho-Hag nanaged the stairs although his progress was
painfully slow "I apologize for this," he puffed, stopping halfway to catch
his breath. "It's as tiresonme for ne as it is for you."

Ki ng Anheg posted guards at the foot of the stairs, then cane up and cl osed
t he heavy door behind him "Light the fire, cousin," he said to Barak. "W
m ght as well be confortable."

Bar ak nodded and put a torch to the wood in the fireplace.

The chamber was round and not too spacious, but there was adequate room for
themall and chairs and benches to sit on.

Mster WIf stood at one of the wi ndows, | ooking down at the twinkling lights
of Val Alorn below "I've always been fond of towers," he said, alnbpst to
hinself. "My Master lived in one like this, and | enjoyed the tine | spent
there."”

"I"'d give ny life to have known Al dur," Cho-Hag said softly. "Was he really
surrounded by light as sonme say?"

"He seened quite ordinary to me," Mster WIf said. "I lived with himfor five
years before | even knew who he was."

"Was he really as wise as we're told?" Anheg asked.

"Probably wiser," WIf said. "I was a wild and errant boy when he found ne



dying in a snowstorm outside his tower. He nmanaged to tame me - though it took
hi m several hundred years to do it." He turned fromthe wi ndow with a deep
sigh. "To work then," he said.

"Where will you go to take up the search?" King Ful rach asked.
"Camaar," Wl f said. "I found the trail there, | think it led down into
Arendi a. "

"We' || send warriors with you," Anheg said. "After what happened here, it
| ooks like the Golins may try to stop you."

"No, WoIf said firmy. "Warriors are useless in dealing with the Golins.
can't nmove with an army underfoot, and | won't have time to explain to the
King of Arendia why |I'minvading his kingdomw th a horde of troops at ny
back. It takes even longer to explain things to Arends than it does to Al orns
- inpossible as that sounds."

"Don't be uncivil, Father," Aunt Pol said. "It's their world too, and they're
concerned. "

"you woul dn't necessarily need an arny, Belgarath,"” King Rhodar said, "but
wouldn't it be prudent to take along a few good nen?"

There's very little that Polgara and | can't deal with by ourselves," WlIf
said, "and Silk, Barak and Durnik are along to deal with the nore mundane
probl ems. The smaller our group, the less attention we'll attract." He turned
to Cho-Hag. "As long as we're on the subject, though, I'd Iike to have your
son with us. We're likely to need his rather specialized talents.”

"I npossible," Hettar said flatly. "I have to remain with ny father."

"No, Hettar," Cho-Hag said. "I don't intend for you to live out your life as a
cripple's legs."

"I"ve never felt any restriction in serving you, Father," Hettar said. "There
are plenty of others with the same talents | have. Let the Ancient One choose
anot her."

"How many ot her Sha-Darim are there anong the Al gars?" Mster Wl f asked
gravel y?

Hettar | ooked at himsharply as if trying to tell himsomething with his eyes.
Ki ng Cho-Hag drew his breath sharply. "Hettar," he asked, "is this true?"

Hettar shrugged. "It may be, Father," he said. "I didn't think it was
i mportant."

Cho- Hag | ooked at M ster Wl f.

Wl f nodded. "It's true," he said. "I knewit the first tinme | sawhim He's a
Sha-Dar. He had to find out for hinself, though.”

Cho- Hag' s eyes suddenly brimed with tears. "My son!" he said proudly, pulling
Hettar into a rough enbrace.

"It's no great thing, Father," Hettar said quietly, as if suddenly
enbar r assed.



"What are they tal king about? Garion whispered to SilKk.

"It's something the Algars take very seriously," Silk said softly. "They think
that there are sone people who can talk to horses with their thoughts al one.
They call these people the Sha-Darim - C an-Chiefs of the horses. It's very
rare - maybe only two or three in a whole generation. It's instant nobility
for any Algar who has it. Cho-Hag's going to explode with pride when he gets
back to Algaria."

"Is it that inportant?" Garion asked.

Sil k shrugged. "The Algars seemto think so," he said. "All the clans gather
at the Stronghold when they find a new Sha-Dar. The whol e nation cel ebrates
for six weeks. There are all kinds of gifts. Hettar'll be a rich man if he
chooses to accept them He may not. He's a strange nman."

"You must go," Cho-Hag said to Hettar. "The pride of Algaria goes with you,
your duty is clear."

"As ny father decides," Hettar said reluctantly.

"Good," Mster WIf said. "How long will it take you to go to Al garia, pick up
a dozen or so of your best horses and take themto Canaar?"

Hettar thought for a nmoment. "Two weeks,"
blizzards in the nountains of Sendaria."

he said, "if there aren't any

"We'll all leave here in the nmorning then," WIf said. "Anheg can give you a
ship. Take the horses along the Great North Road to the place a few | eagues
east of Cammar where another road strikes off to the south. It fords the Geat
Camaar River and runs down to join the G eat Wst Road at the ruins of Vo
Wacune in northern Arendia. W'll neet you there in two weeks."

Hett ar nodded.

"We'| | also be joined at Vo Wacune by an Asturian Arend,"” Wl f went on, "and
somewhat |ater by a Mnbrate. They m ght be useful to us in the south.”

"And will also fulfill the prophecies," Anheg said cryptically.

Wl f shrugged, his bright blue eyes tw nkling suddenly. "I don't object to
fulfilling prophecies,” he said, "as long as it doesn't inconvenience nme too

nmuch. "
"I's there anything we can do to help in the search?" Brand asked.

You' | | have enough to do," Wld said. "No matter how our search turns out, it's
obvi ous that the Angaraks are getting ready for sone kind of mgjor action. If
we' re successful, they m ght hesitate, but Angaraks don't think the way we do.
Even after what happened at Vo M nbre, they may decide to risk an all-out
attack on the west. It could be that they are responding to prophecies of
their own that we don't know anything about. In any event, | think you should
be ready for something fairly mgjor fromthem You' |l need to nake
preparations. "

Anheg grinned wol fishly. "W've been preparing for themfor five thousand
years," he said. "This tinme we'll purge the whole world of this Angarak

i nfection. When Torak One-eye awakes, he'll find hinmself as alone as Mara -
and just as powerless."



"Maybe," Mster WIf said, "but don't plan the victory celebration until the
war's over. Make your preparations quietly, and don't sir up the people in
your ki ngdons any nore than you have to. The west is crawling with Golins,
and they're watching everything we do. The trail I'Il be follow ng could | ead
me into CGthol Miurgos, and I'd rather not have to deal with an arny of Mirgos
massed on the border."

"I can play the watching ganme too," King Rhodar said with a grimlook on his
plunmp face. "Probably even better than the Golins. It's tine to send a few
nore caravans to the east. The Angaraks won't nove without help fromthe east,
and the Malloreans will have to cross over into Gar og Nadrak before they
depl oy south. A bribe or two here and there, a few barrels of strong ale in
the right mning canps - who knows what a bit of diligent corruption m ght
turn up? A chance word or two could give us several nonths' warning."

If they' re planning anything major, the Thulls will be building supply dunps
al ong the eastern escarpnent," Cho-Hag said. "Thulls aren't bright, and it's
easy to observe them w thout being seen. I'Il increase ny patrols along those
mountains. Wth a little luck, we m ght be able to anticipate their invasion
route. Is there anything else we can do to hel p you, Bel garath?"

Mster Wl f thought for a nmoment. Suddenly he grinned. "I'mcertain our theif
is listening very hard, waiting for one of us to speak his nane or the name of
the thing he stole. Sooner or |ater soneone's bound to nake a slip; and once

he | ocates us, he'll be able to hear every word we say. Instead of trying to
gag ourselves, | think it mght be better if we gave himsonmething to listen
to. If you can arrange it, I'd like every minstel ans storyteller in the north

start retelling certain old stories - you know t he ones. \Wen those nanes
start sounding in every village marketpl ace north of the Camaar River, it'll
set up aroaring in his ears like a thunderstorm If nothing else it will give
us the freedomto speak. In time he'll get tired of it and stop listening."

"It's getting late, Father," Aunt Pol rem nded him

Wl f nodded. "We're playing a deadly ganme,"” he told themall, "but our enem es
are playing one just as deadly. Their danger's as great as ours, and right
now, no one can predict what will finally happen. Make your preparations and

send out nen you can trust to keep watch. Be patient and don't do anything
rash. That coul d be nore dangerous than anything el se right now At the
nmonent, Polgara and | are the only ones who can act. You're going to have to

trust us. | know that sometines some of the things we've done have seened a
bit strange, but there are reasons for what we do. Please don't interfere
again. 1'll get word to you now and then about our progress; if | need you to
do anything else, I'lIl let you know Al right?"

The ki ngs nodded gravely, and everyone rose to his feet.

Anheg stepped over to Mster WIf. "Could you cone by ny study in an hour or
so, Belgarath?" he said quietly. "I'd like to have a few words with you and
Pol gara before your departure.”

"I'f you wi sh, Anheg," Mster WIf said.

"Conme along, Garion," Aunt Pol said. "W have packing to take care of."

Garion, alittle awed at the solemity of the discussions, rose quietly and
foll owed her to the door.

Chapter Twenty



Ki ng Anheg's study was a large, cluttered roomhigh in a square tower. Books
bound in heavy | eather |ay everywhere, and strange devices with gears and
pul l eys and tiny brass chains sat on tables and stands. Intricately drawn
maps, with beautiful illumnations were pinned up on the walls, and the fl oor
was littered with scraps of parchnment covered with tiny witing. King Anheg,
hus coarse black hair hanging in his eyes, sat at a slanted table in the soft
gl ow of a pair of candles studying a |arge book witten on thin sheets of
crackl i ng parchnent.

The guard at the door let thementer without a word, and Mster WIf stepped
briskly into the center of the room "You wanted to see us, Anheg?"

The King of Cherek straightened fromhis book and laid it aside. "Belgarath,"”
he said with a short nod of greeting. "Polgara." He glanced at Garion who
stood uncertainly near the door

"I meant what | said earlier,"” Aunt Pol said. "I'mnot going to |l et himout of
my sight until | know for certain he's out of the reach of that Golim
Ashar ak. "

"Anyt hi ng you say, Polgara," Anheg said. "Conme in, Garion."

"I see that you are continuing your studies,"’
glancing at the littered room

M ster WIf said approvingly,

"There's so nuch to learn," Anheg said with a hel pl ess gesture that included
all the welter of books and papers and strange nmachines. "I have a feeling
that I mght have been happier if you' d never introduced ne to this inpossible
task. "

"You asked me," said WIf sinply.
"You coul d have said no." Anheg | aughed. Then his brutish face turned serious.
He gl anced once nore at Garion and began to speak in an obviously oblique
manner. "l don't want to interfere," he said, "but the behavior of this
Ashar ak concerns ne."

Garion noved away from Aunt Pol and began to study one of the strange little
machi nes sitting on a nearby table, being careful not to touch it.

"We'll take care of Asharak," Aunt Pol said.

But Anheg persisted. There have been runors for centuries that you and your
father have been protecting -" he hesitated, glanced at Garion, and then
continued snmoothly. "- A certain thing that nmust be protected at all costs.

Several of my books speak of it."

"You read too much, Anheg," Aunt Pol said.

Anheg | aughed again. "It passes the tine, Polgara," he said. "The alternative
is drinking with ny earls, and ny stonmach's getting a little delicate for that
- and ny ears as well. Have you any idea of how much noise a hall full of

drunk Chereks can make? My books don't shout or boast and they don't fall down
or slide under the tables and snore. They're nmuch better company, really."

"Fool i shness, " Aunt Pol said.

"We're all foolish at one tine or another,"” Anheg said philisophically. "But
let's get back to this other matter. If these runors | nentioned are true,
aren't you taking sone serious risks? Your search is likely to be very



dangerous. "
"No place is really safe,”" Mster WIf said.

"Why take chances you don't have to?" Anheg asked. "Asharak isn't the only
Golimin the world you know "

"I can see why they call you Anheg the sly," WIf said with a snmile
"Wwuldn't it be safer to leave this certain thing in ny care until you
return?" Anheg suggest ed.

"We've already found that not even Val Alorn is safe fromthe Golins, Anheg,"
Aunt Pol said firmy. "The m nes of Cthol Miurgos and Gar og Nadrak are

endl ess, and the Golinms have nore gold at their disposal than you could even
i magi ne. How nmany others |ike Jarvik have they bought? The dd Wlf and
arevery experienced at protecting this certain thing you mentioned. It will be
safe with us."

"Thank you for your concern, however," Mster WIf said.
"The matter concerns us all," Anheg said.

Garion, despite his youth and occasi onal recklessness, was not stupid. It was
obvi ous that what they were tal king about involved himin sone way and quite
possibly had to do with the nystery of his parentage as well. To conceal the
fact that he was listening as hard as he could, he picked up a small book
bound in a strangely textured black | eather. He opened it, but there were
neither pictures or illuninations, nerely a spidery-1looking script that seened
strangely repul sive.

Aunt Pol, who always seened to know what he was doi ng, |ooked over at him
"What are you doing with that?" She said sharply.

"Just | ooking," He said. "I can't read."
"Put it down i mediately," she told him

King Anheg smiled. "You wouldn't be able to read it anyway, Garion," he said.
"It's witten in Ad Angarak."

"What are you doing with that filthy thing anyway?" Aunt Pol asked Anheg. "You
of all people should know that it's forbidden."

"It's only a book, Pol," Mster WIf said. "It doesn't have any power unless
it's permtted to."

"Besi des," Anheg said, rubbing thoughtfully at the side of his face, "the book
gives us clues to the mnd of our enemy. That's always a good thing to know "

"You can't know Torak's mind," Aunt Pol said, "and it's dangerous to open
yourself to him He can poison you w thout your even know ng what's
happeni ng. "

"I don't think there's any danger of that, Pol," WIf said. "Anheg's nind is
wel | -trained enough to avoid the traps in Torak's book, They're pretty obvious
after all."

"You're an observant young man, Garion," Anheg said gravely. "You' ve done ne a
service today, and you can call on me at any tinme for service in return. Know



that Anheg of Cherek is your friend." He extended hs right hand, and Garion
took it into his own w thout thinking.

Ki ng Anheg's eyes grew suddenly wi de, and his face paled slightly. He turned
Garion's hand over and | ooked down at the silvery mark on the boy's palm

Then Aunt Pol's hands were also there, firmy closing Garion's fingers and
renmovi ng himfrom Anheg's grip.

"It's true, then," Anheg said softly.

"Enough, " Aunt Pol said. "Don't confuse the boy." Her hands were still firnmy
hol di ng Garion's. "Cone along, dear," she said. "lIt's tine to finish packing."
And she turned and led himfromthe room

Garion's mnd was racing, What was there about the mark on his hand that had
so startled Anheg? The birthmark, he knew, was hereditary. Aunt Pol had once
told himthat his father's hand had had the sanme nmark, but why would that be
of interest to Anheg? It had gone too far, H s need to know becane al npst
unbear abl e. He had to know about his parents, about Aunt Pol - about all of
it. If the answers hurt, then they'd just have to hurt. At |east he would
know.

The next norning was clear, and they left the palace for the harbor quite
early. They all gathered in the courtyard where the sleighs waited.

"There's no need for you to come out in the cold like this, Merel," Barak told
his fur-robed wi fe as she nounted the sleigh beside him

"I have a duty to see ny Lord safely to his ship,” she replied with an
arrogant lift of her chin.

Bar ak si ghed. "Watever you w sh," he said.

Wth King Anheg and Queen Islena in the lead, the sleighs whirled out of the
courtyard and into the snowy streets.

The sun was very bright, and the air was crisp. Garion rode silently with Silk
and Hettar.

"Why so quiet, Garion?" Silk asked.
"A lot of things have happened here that | don't understand,” Garion said.
"No one can understand everything," Hettar said rather sententiously.

"Chereks are a violent and noody people,"” Silk said. "They don't even
under st and t hensel ves."

"I't's not just the Chereks," Garion said, struggling with the words. "It's
Aunt Pol and Mster WIf and Asharak - all of it. Things are happening too
fast. | can't get it all sorted out."

"Events are |like horses,"” Hettar told him "Sonetines they run away. After
they've run for a while, though, they' |l start to wal k again, Then there'll be
time to put everything together."

"I hope so," Garion said dubiously and fell silent again.

The sl eighs cane round a corner into the broad square before the tenple of



Bel ar. The blind wonan was there again and Garion realized that he had been
hal f - expecti ng her. She stood on the steps of the tenple and raised her staff.
Unaccount ably, the horses which pulled the sleighs stopped, trenbling, despite
t he urgings of the drivers.

"Hail, Great One," the blind wonan said. "I wish thee well on thy journey."

The sleigh in which Garion was riding had stopped closest to the tenple steps,
and it seened that the old woman was speaking to him Al nmost wi thout thinking
he answered, "Thank you. But why do you call me that?"

She ignored the question. "Remenber ne," she conmanded, bowi ng deeply.
"Remenber Martje when thou conmest into thine inheritance."

It was the second tinme she'd said that, and Garion felt a sharp pang of
curiosity. "What inheritance?" he demanded.

But Barak was roaring with fury and struggling to throw off the fur robe and
draw his sword at the same tinme. King Anheg was al so clinbing down fromhis
sl eigh, his coarse face livid with rage.

"No!" Aunt Pol said sharply fromnearby. "I'lIl tend to this." She stood up
"Hear me witch-woman," she said in a clear voice, casting back the hood of her
cloak. "I think you see too nuch with those blind eyes of yours. I'mgoing to
do you a favor so that you'll no |onger be troubled by the darkness and these
di sturbing visions which grow out of it."

"Strike me down if it please thee, Polgara,"” the old wonan said. "I see what |
see. "

"I won't strike you down, Martje," Aunt Pol said. "I'mgoing to give you a
gift instead." She raised her hand in a brief and curious gesture.

Garion saw it happen quite plainly, so there was no way that he could persuade
hinself that it had all been some trick of the eye. He was | ooking directly at
Martje's face and saw the white filmdrain down off her eyes like mlk

drai ning down the inside of a glass.

The old woman stood frozen on the spot as the bright blue of her eyes energed
fromthe filmwhich had covered them And then she screanmed. She held up her
hands and | ooked at them and screanmed again. There was in her scream a

wr enchi ng note of indescribable |Ioss.

"What did you do," Queen Islena demanded.

"I gave her back her eyes," Aunt Pol said, sitting down again and rearranging
the fur robe about her.

"You can do that?" I|slena asked, her face blanching and her voice weak.
"Can't you? It's a sinple thing, really."

"But," Queen Porenn objected, "with her eyes restored, she'll |ose that other
vision, won't she?"

"I imagine so," Aunt Pol said, "but that's a small price to pay, isn't it?"
"She'll no longer be a witch, then?" Porenn pressed.

"She wasn't a very good witch anyway," Aunt Pol said. "Her vision was cl ouded



and uncertain. It's better this way, She won't be disturbing herself and
others with shadows anynore." She | ooked at King Anheg who sat frozen in awe
besi de his half-fainting queen. "Shall we continue?" she asked calmy. "Qur
shipis waiting."

The horses, as if released by her words, |eaped forward, and the sleighs sped
away fromthe tenple, spraying snow fromtheir runners.

Garion glanced back once. A d Martje stood on the steps of the tenple |ooking
at her two outstretched hands and sobbi ng uncontroll ably.

"We've been been privileged to witness a mracle, ny friends," Hettar said.

"I gather, however, that the beneficiary was not very pleased with it," Silk
said dryly. "Remind ne not to offend Polgara. Her miracles seemto have two
edges to them"

Chapter Twenty-one

The lowslanting rays of the nmorning sun glittered on the icy waters of the
harbor as their sleighs halted near the stone quays. Geldik's ship rocked and
strained at her hawsers, and a smaller ship also waited with seemn ng

i mpati ence.

Hettar stepped down and went over to speak to Cho-Hag and Queen Silar. The
three of themtal ked together quietly and seriously, drawing a kind of shel
of privacy about them

Queen Islena had partially regained her conposure and sat in her sleigh
strai ght -backed and with a fixed smle on her face. After Anheg had gone to
speak with Mster WiIf, Aunt Pol crossed the Icy wharf and stopped near the
sl ei gh of the Queen of Cherek

"I'f I were you, Islena," she said firmy, "I'd find anot her hobby. Your gifts
inthe arts of sorcery are limted, and it's a dangerous area for dabbling.
Too many things can go wong if you don't know what you are doing.

The queen stared at her mutely.

"Ch," Aunt Pol said, "one other thing. It would be best, | think, if you broke
of f your connections with the Bear-cult. It's hardly proper for a queen to
have dealings with her husband's political enenies.”

Islena's eyes wi dened. "Does Anheg know?" she asked in a stricken voice.

"I wouldn't be suprised,” Aunt Pol said. "He's nuch nore clever than he | ooks,
you know. You'rewal king very close to the edge of treason. You ought to have a
few babi es. They'd give you sonething useful to do with your time and keep you
out of trouble. That's only a suggestion, of course, but you might think it
over. |'ve enjoyed our visit, dear. Thank you for your hospitality." And with
that she turned and wal ked away.

Silk whistled softly. That explains a few things," he said.
"Expl ai ns what ?" Garion asked.

"The Hi gh Priest of Belar's been dabbling in Cherek politics lately. He's
obviously gone a bit further than 1'd thought in penetrating the pal ace.™

"The queen?" Garion asked, startled.



"Islena's obsessed with the idea of magic," Silk said. "The Bear-cultists
dabble in certain kinds of rituals that m ght |ook sort of nystical to someone
as gullible as she is." He | ooked quickly toward where Ki ng Rhodar was
speaking with the other kings and Mster Wl f. Then he drew a deep breath.
"Let's go talk to Porenn,"” he said and | ed the way across the wharf to where
the tiny blond Queen of Drasnia stood | ooking out at the icy sea.

"Hi ghness," Silk said deferentially.
"Dear Kheldar," she said, snmling at him
"Coul d you give sone information to ny uncle for me?" he asked.

"Of course."

"It seens that Queen Islena's been a bit indiscreet,"” Silk said. "She's been
i nvol ved with the Bear-cult here in Cherek."

"Ch dear," Porenn said. "Does Anheg know?"

"It's hard to say," Silk told her. "I doubt if he'd admit it if he did. Garion
and | happened to hear Polgara tell her to stop it."

"I hope that puts an end to it," Porenn said. "If it went too far, Anheg would
have to take steps. That could be tragic."

"Polgara was quite firm" Silk said. "I think Islena will do as she was told,
but advise my uncle. He likes to be kept aware of this kind of thing."

"I"I'l tell himabout it," she said.

"You m ght al so suggest that he keep his eyes on the local chapters of the
cult in Boktor and Kotu," Silk suggested. "This kind of thing isn't usually
isolated. It's been about 50 years since the last time the cult had to be
suppressed. "

Queen Porenn nodded gravely. "I'll see to it that he knows," she said. "l've
got some of ny own people planted in the Bear-cult. As soon as we get back to
Boktor, I'Il talk with them and see what's afoot."

"Your people? Have you gone that far already?" Silk asked in a bantering tone.
"You're maturing rapidly, ny Queen. It won't be long until you' re as corrupt
as the rest of us."

"Boktor is full of intrigue, Kheldar," the queen said primy. "It isn't just
the Bear-cult, you know. Merchants fromall over the world gather in our city,
and at least half of themare spies. | have to protect nyself - and ny
husband. "

"Does Rhodar know what you're up to?" Silk asked slyly.

"OfF course he does," she said. "He gave me ny first dozen spies hinself - as a
weddi ng present.

"How typically Drasnian," Silk said.
"It's only practical, after all,"” she said. "My husband's concerned with
matters invol ving other kingdoms. | try to keep an eye on things at home to
| eave his mnd free for that kind of thing. My operations are a bit nore



nodest than his, but | manage to stay aware of things." She | ooked at him
slyly from beneath her eyel ashes. "If you ever decide to come honme to Boktor
and settle down | night just be able to find work for you."

Sil k |aughed. "The whole world seens to be full of opportunities lately," he
sai d.

The queen | ooked at him seriously. "Wen are you com ng home, Khel dar?" she
asked. "Wien will you stop being this vagabond, Silk, and cone back where you
bel ong? My husband m sses you very much, and you could serve Drasnia nore by
becom ng his chief advisor than all this flitting about the world."

Sil k | ooked away, squinting into the bright wintry sun. "Not just yet, your

H ghness, " he said. "Belgarath needs me too, and this is a very inportant
thing we're doing just now Besides, |'mnot ready to settle down yet. The
gane is still entertaining. Perhaps someday when we're all much older it won't
be anynmore - who knows?"

She sighed. "I mss you too Kheldar," she said gently.

"Poor, lonely little queen," Silk said, half-nockingly.

"You're inpossible," she said, stanping her tiny foot.

"One does one's best." He grinned.

Hettar had enbraced his father and nother and | eaped across to the deck of the
smal | ship King Anheg had provided him "Belgarath," he called as the sailors
slipped the stout ropes that bound the ship to the quay, "I'Il meet you in two
weeks at the ruins of Vo Wacune."

"We' || be there,” Mster WIf replied.

The sail ors pushed the ship away fromthe quay and began to row out into the
bay. Hettar stood on the deck, his long scalp lock flowing in the wind. He
waved once, then turned to face the sea.

A long plank was run down over the side of Captain Geldik's ship to the snow
covered stones.

"Shall we go on board, Garion?" Silk said. They clinbed the precarious plank
and stepped out onto the deck

"G ve our daughters ny love," Barak said to his wife

"I will, ny Lord,” Merel said in the sane stiffly formal tone she always used
with him "Have you any other instructions?"

"I won't be back for sone tine," Barak said. "Plant the south fields to oats
this year, and let the west fields lie fallow Do whatever you think best with
the north fields. And don't nove the cattle up to the high pastures until al
the frost is out of the ground.”

"I"ll be nost careful of my husband's |ands and herds,"” she said.
"They're yours too," Barak said.
"As ny husband wi shes."

Barak sighed. "You never let it rest, do you, Merel?" He said sadly.



"My Lord?"
"Forget it."
"WIl mnmy Lord enbrace nme before he | eaves?" she asked.

"What's the point?" Barak said. He jumped across to the ship and i nmedi ately
went bel ow.

Aunt Pol stopped on her way to the ship and | ooked gravely at Barak's wife.
Then, wi thout warning, she suddenly | aughed.

" Somet hi ng anusi ng, Lady Pol gara?" Merel asked.

"Very anusing, Merel," Aunt Pol said with a nysterious snile

"Mght | be permitted to share it?"

"Ch, you'll share it, Merel,"” Aunt Pol pronised, "but I wouldn't want to spoi
it for you by telling you too soon." She |aughed again and stepped onto the
plank that led to the ship. Durnik offered his hand to steady her, and the two
of themcrossed to the deck

M ster Wl f clasped hands with each of the kings on turn and then ninbly
crossed to the ship. He stood for a nonment on the deck | ooking at the ancient,
snow shrouded city of Val Alorn and the towering nountains of Cherek rising
behi nd.

"Farewel |, Belgarath," King Anheg call ed.

M ster Wl f nodded. "Don't forget about the minstrels,” he said.

"W won't," Anheg pronmised. "Good |uck."

Mster Wl f grinned and then wal ked forward toward the prow of Geldik's ship.
Garion, on an inpulse, followed him There were questions which needed
answers, and the old man woul d know i f anyone woul d.

"Mster WIf," he said when they had both reached the high prow.

"Yes, Garion?"

He was not sure where to start, so Garion approached the problem obliquely.
"How did Aunt Pol do that to old Martje's eyes?"

"The WII and the Wrd," WIf said, his |long cloak whi pping about himin the
stiff breeze. "It isn't difficult.”

"l don't understand," Garion said.

"You sinply will something to happen,” the old nan said, "and then speak the
word. If your will's strong enough, it happens.™

"That's all there is to it?" Garion asked, a little disappointed.
"That's all," Wl f said.

"I's the word a magi ¢ word?"



Wl f |aughed, |ooking out at the sun glittering sharply on the winter sea.
"No," he said. "There aren't any magi ¢ words. Some people think so, but
they're wong. Golins use strange words, but that's not really necessary. Any
word will do the job. It's the WII that's inmportant, not the Wrd. The Wrd's
just a channel for the WII."

"Could I do it?" Garion asked hopefully.

VWIf | ooked at him "I don't know, Garion," he said. "I wasn't nuch ol der than
you are the first time | didit, but I1'd been living with A dur for severa
years. That makes a difference, | suppose.”

"What happened?"

"My Master wanted nme to nove a rock,"” WIf said. "He seemed to think that it

was in his way. | tried to nove it, but it was too heavy. After a while |I got
angry, and | told it to move. It did. | was a little suprised, but my Master

didn't think it so unusual."

"You just said, 'nmove?" That's all?" Garion was incredul ous.

"That's all." WIf shrugged. "It seened so sinple that | was suprised | hadn't
t hought of it before. At the time | imagined that anybody could do it, but nen
have changed quite a bit since then. Maybe it isn't possible anynore. It's
hard to say, really."

"I always thought that sorcery had to be done with |Iong spells and strange
signs and things like that," Garion said.

"Those are just the devices of tricksters and charlatans,” WIf said. "They
make a fine show and i npress and frighten sinple people, but spells and

i ncantati ons have nothing to do with the real thing, It's all in the WII.
Focus the WIIl and speak the Wrd, and it happens. Sometinmes a gesture of
sorts helps, but it isn't really necessary. Your Aunt has al ways seened to
want to gesture when she makes sonethi ng happen. 1've been trying to break her
of that habit for hundreds of years now "

Garion blinked. "Hundreds of years?" he gasped. "How old is she?"

"d der than she | ooks," WIf said. "It isn't polite to ask questions about a
| ady' s age, however."

Garion felt a sudden, shocking enmptiness. The worst of his fears had been
confirmed. "Then she isn't really ny Aunt, is she?" he asked sickly.

"What makes you say that?" Wl f asked.

She couldn't be, could she? I always thought that she was ny father's sister
but if she's hundreds and thousands of years old, it would be inpossible."

"You're much to fond of that word, Garion," Wl f said. "Wen you get right
down to it, nothing - or at least very little - is actually inpossible.”

"How coul d she be? My Aunt | nean?"

"All right," Wlf said. "Polgara was not strictly speaking your father's
sister. Her relationship to himis quite nore conplex. She was the sister of
his grandnother - his ultimte grandnother, it there is such a term- and of
yours as well, of course.”



"Then she'd be ny great-aunt,
was sonet hing, at |east.

Garion said with a faint in spark of hope. It

"I don't know that |I'd use that precise termaround her." Wl f grinned. "She
m ght take offense. Why are you so concerned about all of this?"

"I was afraid that maybe she'd just said that she was nmy Aunt, and that there

wasn't really any connection between us at all,"” Garion said. "I've been
afraid of that for quite a while now "

"Why were you afraid?”

"It's kind of hard to explain," Garion said. "You see, | don't really know who
or what | am Silk says |I'mnot a Sendar, and Barak says | | ook sort of like a
Ri van - but not exactly. | always thought | was a Sendar - |ike Durnik - but I
guess I'mnot. | don't know anythi ng about ny parents or where they conme from
or anything like that. If Aunt Pol isn't related to me, then | don't have
anybody in the world at all. I'"'mall alone, and that's a very bad thing."

"But nowit's alright, isn't it?" Wlf said, your Aunt really is your Aunt -
at |least your blood and hers are the sane.”

"I"'mglad you told nme," Garion said. "lI've been worried about it."

Geldik's sailors untied the hawsers and began to push the ship away fromthe
quay.

"Mster WIf," Garion said as a strange thought occurred to him
"Yes, Garion?"

"Aunt Pol really is my Aunt - or nmy G eat-Aunt?"

"Yes."

"And she's your daughter."

"I have to admt that she is," WIf said wyly. "I try to forget that
sometines, but | can't really deny it."

Garion took a deep breath and plunged directly intoit. "If she's ny Aunt, and
you're her father," he said, "wouldn't that sort of make you ny G andfather?"

Wl f |ooked at himwith a startled expression. "Wy yes," he said, |aughing
suddenly, "I suppose that in a way it does. |'d never thought of it exactly
i ke that before."

Garion's eyes suddenly filled with tears, and he inpul sively enbraced the old
man. "G andfather,” he said, trying the word out.

""Well, well,"” WIf said, his own voice strangely thick. "Wat a remarkable
di scovery." Awkwardly he patted Garion's shoul der

"They were both a little enbarrassed by Garion's sudden di splay of affection
and they stood silently, watching as Geldik's sailors rowed the ship out into
t he har bor.

"CGrandfather,” Garion said after a little while.

"Yes?"



"What really happened to ny nother and father? |I mean, how did they die?"

Wl f's face becane very bleak. "There was a fire," he said shortly.

"Afire?" Garion said weakly, his imagination |urching back fromthat awful
t hought - of the unspeakable pain. "How did it happen?"

"It's not very pleasant,” WIf said grimy. "Aew you really sure you want to
know?"

"I have to, Gandfather,"” Garion said quietly. "I have to know everything
can about them | don't know why, but it's very inportant.”
Mster WIf sighed. "Yes, Garion," he said, "I guess it would be at that. Al

right, then. If you're old enough to ask the questions, you're old enough to
hear the answers." He sat down on a sheltered bench out of the chilly w nd.
"Come over here and sit down." He patted the bench beside him

Garion sat down and pulled his cloak around him

"Let's see," WoIf said, scratching thoughtfully at his beard, "where do we
start?" He pondered for a nmonent. "Your famly's very old, Garion," he said
finally, "and like so many old famlies, it has a certain nunber of enenies.”
"Enem es?" Garion was startled. That particular idea hadn't occurred to him
bef ore.

"I't's not uncomon,"” Wbl f said. "When we do somnet hi ng someone el se doesn't
like, they tend to hate us. The hatred builds up over the years until it turns
into sonething alnost like a religion. They hate not only us, but everything
connected with us. Anyway, a long tine ago your fanmly's enem es becane so
dangerous that your Aunt and | decided that the only way we could protect the
famly was to hide it."

"You aren't telling me everything," Garion said.

"No," said WIf blandly, "I"'mnot. I'mtelling you as much as it's safe for
you to know right now. If you knew certain things, you' d act differently, and
peopl e would notice that. It's safer if you remain ordinary for a while

| onger. "

"You mean ignorant," Garion accused.
"Al'l right, ignorant then. Do you want to hear the story, or do you want to
ar gue?"

"I"'msorry," Garion said.

"It's all right," Wlf said, patting Garion's shoulder. "Since your Aunt and
are related to your famly in rather a special way, we were naturally
interested in your safety. That's why we hid your people."

"Can you actually hide a whole fam|y?" Garion asked.

"It's never been that big a famly," WIf said. "It seens, for one reason or
another, to be a single, unbroken Iine - no cousins or uncles or that kind of
thing. It's not all that hard to hide a man and wife with a single child.
W' ve been doing it for hundreds of years now. W' ve hidden themin Tol nedra,
Ri va, Cherek, Drasnia - all kinds of places. They've lived sinple lives -



artisans nostly, sonetines ordinary peasants - the kind of people nobody woul d
ever | ook at twi ce. Anyway, everything had gone well until about twenty years
ago. We nmoved your father, CGeran, froma place in Arendia to a little village
in eastern Sendaria, about sixty |eagues southeast of Darine, up in the
nmount ai ns. Geran was a stonecutter - didn't | tell you that once before?"
Garion nodded. "Along tine ago," he said. "You said you liked himand used to
visit himonce in a while. Was ny not her a Sendar then?"

"No," WIf said. "lldera as an Algar, actually - the second daughter of a C an
Chief. Your Aunt and | introduced her to Geran whenthey were about the right
age. The usual sort of thing happened, and they got married. You were born a
year or so afterward.”

"When was the fire?" Garion asked.
"I"'mgetting to that," WIf said. One of the enem es of your fam |y had been
| ooking for your people for a long tine."

"How | ong?"
"Hundreds of years, actually."

"That means he was a sorcerer, too, doesn't it?" Garion asked. "I nean, only
sorcerers live for that long, don't they?"

"He has certain capabilities along those linesnt WIf admtted. "Sorcerer is a
m sl eading term though. It's not the sort of thing we actually cal

oursel ves. Other people do, but we don't exactly think of it that way. It's a
convenient termfor people who don't really understand what it's all about.
Anyway, your Aunt and | happened to be away when this eneny finally tracked
down Geran and Ildera. He cane to their house very early one norning while
they were still sleeping and he seal ed up the doors and wi ndows. And then he
set it on fire."

"I thought you said the house was made of stone.”

"It was," Wbl f said, "but you can nmake stone burn if you really want to. The

fire just has to be hotter, that's all. Geran and |l dera knew there was no way
they could get out of the burning building, but Geran nanaged to knock one of
the stones out of the wall, and Il dera pushed you out through the hole. The

one who started the fire was waiting for that. He picked you up and started
out of the village. W could never be sure exactly what he had in mnd -
either he was going to kill you, or maybe he was going to keep you for sone
reason of his own. At any rate, that's when | got there. | put out the fire,
but Geran and Il dera were already dead. Then | went after the one who'd stol en
you. "

"Did you kill hinP" Garion denmanded fiercely.

"I try not to do that nore than | have to," WIf said. "It disrupts the
natural course of events too nuch. | had sonme other ideas at the time - nuch
nmore unpl easant than killing." H s eyes were icy. "As it turned out though, I
never got the chance. He threw you at me - you were only a baby - and | had to
try to catch you. It gave himtime to get away. | left you with Pol gara and
then I went |ooking for your eneny. | haven't been able to find himyet,

t hough. "

"I"'mglad you haven't," Garion said.



Wl f looked a little suprised at that.

"When | get older, I'mgoing to find him" Garion said, "I think | ought to be
t he one who pays hi mback for what he did, don't you?"

Wl f | ooked at himgravely. "It could be dangerous,"” he said.
"l don't care. What's his nanme?"

"I think that maybe |I better wait a while before |I tell you that," WIf said.
"I don't want you junping into sonething before you' re ready."

"But you will tell me?"

"When the tinme comes."

"It's very inmportant, G andfather"”
"Yes," WIf said. "I can see that."
"Do you pronise?"

"I'f you insist. And if | don't, I'msure your Aunt will. She feels the sane
way you do."

"Don't you?"

"I'"'mmuch older,"” WIf said. "I see things a little differently."

"I"'mnot that old yet," Garion said. "I won't be able to do the kind of things
you'd do, so I'lIl have to settle for just killing him" He stood up and began

to pace back and forth, a rage boiling in him

"I don't suppose I'lIl be able to talk you out of this," Wlf said, "but I
really think you're going to feel differently about it after it's over."

"Not likely," Garion said, still pacing.

"W'll see," WIf said.

"Thank you for telling ne, Gandfather,” Garion said.

"You' d have found out sooner or |later anyway," the old nan said, "and it's
better that | tell you than for you to get a distorted account from someone

el se. ™

"You nmean Aunt Pol ?"

"Pol gara woul dn't deliberately lie to you," WIf said, "but she sees things in
a much nore personal way than | do. Somnetinmes that col ors her perceptions. |
try to take the long view of things. | could take - under the circunstances.”
Garion | ooked at the old man whose white hair and beard seened sonehow

lum nous in the nmorning sun. "What's it like to Iive forever, G andfather?" He
asked.

"l don't know," WIf said. "I haven't |ived forever."

"You know what | nean."



"The quality of life isn't nmuch different," WIf said. "W all live as long as
we need to. It just happened that that | have sonething to do that's taken a
very long time." He stood up abruptly. "This conversation's taken a gl oony
turn," he said.

"This thing that we're doing is very inportant, isn't it, Gandfather?" Garion
asked.

"It's the nobst inmportant thing in the world right now, " Wl f said.

"I"'mafraid |"'mnot going to be very nuch help,"” Garion said.

Wl f | ooked at himgravely for a noment and then put one armround his
shoul ders. "1 think you may be suprised about that before it's all over,
Garion," he said.

And then they turned and | ooked out over the prow of the ship at the snowy

coast of Cherek sliding by on their right as the sailors rowed the ship south
t owar ds Cammar and whatever |ay beyond.

*
Here ends Book One of the Bel gariad. Book Two, Queen of Sorcery

will reveal Garion's own dangerous powers of sorcery and nore on his heritage,
whi ch underlies their quest.



