QUEEN OF SORCERY

For Hel en,

who gave nme the nost precious thing in my life,
and for M ke,

who taught ne how to play.

PROLOGUE

Bei ng an Account of the Battle of the Kingdonms of the Wst against the npst
hei nous I nvasi on and Evil of Kal Torak.

-based upon The Battle of Vo M nbre

IN THE YOUTH of the world, the evil God Torak stole the Ob of A dur and
fled, seeking donminion. The Orb resisted, and its fire mained himwth a
dreadful burning. But he would not give it up, for it was precious to him

Then Bel garath, a sorcerer and disciple of the God Aldur, led forth the
king of the Alorns and his three sons, and they reclaimed the Ob fromthe
iron tower of Torak. Torak sought to pursue, but the wath of the Ob
repel |l ed hi mand drove hi m back

Bel garath set Cherek and his sons to be kings over four great kingdons in
eternal guard against Torak. The Ob he gave to Riva to keep, saying that
so long as a descendant of Riva held the Ob the Wst wuld be safe.

Century followed century with no nenace from Torak, until the spring of
4865, when Drasnia was invaded by a vast horde of Nadraks, Thulls, and
Murgos. In the center of this sea of Angaraks was borne the huge iron
pavilion of one called Kal Torak, which nmeans King and God. Cities and
villages were razed and burned, for Kal Torak came to destroy, not to
conquer. Those of the people who Ilived were given to the steel-nasked
Golimpriests for sacrifice in the unspeakable rites of the Angaraks. None
survived save those who fled to Algaria or were taken fromthe nouth of the
Al dur River by Cherek warships.

Next the horde struck south at Al garia. But there they found no cities. The
nomadi ¢ Al gari an horsenmen fell back before them then struck in vicious
hit-and-run attacks. The traditional seat of the Algarian kings was the
Stronghol d, a man-nmade nountain with stone walls thirty feet thick. Against
this, the Angaraks hurled thenselves in vain before settling dowmn to
besi ege t he pl ace. The siege | asted for eight futile years.

This gave the West tine to nobilize and prepare. The generals gathered at
the Inperial War College in Tol Honeth and planned their strategy. Nationa
differences were set aside, and Brand, the Warder of Riva, was chosen to
have full conmand. Wth himcanme two strange advisers: an ancient but
vi gorous man who clainmed knowl edge even of the Angarak kingdons; and a
strikingly handsone woman with a silver lock at her brow and an inperious
manner. To these Brand listened, and to them he paid alnost deferenti al
respect.

In the late spring of 4875, Kal Torak abandoned his siege and turned west



toward the sea, pursued still by Algar horsenen. In the nmountains, the
U gos cane forth from their caverns by night and w eaked fearful slaughter
on the sleeping Angaraks. But still were the forces of Kal Torak beyond
counting. After a pause to regroup, the host proceeded down the valley of
the River Arend toward the city of Vo Mnbre, destroying all in its path.
Early in the sumrer, the Angaraks deployed for the assault upon the city.

On the third day of the battle, a horn was heard to blow three tines. Then
the gates of Vo M nbre opened, and the M nbrate kni ghts charged out to fal
upon the front of the Angarak horde, the iron-shod hoofs of their chargers
tranpling living and dead. Fromthe Ileft cane Algar cavalry, Drasnian
pi kemren, and veiled Ugo irregulars. And from the right cane the Cherek
berserks and the | egi ons of Tol nedra.

Attacked on three sides, Kal Torak commtted his reserves. It was then that
the gray-clad Rivans, the Sendars, and the Asturian archers came upon his
forces from the rear. The Angaraks began to fall 1|ike nmown wheat and were
overcome by confusion

Then the Apostate, Zedar the Sorcerer, went in haste to the black iron
pavilion fromwhich Kal Torak had not yet emerged. And to the Accursed One
he said, "Lord, throe enem es have thee surrounded in great nunbers. Yea,
even the gray Rivans have conme in their nunbers to cast defiance at thy
m ght . "

Kal Torak arose in anger and declared, "I will cone forth, that the fal se
keepers of Cthrag Yaska, the jewel which was mine, shall see ne and know
fear of me. Send to ne ny kings."

"Great Lord," Zedar told him "thy kings are no nore. The battle hath
clained their lives and those of a nultitude of thy Golim priests as
well."

Kal Torak's wath grew great at these words, and fire spat fromhis right
eye and fromthe eye that was not. He ordered his servants to bind his
shield to the armon which he had no hand and he took up his dread bl ack
sword. Wth this, he went forth to do battle.

Then came a voice fromthe mdst of the Rivans, saying, "In the nanme of
Belar | defy thee, Torak. |In the name of Aldur | cast ny despite in thy
teeth. Let the bl oodshed be abated, and | will neet thee to decide the
battle. | am Brand, Warder of Riva. Meet ne or take the stinking host away

and come no nore agai nst the kingdonms of the Wst."

Kal Torak strode apart fromthe host and cried, "Were is he who dares pit
his nmortal flesh against the King of the Wrld? Behold, | am Torak, King of
Kings and Lord of Lords. I wll destroy this |oud-voiced Rivan. M ne
enemi es shal | peri sh, and Ct hrag Yaska shall again be m ne. "

Brand stood forth. He bore a nmighty sword and a shield nuffled with cloth.
A grizzled wol f marched at his side, and a snowy ow hovered over his head.
Brand said, "I amBrand and | will contend with thee, foul and m sshapen
Tor ak. "

When Torak saw the wolf, he said, "Begone, Belgarath. Flee if thou woul dst
save thy life." And to the ow he said, "Abjure thy father, Polgara, and
worship me. | wll wed thee and nake thee Queen of the Wrld."

But the wolf how ed defiance, and the owl screeched her scorn. Torak raised
his sword and snote down upon the shield of Brand. Long they fought, and



many and grievous were the blows they struck. Those who stood near to see
them were amazed. The fury of Torak grew great, and his sword battered the
shield of Brand wuntil the Warder fell back before the onslaught of the
Accursed One. Then the wolf howed and the ow shrieked in one voice
toget her, and the strength of Brand was renewed.

Wth a single motion, the Rivan Warder unveiled his shield, in the center
of which stood a round jewel, in size like the heart of a child. As Torak
gazed upon it, the stone began to glow and flame. The Accursed One drew
back from it. He dropped his shield and sword and raised his arns before
his face to ward away the dread fire of the stone.

Brand struck, and his sword pierced Torak's visor to strike into the eye
that was not and plunge into the Accursed One's head. Torak fell back and
gave a great cry. He plucked out the sword and threw off his helnmet. Those
who wat ched recoiled in terror, for his face was seared by sone great fire
and was horrible to behold. Weping blood, Torak cried out again as he
beheld the jewel which he had named Chrag Yaska and for which he had
brought his war into the West. Then he collapsed, and the earth resounded
with his fall.

A great cry went up from the host of the Angaraks when they saw what had
befal l en Kal Torak, and they sought to flee in their panic. But the armes
of the West pursued them and slew them so that when the snmoky dawn broke
on the fourth day, the host was no nore.

Brand asked that the body of the Accursed One be brought to him that he
m ght behold him who would be king of all the world. But the body was not
to be found. In the night, Zedar the Sorcerer had cast an enchantnment and
passed unseen through the arm es of the Wst, bearing away the one he had
chosen as master.

Then Brand took counsel wth his advisers. And Belgarath said to him
"Torak is not dead. He only sleeps. For he is a God and cannot be slain by
any nortal weapon."

"When will he awaken?" Brand asked. "I nust prepare the Wst against his
return.’

Pol gara answered, "Wien once again a King of Rva's line sits on his
northern throne, the Dark God will waken to do war with him"

Brand frowned, saying, "But that is neverl" For all knew that the |ast
Ri van King had been slain with his famly in 4002 by Nyi ssan assassins.

Agai n the woman spoke. "In the fullness of time the Rivan King will rise to
claimhis own, as the ancient Prophecy foretells. Mre cannot be said.”

Brand was content and set his armies to cleaning the battlefield of the
wr eckage of Angaraks. And when that was finished, the kings of the West
gathered before the city of Vo Mnbre and held council. Many were the
voi ces raised in praise of Brand.

Soon men began crying that Brand should henceforth be chosen as ruler of
all the West. Only Mergon, anbassador of Inperial Tolnedra, protested in
the nane of his Enperor, Ran Borune |V. Brand refused the honor, and the
proposal was dropped, so that there was again peace anong those assenbl ed
in council. But in return for peace, a demand was nmade of Tol nedra.

The Gorimof the U gos spoke first in a loud voice. "In fulfillnment of the



Prophecy, there nust be prom sed a princess of Tolnedra to be wife unto the
Rivan King who will conme to save the world. This the Gods require of us."

Agai n Mergon protested. "The Hall of the Rivan King is enpty and desol ate.
No king sits upon the Rivan throne. How nany a princess of Inperial
Tol nedra be wed with a phant on®?"

Then the woman who was Polgara replied. "The Rivan King will return to
assune his throne and claim his bride. Fromthis day forward, therefore,
each princess of Inperial Tol nedra shall present herself in the Hall of the
Ri van King wupon her sixteenth birthday. She shall be clad in her weddi ng
gown and shall abide there for three days against the com ng of the King.
If he cones not to claim her, then she shall be free to return to her
father for whatever he nay decree for her."

Mergon cried out. "All Tolnedra shall rise against this indignity. No! It
shal | not be!"

The wise CGorimof the Ugos spoke again. "Tell your Enperor that this is
the will of the Gods. Tell himalso that in the day Tolnedra fails in this,
the West shall rise against himand scatter the sons of Nedra to the wi nds
and pull down the might of the Enpire, until Inperial Tolnedra is no nore."

At that, seeing the mght of the armes before him the anbassador
submitted to the matter. Al then agreed and were bound to it.

Wien that was done, the nobles of strife-torn Arendia canme to Brand,
saying, "The Kking of the Mnbrates is dead and the duke of the Asturians
al so. Who now shall rule us? For two thousand years has war between M nbre
and Asturia rent fair Arendia. How may we beconme one people again?"

Brand considered. "Who is heir to the Mnbrate throne?" "Korodullin is
crown prince of the Mnbrates,"” the nobles replied. "And to whom descends
the Asturian |ine?"

"Mayaserana is the daughter of the Asturian duke," they told him Brand
said, "Bring themto ne." And when they were brought before Brand, he said
to them "The bl oodshed between M nbre and Asturia nust end. Therefore, it
ismy will that you be wed to each other and that the houses which so | ong
have warred shall thus be joined."

The two cried against the judgnent, for they were filled wth ancient
enmity and with the pride of their separate lines. But Belgarath took
Korodullin aside and spoke in private with him And Polgara wthdrew
Mayaserana to a separate place and was long in converse wth her. No man
| earned then or later what was said to the two young people. But when they
returned to where Brand waited, Mayaserana and Korodullin were content that
they should be wed. And this was the final act of the council that met
after the battle of Vo Mnbre.

Brand spoke to all the kings and nobles one final time before departing for
the north.

"Much has been wrought here that is good and shall endure. Behold, we have
nmet toget her against the Angaraks and they have been overthrown. Evil Torak
is quelled. And the covenant we have made here anobng us prepares the West
for the day of the Prophecy when the Rivan King shall return and Torak
shall wake fromhis long sleep to contend again for enpire and domi nion

Al that may be done in this day to prepare for the great and final war has
been done. W can do no nore. And here, perchance, the wounds of Arendia



have been healed, and the strife of nore than two thousand years may see
its end. So far as may be, | amcontent with it all

"Hail, then, and farewel|!"

He turned fromthem and rode north with the grizzled nan who was Bel garath
and the queenly woman who was Pol gara by his side. They took ship at Canamar
in Sendaria and set sail for R va. And Brand returned no nmore to the
ki ngdonms of the West.

But of his conpanions are many tales told. And of that telling, what may be
true and what fal se few men may know.

Part One

ARENDI A

[ I mage]

Chapter One

VO WACUNE WAS NO MORE. Twenty-four centuries had passed since the city of
the Wacite Arends had been laid waste, and the dark, endless forests of
northern Arendi a had reclainmed the ruins. Broken walls had toppled and been
swal lowed up in the nobss and wet brown bracken of the forest floor, and
only the shattered stunps of the once proud towers nol dered anong the trees
and fog to mark the place where Vo Wacune had stood. Sodden snow bl anket ed
the mst-shrouded ruins, and trickles of water ran down the faces of
ancient stones like tears.

Garion wandered alone down the tree-choked avenues of the dead city, his
stout gray wool cloak drawn tight against the chill, and his thoughts as
mour nful as the weeping stones around him Faldor's farm wth its green
sun-drenched fields was so far behind himthat it seemed lost in a kind of
recedi ng haze, and he was desperately honesick. No matter how hard he tried
to hold onto them details kept escaping him The rich snmells of Aunt Pol's
kitchen were only a faint nenory; the ring of Durnik's hamer in the smithy
faded |i ke the dying echo of the last note of a bell, and the sharp, clear
faces of his playmates wavered in his remenbrance of themuntil he could no
longer be sure that he would even recognize them H's childhood was
slipping away, and try though he might he could not hold on to it.

Everyt hi ng was changi ng; that was the whole problem The core of his life,
t he rock upon which his childhood had been built, had al ways been Aunt Pol
In the sinmple world of Faldor's farm she had been M stress Pol, the cook
but in the world beyond Faldor's gate she was Pol gara the Sorceress, who
had watched the passage of four millennia wth a purpose beyond norta
conpr ehensi on.

And Mster WIf, the old vagabond storyteller, had al so changed. Garion
knew now that this old friend was in fact his great-great grandfather -
with an infinite nunber of additional "greats" added on for good neasure -
but that behind that roguish old face there had al ways been the steady gaze
of Bel garath the Sorcerer, who had watched and waited as he had | ooked upon



the folly of men and Gods for seven thousand years. Garion sighed and
trudged on through the fog.

Their very nanes were wunsettling. Garion had never wanted to believe in
sorcery or magic or wtchcraft. Such things were wunnatural, and they
violated his notion of solid, sensible reality. But too nmany things had
happened to allow him to hold on to his confortable skepticismany |onger

In a single, shattering instant the last vestiges of his doubt had been
swept away. As he had watched with stunned disbelief, Aunt Pol had erased
the mlky stains from the eyes of Martje the witch with a gesture and a
single word, restoring the madwonan's sight and renoving her power to see
into the future wth a brutal evenhandedness. Garion shuddered at the

menory of Martje's despairing wail. That cry somehow marked the point at
which the world had becone less solid, less sensible, and infinitely Iess
saf e.

Uprooted fromthe only place he had ever known, unsure of the identities of
the two people closest to him and wth his whole conception of the
di fference between the possible and the inpossible destroyed, Garion found
hinself conmitted to a strange pilgrimage. He had no idea what they were
doing in this shattered city swallowed wup in trees, and not the faintest
i dea where they would go when they left. The only certainty that renained
to himwas the single grimthought to which he now clung; somewhere in the
worl d there was a man who had crept through the predawn darkness to a small
house in a forgotten village and had nmurdered Garion's parents; if it took
himthe rest of his life, Garion was going to find that man, and when he
found him he was going to kill him There was sonething strangely
conforting in that one solid fact.

He carefully clinbed over the rubble of a house that had fallen outward
into the street and continued his gloony exploration of the ruined city.
There was really nothing to see. The patient centuries had erased nearly
all of what the war had | eft behind, and slushy snow and thick fog hid even
those last renmaining traces. Garion sighed again and began to retrace his
steps toward the noldering stunp of the tower where they had all spent the
previ ous night.

As he approached, he saw Mster WIf and Aunt Pol standing together sone
di stance fromthe ruined tower, talking quietly. The old man's rust-col ored
hood was turned up, and Aunt Pol's blue cloak was drawn about her. There
was a |ook of timeless regret on her face as she |ooked out at the foggy
ruins. Her long, dark hair spilled down her back, and the single white |ock
at her brow seened pal er than the snow at her feet.

"There he is now " Mster WlIf said to her as Garion approached them
She nodded and | ooked gravely at Garion. "Were have you been?" she asked.

"No place," Garion replied. "I was thinking, that's all."
"I see you've managed to soak your feet."

Garion lifted one of his sodden brown boots and | ooked down at the nuddy
slush clinging toit. "The snows wetter than | thought," he apol ogi zed.

"Does wearing that thing really make you feel better?" Mster Wl f asked,
pointing at the sword Garion al ways wore now.

"Everybody keeps saying how dangerous Arendia is," Garion explained.
"Besides, | need to get used to it." He shifted the creaking new | eather



sword belt around until the wirebound hilt was not so obvious. The sword
had been an FErastide present from Barak, one of several gifts he had
recei ved when the hol i day had passed while they were at sea.

"It doesn't really suit you, you know," the old man told hi msonewhat
di sapprovi ngly.

"Leave him alone, father," Aunt Pol said al nost absently. "It's his, after
all, and he can wear it if he likes."

"Shouldn't Hettar be here by now?" Garion asked, wanting to change the
subj ect.

"He may have run into deep snow in the mountains of Sendaria," Wl f
replied. "He'll be here. Hettar's very dependable."

"I don't see why we just didn't buy horses in Canmar."

"They woul dn't have been as good," Mster WIf answered, scratching at his
short, white beard. "W've got a long way to go, and | don't want to have
to worry about a horse foundering under ne sonewhere along the way. It's a
ot Dbetter to take a little time now than to lose nore tine later.”
Garion reached back and rubbed at his neck where the chain of the curiously
carved silver amulet WIf and Aunt Pol had given himfor FErastide had
chaf ed his skin.

"Don't worry at it, dear," Aunt Pol told him

"I wish you'd let me wear it outside ny clothes,” he conplained. "Nobody
can see it under mny tunic."

"It has to be next to your skin."

"I't's not very confortable. It |ooks nice enough, | suppose, but sonetines
it seems cold, and other tinmes it's hot, and once in a while it seens to be
awful |y heavy. The chain keeps rubbing at my neck. | guess |I'mnot used to
ornanments."

"It's not entirely an ornanent, dear," she told him "You'll get used to it
intine."

Wl f |aughed. "Maybe it will make you feel better to know that it took your
Aunt ten vyears to get wused to hers. | was forever telling her to put it
back on."

"I don't knowthat we need to go into that just now, father," Aunt Pol
answered cool ly.

"Do you have one, too?" Garion asked the old nman, suddenly curious about
it.

"Of course.”
"Does it mean sonmething that we all wear then"
"It's a famly custom Garion," Aunt Pol told himin a tone that ended the

di scussion. The fog eddied around themas a chill, danp breeze briefly
swirled through the ruins.



Garion sighed. "I wish Hettar would get here. I'd like to get away from
this place. It's like a graveyard."

"It wasn't always this way," Aunt Pol said very quietly.
"What was it |ike?"

"I was happy here. The walls were high, and the towers soared. W al

thought it would last forever." She pointed toward a rank patch of
Wi nt er - browned branbl es creepi ng over the broken stones. "Over there was a
flower-filled garden where ladies in pale yellow dresses used to sit while
young nen sang to them from beyond the garden wall. The voices of the young
men were very sweet, and the | adies would sigh and throw bright red roses
over the wall to them And down that avenue was a narbl e- paved square where
the old men net to talk of forgotten wars and | ong-gone conpani ons. Beyond
that there was a house with a terrace where | used to sit with friends in
the evening to watch the stars come out while a boy brought wus chilled
fruit and the nightingales sang as if their hearts were breaking." Her
voice drifted off into silence. "But then the Asturians canme,"” she went on

and there was a different note then. "You' d be surprised at howlittle tine
it takes to tear down sonmething that took a thousand years to build.”

"Don't worry at it, Pol," WIf told her. "These things happen fromtinme to
time. There's not a great deal we can do about it."

"I could have done sonething, father," she replied, |ooking off into the
ruins. "But you wouldn't let ne, renenber?"

"Do we have to go over that again, Pol?" WIf asked in a pained voice. "You
have to learn to accept your |osses. The Wacite Arends were dooned anyway.
At best, you'd have only been able to stall off the inevitable for a few
nmonths. We're not who we are and what we are in order to get nmixed up in
things that don't have any meaning."

"So you said before.” She | ooked around at the filny trees marching away in
the fog down the enpty streets. "I didn't think the trees would cone back
so fast," she said wth a strange little catch in her voice. "I thought
they m ght have waited a little | onger."

"It's been al nost twenty-five centuries, Pol."
"Real ly? It seens |like only |last year."

"Don't brood about it. It'll only make you nelancholy. Wy don't we go
i nside? The fog's beginning to make us all a bit noody."

Unaccount ably, Aunt Pol put her arm about Garion's shoul ders as they turned
toward the tower. Her fragrance and the sense of her closeness brought a
lunp to his throat. The distance that had grown between themin the past
few nont hs seened to vani sh at her touch

The chamber in the base of the tower had been built of such massive stones
that neither the passage of centuries nor the silent, probing tendrils of
tree roots had been able to dislodge them G eat, shallow arches supported
the I ow stone ceiling, making the roomseemalnost |ike a cave. At the end
of the roomopposite the narrow doorway a w de crack between two of the
rough- hewn bl ocks provided a natural chimey. Durnik had soberly considered
the crack the previous evening when they had arrived, cold and wet, and
t hen had quickly constructed a crude but efficient fireplace out of rubble.
"It will serve," the smith had said "Not very el egant perhaps, but good



enough for a few days."

As Wl f, Garion and Aunt Pol entered the | ow, cavelike chanber, a good fire
crackled in the fireplace, casting |oon ng shadows anmong the | ow arches and
radi ating a wel come warnth. Durnik in his brown |eather tunic was stacking

firewood along the wall. Barak, huge, redbearded, and mail-shined, was
polishing his sword. Silk, in an unbleached 1linen shirt and bl ack | eather
vest, lounged idly on one of the packs, toying wth a pair of dice.

"Any sign of Hettar yet?" Barak asked, | ooking up

"It's a day or so early,” Mster WIf replied, going to the fireplace to
war m hi msel f .

"Why don't you change your boots, Garion?" Aunt Pol suggested, hangi ng her
bl ue cl oak on one of the pegs Durnik had hamrered into a crack in the wall.

Garion lifted his pack down from another peg and began rumagi ng through
it.

"Your stockings, too," she added.
"Is the fog lifting at all?" Silk asked Mster WlIf.
"Not a chance.”

"I'f I can persuade you all to nove out fromin front of the fire, 1'll see
about supper,"” Aunt Pol told them suddenly very businesslike. She began
setting out a ham a few |loaves of dark, peasant bread, a sack of dried
peas and a dozen or so |eathery-looking carrots, humm ng softly to herself
as she always did when she was cooki ng.

The next norning after breakfast, Garion pulled on a fleece-lined overvest,
belted on his sword, and went back out into the fog-nuffled ruins to watch
for Hettar. It was a task to which he had appointed hinself, and he was
grateful that none of his friends had seen fit to tell himthat it wasn't
really necessary. As he trudged through the slushcovered streets toward the
broken west gate of the city, he nade a conscious effort to avoid the
nmel ancholy brooding that had blackened the previous day. Since there was
absolutely nothing he could do about his circunstances, chewing on them
would only leave a sour taste in his nouth. He was not exactly cheerful
when he reached the I|ow piece of wall by the west gate, but he was not
preci sely gloony either.

The wall offered sone protection, but the danp chill still crept through
his clothes, and his feet were already cold. He shivered and settled down
to wait. There was no point in trying to see any distance in the fog, so he
concentrated on listening. His ears began to sort out the sounds in the
forest beyond the wall, the drip of water fromthe trees, the occasiona
sodden thunp of snow sliding from the Ilinbs, and the tapping of a
woodpecker wor ki ng on a dead snhag several hundred yards away.

"That's ny cow," a voice said suddenly from sonewhere off in the fog
Garion froze and stood silently, listening.
"Keep her in your own pasture, then," another voice replied shortly. "Is

that you, Lanmer?" the first voice asked

"Right. You're Detton, aren't you?"



"I didn't recogni ze you. How | ongs it been?"

"Four or five years, | suppose,” Lammer judged.

"How are things going in your village?" Detton asked.
"We're hungry. The taxes took all our food."

"Qurs too. We've been eating boiled tree roots."

"W haven't tried that yet. W're eating our shoes."
"How s your wife?" Detton asked politely.

"She died |ast year," Lanmer answered in a flat, unenotional voice. "M
lord took our son for a soldier, and he was killed in a battle sonmewhere.
They poured boiling pitch on him After that nmy wife stopped eating. It
didn't take her long to die."

"I"'msorry," Detton synpathized. "She was very beautiful ."
"They're both better off," Lamrer declared. "They aren't cold or hungry
anynore. Which kind of tree roots have you been eating?"

"Birch is the best," Detton told him "Spruce has too much pitch, and oak's
too tough. You boil sone grass wth the roots to give thema bit of
flavor."

"Il have to try it."

"I"ve got to get back," Detton said. "My lord's got ne clearing trees, and
he'll have nme flogged if | stay away too long."

"Maybe I'Il see you again sometine.”
"I'f we both live."
" Good- bye, Detton."
" Good- bye, Lanmer."

The two voices drifted away. Garion stood quite still for a long time after
they were gone, his mnd nunmb with shock and with tears of synpathy
standing in his eyes. The worst part of it was the matter-of fact way in
which the two had accepted it all. Aterrible anger began to burn in his
throat. He wanted suddenly to hit sonmebody.

Then there was another sound off in the fog. Sonewhere in the forest nearby
someone was singing. The voice was a light, <clear tenor, and Garion could
hear it quite plainly as it drew closer. The song was filled with ancient
wrongs, and the refrain was a call to battle. Irrationally, Garion's anger
focused on the unknown singer. His vapid baw ing about abstract injustices
seened somehow obscene in the face of the quiet despair of Lamer and
Detton. Wthout thinking, Garion drew his sword and crouched slightly
behind the shattered wall.

The song cane vyet nearer, and Garion could hear the step of a horse's
hooves in the wet snow Carefully he poked his head out from behind the
wal | as the singer appeared out of the fog no nore than twenty paces away.



He was a young man dressed in yellow hose and a bright red jerkin. H's
fur-lined cloak was tossed back, and he had a |ong, curved bow slung over
one shoul der and a well-sheathed sword at his opposite hip. His
reddi sh-gold hair fell snmoothly down his back frombeneath a pointed cap
with a feather rising fromit. Al though his song was grimand he sang it in
a voice throbbing with passion, there was about his youthful face a kind of
friendly openness that no ampunt of scowing could erase. Garion glared at
this enpty-headed young nobleman, quite certain that the singing fool had
never made a neal of tree roots or nourned the passing of a wfe who had
starved herself to death out of grief. The stranger turned his horse and,
still singing, rode directly toward the broken arch of the gateway beside
whi ch Garion |urked in amnbush

Garion was not normally a belligerent boy, and under other circunstances he
m ght have approached the situation differently. The gaudy young stranger
however, had presented hinself at precisely the wong tinme. Garion's
qui ckly devised plan had the advantage of sinmplicity. Since there was
nothing to conplicate it, it worked adnmirably - up to a point. No sooner
had the Ilyric young nman passed through the gate than Garion stepped from
his hiding place, grasped the back of the rider's cloak and yanked him
bodily out of the saddle. Wth a startled outcry and a wet splat, the
stranger | anded uncerenoniously on his back in the slush at Garion's feet.
The second part of Garion's plan, however, fell conpletely apart. Even as
he moved in to take the fallen rider prisoner at sword point, the young nan
rolled, came to his feet, and drew his own sword, seemingly all in one
motion. His eyes were snapping wth anger, and his sword weaved
t hr eat eni ngl y.

Garion was not a fencer, but his reflexes were good and the chores he had
performed at Faldor's farmhad hardened his nuscles. Despite the anger
whi ch had nmoved him to attack in the first place, he had no real desire to
hurt this young man. H s opponent seemed to be holding his sword lightly,
al nrost negligently, and Garion thought that a smart bl ow on the bl ade m ght
very well knock it out of his hand. He swung quickly, but the blade flicked
out of the path of his heavy swi pe and clashed with a steely ring down on
his own sword. Garion junped back and made anot her clumsy swi ng. The swords
rang again. Then the air was filled wth clash and scrape and bell-1like
rattle as the two of them banged and parried and feinted with their bl ades.
It took Garion only a nonment to realize that his opponent was nuch better
at this than he was but that the young man had ignored severa

opportunities to strike at him In spite of hinself he began to grin in the
excitement of their noisy contest. The stranger's answering grin was open

even friendly.

"Al'l right, that's enough of that!" It was Mster Wlf. The old man was
striding toward themwith Barak and Silk close on his heels. "Just exactly
what do you two think you' re doing?"

Garion's opponent, after one startled glance, |owered his sword.
"Bel garat h-" he began

"Lelldorin," WIf's tone was scathing, "have you lost what little sense you
had to begin wth?"

Several things clicked into place in Garion's mnd sinultaneously as Wl f
turned on him coldly. "Well, Garion, would you like to explain this?"

Garion instantly decided to try guile. "Grandfather,"” he said, stressing
the word and giving the younger stranger a quick warning | ook, "you didn't
think we were really fighting, did you? Lelldorin here was just show ng ne



how you bl ock sonebody's sword when he attacks, that's al |
"Real ly?" Wbl f replied skeptically.

"OfF course," Garion said, all innocence now "Wat possible reason could
there be for us to be trying to hurt each other?"

Lel I dorin opened his mouth to speak, but Garion deliberately stepped on his
f oot .

"Lelldorin's really very good," he rushed on, putting his hand in a
friendly fashion on the young man's shoul der. "He taught ne a lot in just a
few mnutes."

-Let it stand-Silk's fingers flickered at himin the minute gestures of the
Drasni an secret |anguage. Al ways keep a lie sinple.

"The lad is an apt pupil, Belgarath,” Lelldorin said lanely, finally
under st andi ng.

"He's agile, if nothing else," Mster WIf replied dryly. "What's the idea
behind all the frippery?" He indicated Lelldorin's gaudy cl othes. "You | ook
like a maypole."

"The M nbrates had started detaining honest Asturians for questioning," the
young Arend explained, "and | had to pass several of their stronghol ds.
thought that iif | dressed like one of their toadies | wouldn't be
bot hered. "

"Maybe you've got better sense than | thought," Wl f conceded grudgingly.
He turned to Silk and Barak. "This is Lelldorin, son of the Baron of
Wl dantor. He'll be joining us."

"I wanted to talk to you about that, Belgarath,” Lelldorin put in quickly.
"My father commanded ne to come here and | can't disobey him but |I'm
pl edged in a matter of extremest urgency."

"Every young noblerman in Asturias pledged in at least two or three such
matters of urgency," WIf replied. "I'"msorry, Lelldorin, but the matter
we're involved in is nmuch too inportant to be postponed while you go out to
anbush a couple of Mnbrate tax collectors.™

Aunt Pol approached them out of the fog then, wth Durnik striding
protectively at her side. "What are they doing with the swords, father?"
she demanded, her eyes fl ashing.

"Playing," Mster WIf replied shortly. "Or so they say. This is Lelldorin.
| think I've mentioned himto you."

Aunt Pol |ooked Lelldorin up and down with one raised eyebrow. "A very
colorful young man."

"The clothes are a disguise," WIf explained. "He's not as frivol ous as al
that - not quite, anyway. He's the best bowran in Asturia, and we m ght
need his skill before we're done with all this."

"l see," she said, somewhat unconvi nced.

"There's another reason, of course," WIf continued, "but | don't think we
need to get into that just now, do we?"



"Are you still worried about that passage, father?" she asked wth
exasperation. "The Min Codex is very obscure, and none of the other
versions say anything at all about the people it nmentions. It could be pure
al l egory, you know "

"I"'ve seen a few too nany allegories turn out to be plain fact to start
ganbling at this point. Wy don't we all go back to the tower?" he
suggested. "It's a bit cold and wet out here for |engthy debates on textua
variations."

Garion glanced at Silk, baffled by this exchange, but the little man
returned his |l ook with bl ank i nconprehension

"WIl you help me catch ny horse, Garion?" Lelldorin asked politely,
sheat hing his sword

"Of course, "
that way."

Garion replied, also putting away his weapon. "I think he went

Lelldorin picked up his bow, and the two of themfollowed the horse's
tracks off into the ruins.

"I"'msorry | pulled you off your horse,"” Garion apol ogi zed when they were
out of sight of the others.

"No matter." Lelldorin |laughed easily. "I should have been paying nore
attention." He |ooked quizzically at Garion. "Way did you lie to
Bel gar at h?"

"It wasn't exactly a lie," Garion replied. "W weren't really trying to
hurt each other, and sonetimes it takes hours trying to explain something
i ke that."

Lel I dorin laughed again, an infectious sort of laugh. In spite of hinself,
Garion could not help joining in.

Bot h | aughi ng, they continued together down an overgrown street between the
| ow nounds of slush-covered rubble.

Chapter Two

LELLDORIN OF W LDANTOR Was eighteen vyears old, although his ingenuous
nature made him seem nore boyish. No enotion touched himthat did not
instantly register in his expression, and sincerity shone in his face |like
a beacon. He was inpulsive, extravagant in his declarations, and probably,
Garion reluctantly concluded, not overly bright. It was inpossible not to
i ke him however.

The following norning when Garion pulled on his <cloak to go out and
continue his watch for Hettar, Lelldorin imrediately joined him The young
Arend had changed out of his garish clothing and now wore brown hose, a
green tunic, and a dark brown wool cape. He carried his bow and wore a
qui ver of arrows at his belt; as they wal ked through the snow toward the
broken west wall he anused hinmself by loosing arrows at targets only half
vi si bl e ahead of him



"You're awfully good," Garion said adnmiringly after one particularly fine
shot .

"I'm an Asturian," Lelldorin replied nodestly. "W've been bowren for
t housands of years. My father had the linbs of this bow cut on the day
was born, and | could drawit by the time | was eight."

"I imagine you hunt a great deal," Garion said, thinking of the dense
forest all around them and the tracks of game he had seen in the snow.

"I't's our nbst comon pastine." Lelldorin stopped to pull the arrow he had
just shot froma tree trunk. "My father prides hinmself on the fact that
beef or nutton are never served at his table."

"I went hunting once, in Cherek."

"Deer?" Lelldorin asked.

"No. WIld boars. W didn't use bows though. The Chereks hunt with spears.”
"Spears? How can you get close enough to kill anything with a spear?”

Garion laughed a bit ruefully, renmenbering his bruised ribs and aching
head. "Getting close isn't the problem It's getting away after you've
speared himthat's the difficult part."

Lelldorin didn't seemto grasp that.
"The huntsmen forma line," Garion explained, "and they crash through the
woods, maki ng as much noi se as they can. You take your spear and wait where
the boars are likely to pass when they try to get away fromthe noise.
Bei ng chased nakes them bad-tenpered, and when they see you, they charge.
That's when you spear them™

"I'sn't that dangerous?" Lelldorin's eyes were w de.

Garion nodded. "I alnost got all ny ribs broken." He was not exactly
boasting, but he admitted to hinself that he was pleased by Lelldorin's
reaction to his story.

"W don't have many dangerous animals in Asturia," Lelldorin said alnost
wistfully. "A few bears and once in a while a pack of wolves." He seened to
hesitate for a nonent, |ooking closely at Garion. "Some nen, though, find
nore interesting things to shoot at than wld stags." He said it with a
ki nd of secretive sidelong glance.

"Ch?" Garion was not quite sure what he neant.

"Hardly a day goes by that sone Mmnbrate's horse doesn't conme hone
riderless.”

Gari on was shocked at that.

"Some men think that there are too many Mnbrates in Asturia," Lelldorin
expl ai ned wi th heavy enmphasis.

"1 thought that the Arendish civil war was over."

"There are many who don't believe that. There are nany who believe that the



war will continue until Asturia is free of the Mnbrate crown." Lelldorin's
t one left no question as to wher e he stood in the matt er

"Wasn't the country wunified after the Battle of Vo Mnbre?" Garion
obj ect ed.

"Unified? How coul d anybody believe that? Asturia is treated |ike a subject
province. The king's court is at Vo Mnbre; every governor, every tax
collector, every bailiff, every high sheriff in the kingdomis a M nbrate.
There's not a single Asturian in a position of authority anywhere in
Arendia. The Mnbrates even refuse to recognize our titles. M father
whose line extends back a thousand years, is called |andowner. A Mnbrate
woul d sooner bite out his tongue than call himBaron." Lelldorin's face had
gone white with suppressed indignation

"I didn't knowthat,"” Garion said carefully, not sure how to handle the
young nman's feelings.

"Asturia's hunmiliation is alnmpst at an end, however," Lelldorin declared
fervently. "There are some nen in Asturia for whompatriotismis not dead,
and the time is not far off when these nmen will hunt royal ganme." He
enphasi zed his statenment by shapping an arrow at a distant tree.

That confirmed the worst of Garion's fears. Lelldorin was a bit too
fam i ar with the details not to be involved in this pl ot .

As if he had realized hinself that he had gone too far, Lelldorin stared at

Garion wth consternation. "lI'ma fool," he blurted with a guilty |ook
around him "Il've never learned to control ny tongue. Please forget what |
just said, Garion. I knowyou're nmy friend, and I know you won't betray

what | said in a nonent of heat."

That was the one thing Garion had feared. Wth that single statenent,
Lelldorin had effectively sealed his lips. He knew that Mster Wl f should
be warned that some wild scheme was afoot, but Lelldorin's declaration of
friendship and trust had mmde it inpossible for himto speak. He wanted to
grind his teeth with frustration as he stared full in the face of a mgjor
noral dil enma

They wal ked on, neither of them speaking and both a little enbarrassed,
until they reached the bit of wall where Garion had waited in anbush the
day before. For a tine they stared out into the fog, their strained silence
growi ng nore unconfortable by the nmoment.

"What's it like in Sendaria?" Lelldorin asked suddenly. "I've never been
there."”

"There aren't so many trees," Garion answered, |ooking over the wall at the
dark trunks marching off in the fog. "It's an orderly kind of place.”

"Where did you live there?"
"At Faldor's farm It's near Lake Erat."
"Is this Fal dor a nobl eman?"

"Fal dor?" Garion |aughed. "No, Faldor's as common as old shoes. He's just a
farmer - decent, honest, good-hearted. | mss him"

"A commoner, then," Lelldorin said, seeming ready to disnmss Faldor as a



man of no consequence.

"Rank doesn't mean very nuch in Sendaria," @Garion told him rather
pointedly. "What a man does is nore inportant than what he is." He nade a
wy face. "I was a scullery boy. It's not very pleasant, but somebody's got
to do it, | suppose.”

"Not a serf, certainly?" Lelldorin sounded shocked.

"There aren't any serfs in Sendaria."

"No serfs?" The young Arend stared at hi m unconprehendi ngly.

"No," Garion said firmy. "W've never found it necessary to have serfs.”
Lelldorin's expression clearly showed that he was baffled by the notion
Garion renmenbered the voices that had cone to himout of the fog the day
before, but he resisted the urge to say sonething about serfdom Lelldorin
woul d never understand, and the two of themwere very close to friendship.
Garion felt that he needed a friend just now and he didn't want to spoi
things by saying sonething that would offend this |I|ikeable young nan.

"What sort of work does your father do?" Lelldorin asked politely.

"He's dead. So's ny mother." Garion found that if he said it quickly, it
didn't hurt so mnuch.

Lelldorin's eyes filled in sudden, inpulsive synpathy. He put his hand

consolingly on Garion's shoulder. "lI'msorry," he said, his voice al npst
breaking. "It must have been a terrible loss."

"I was a baby." Garion shrugged, trying to sound offhand about it. "I don't
even renenber them" It was still too personal to talk about.

"Some pestilence?" Lelldorin asked gently.

"No," Garion answered in the sane flat tone. "They were nurdered."
Lel I dorin gasped and his eyes went wide.

"A man crept into their village at night and set fire to their house,"”
Garion continued unenotionally. "My grandfather tried to catch him but he
got away. From what | understand, the nman is a very old eneny of ny

famly.'

"Surely you're not going to let it stand like that?" Lelldorin demanded.

"No," Garion replied, still looking out into the fog. "As soon as |'mold
enough, I'mgoing to find himand kill him™"

"Good lad!" Lelldorin exclained, suddenly catching Garion in a rough
enbrace. "We'll find himand cut himto pieces."

Y

"I'"ll be going with you, of course," Lelldorin declared. "No true friend
could do any less.” He was obviously speaking on inpulse, but just as
obviously he was totally sincere. He gripped Garion's hand firmy. "I swear
to you, @Garion, | won't rest until the nmurderer of your parents |lies dead

at your feet."



The sudden declaration was so totally predictable that Garion silently
berated hinself for not keeping his nouth shut. His feelings in the matter
were very personal, and he was not really sure he wanted conpany in his
search for his facel ess eneny. Another part of his m nd, however, rejoiced
in Lelldorin's inpulsive but unquestioning support. He decided to let the
subject drop. He knew Lelldorin well enough by nowto realize that the
young man undoubtedly made a dozen devout promi ses a day, quickly offered
in absolute sincerity, and just as quickly forgotten

They talked then of other things, standing close together beside the
shattered wall with their dark cloaks drawn tightly about them

Shortly before noon Garion heard the nuffled sound of horses' hooves
sonmewhere out in the forest. Afew nminutes later, Hettar materialized out
of the fog with a dozen wld-looking horses trailing after him The tal
Al gar wore a short, fleece-lined |eather cape. Hi s boots were nudspattered
and his clothes travel-stained, but otherwise he seemed unaffected by his
two weeks in the saddle.

"Garion," he said gravely by way of greeting and Garion and Lelldorin
stepped out to neet him

"We've been waiting for you," Garion told himand introduced Lelldorin.
"We' || show you where the others are.”

Hettar nodded and followed the two young nmen through the ruins to the tower
where Mster WIf and the others were waiting. "Snow in the mountains," the
Al gar remarked laconically by way of explanation as he swng down from his
horse. "It delayed me a bit." He pulled his hood back from his shaved head
and shook out his long, black scalp |ock

"No harmi's been done," Mster WIf replied. "Cone inside to the fire and
have something to eat. W've got a lot to tal k about."

Hettar |ooked at the horses, his tan, weathered face grow ng strangely
blank as if he were concentrating. The horses all |ooked back at him their
eyes alert and their ears pointed sharply forward. Then they turned and
pi cked their way off anong the trees.

"Wn't they stray?" Durnik wanted to know.

"No," Hettar answered. "I asked themnot to."

Durni k | ooked puzzled, but he let it pass.

They all went into the tower and sat near the fireplace. Aunt Pol cut dark
bread and pale, yellow cheese for themwhile Durnik put nore wood on the
fire.

"Cho-Hag sent word to the Can-Chiefs," Hettar reported, pulling off his
cape. He wore a black, long-sleeved horsehide jacket wth steel discs
riveted to it to forma kind of flexible arnor. "They' re gathering at the
Stronghold for council." He unbelted the curved sabre he wore, laid it to
one side and sat near the fire to eat.

VWl f nodded. "I's anyone trying to get t hr ough to Pr ol gu?"

"I sent atroop of ny own nen to the Gorimbefore | left,"” Hettar
responded. "They'll get through if anyone can.”



"I hope so," WIf stated. "The Gorims an old friend of mne, and I'l|l need
his help before all this is finished."

"Aren't your people afraid of the Land of the U gos?" Lelldorin inquired
politely. "lI've heard that there are nonsters there that feed on the flesh
of men."

Hettar shrugged. "They stay in their lairs in the wntertime. Besides,
they're seldombrave enough to attack a full troop of mounted nen." He
| ooked over at Mster WIf. "Southern Sendaria's crawming with Mirgos. O
did you know that?"

"I could have guessed,"” WIf replied. "Did they seemto be I|ooking for
anything in particular?"

"I don't talk with Mirgos," Hettar said shortly. H s hooked nose and fierce
eyes made himlook at that nonent |ike a hawk about to swoop down to the
kill.

"I"'msurprised you weren't delayed even nore,"” Silk bantered. "The whole
wor |l d knows how you feel about Mirgos."

"I indul ged nyself once," Hettar admtted. "I net two of them al one on the
hi ghway. It didn't take very long."

" Two less to worry about, then," Barak grunted with approval .

"I think it's time for sone plain talk," Mster WIf said, brushing crunbs
off the front of his tunic. "Most of you have some notion of what we're
doing, but I don't want anybody blundering into something by accident.
W' re after a nman naned Zedar. He used to be one of ny Master's disciples -
then he went over to Torak. Early last fall he sonehow slipped into the
throne room at Riva and stole the Ob of Aldur. W're going to chase him
down and get it back."

"Isn't he a sorcerer too?" Barak asked, tugging absently at a thick red
brai d.

"That's not the term we use," WlIf replied, "but yes, he does have a
certain ampunt of that kind of power. W all did - me, Beltira and Bel kira,
Bel zedar - all the rest of wus. That's one of the things | wanted to warn
you about . "

"You all seem to have the same sort of npames,” Silk noticed.

"Qur Master changed our nanes when he took us as disciples. It was a sinple
change, but it neant a great deal to us."

"Wwuldn't that mean that your original name was Garath?" Silk asked, his
ferret eyes narrowi ng shrewdly.

Mster Wlf |ooked startled and then |laughed. "I haven't heard that nane
for thousands of years. |'ve been Belgarath for so long that I'd al nost
conpletely forgotten Garath. |It's probably just as well. Garath was a
t roubl esone boy - a thief and a liar anmong ot her t hi ngs. "

"Some things never change," Aunt Pol observed.

"Nobody's perfect,” WIf adnmitted bl andly.



"Why did Zedar steal the Orb?" Hettar asked, setting aside his plate.
"He's always wanted it for himself,"” the old man replied. "That could be it
- but nore likely he's trying to take it to Torak. The one who delivers the
Ob to One-Eye is going to be his favorite.™

"But Torak's dead," Lelldorin objected. "The R van Warder killed himat Vo
M nbre."

"No," Wolf said. "Torak isn't dead; only asleep. Brand's sword wasn't the
one destined to kill him Zedar carried himoff after the battle and hid
hi m somepl ace. Sonmeday he'll awaken - probably soneday fairly soon, if I'm
reading the signs right. W've got to get the Ob back before that
happens. "

"This Zedar's caused a |lot of trouble,"” Barak runbled. "You should have
dealt with hima long tine ago."

"Possibly," WIlf adnmitted.

"Whay don't you just wave your hand and nmake him disappear?" Barak
suggest ed, maki ng a sort of gesture wth his thick fingers.

Wl f shook his head. "I can't. Not even the Gods can do that."
"We've got sone big problenms, then," Silk said with a frowm. "Every Mirgo
from here to Rak Goska's going to try to stop us from catching Zedar."

"Not necessarily,” WlIlf disagreed. "Zedar's got the Ob, but Cuchik
comands the Golins."

"Ctuchi k?" Lelldorin asked.

"The GrolimH gh Priest. He and Zedar hate each other. | think we can count
on him to try to keep Zedar from getting to Torak with the Ob."

Barak shrugged. "What difference does it make? You and Polgara can use
magic if we run into anything difficult, can't you?"

"There are limtations on that sort of thing," WIf said a bit evasively.

"I don't understand," Barak said, frowning.

Mster Wlf took a deep breath. "All right. As long as it's come up, let's
go into that too. Sorcery - if that's what you want to call it - is a
di sruption of the natural order of things. Sometines it has certain
unexpected effects, so you have to be very careful about what you do with
it. Not only that, it makes-" He frowned. "-Let's call it a sort of noise.
That's not exactly what it is, but it serves well enough to explain. Ohers
with the same abilities can hear that noise. Once Polgara and | start
changi ng things, every Golimin the West is going to know exactly where we
are and what we're doing. They'll keep piling things in front of us unti
we' re exhausted. "

"It takes al nbst as nuch energy to do things that way as it does to do them
with your arms and back,” Aunt Pol explained. "It's wvery tiring."

She sat beside the fire, carefully nending a snall tear in one of Garion's
t uni cs.



"l didn't know that," Barak adm tted. " Not many peopl e do."

"If we have to, Pol and | can take certain steps,” WIf went on, "but we
can't keep it up forever and we can't sinply nake things vanish. |'msure
you can see why."

"Ch, of course," Silk professed, though his tone indicated that he did not.

"Everything that exists depends on everything else,” Aunt Pol explained
quietly. "If you were to unmake one thing, it's altogether possible that
everyt hing woul d vani sh."

The fire popped, and Garion junped slightly. The vaulted chanber seened
suddenly dark, and shadows lurked in the corners.

"That can't happen, of course,” WIf told them "Wen you try to unmake
sonething, your will sinply recoils on you. If you say, "Be not,' then you
are the one who vani shes. That's why we're very careful about what we say."

"I can understand why," Silk said, his eyes widening slightly.

"Most of the things we'll encounter can be dealt with by ordinary neans,"”
Wl f continued. "That's the reason we've brought you together - at |east
that's one of the reasons. Anong you, you'll be able to handl e nost of the

things that get in our way. The inportant thing to remenber is that Pol gara
and | have to get to Zedar before he can reach Torak with the Orb. Zedar's
found some way to touch the Ob - | don't know how |If he can show Torak
how it's done, no power on earth will be able to stop One-Eye from becom ng
King and God over the whole world."

They all sat in the ruddy, flickering light of the fire, their faces
serious as they considered that possibility.

"l think that pretty well covers everything, don't you, Pol ?"

"I  believe so, father," she replied, snoothing the front of her gray,
honmespun gown.

Later, outside the tower as gray evening crept in among the foggy ruins of
Vo Wacune and the snell of the thick stew Aunt Pol was cooking for supper
drifted out to them Garion turned to Silk. "lIs it all really true?" he
asked.

The small man | ooked out into the fog. "Let's act as if we believed that it
is," he suggested. "Under the circunstances, | think it would be a bad idea
to make a mi stake."

"Are you afraid too, Silk?" Garion asked.

Silk sighed. "Yes," he adnmitted, "but we can behave as if we believed that
we aren't, can't we?"

"I guess we can try," Garion said, and the two of themturned to go back
into the chamber at the foot of the tower where the firelight danced on the
| ow stone arches, holding the fog and chill at bay.



Chapter Three

THE NEXT MORNING Silk cane out of the tower wearing a rich maroon doubl et
and a baglike bl ack vel vet cap cocked jauntily over one ear

"What's all that about?" Aunt Pol asked him

"I chanced across an old friend in one of the packs,
"Radek of Boktor by nane."

Silk replied airily.

"\What happened to Anmbar of Kotu?"

"Anbar's a good enough fellow, | suppose,” Silk said a bit deprecatingly,
"but a Murgo naned Asharak knows about hi mand may have dropped his name in
certain quarters. Let's not Ilook for trouble if we don't have to."

"Not a bad disguise,™ Mster WIf agreed. "One nore Drasnian nerchant on
the Geat Wst Road won't attract any attention - whatever his nane.”
"Please," Silk objected in an injured tone. "The nane's very inportant. You
hang t he whol e di sgui se on the nane."

"I don't see any difference," Barak asserted bluntly.

"There's all the difference in the world. Surely you can see that Anbar's a
vagabond with very little regard for ethics, while Radek's a man of
substance whose word is good in all the commercial centers of the Wst.
Besi des, Radek's al ways acconpani ed by servants."

"Servants?" One of Aunt Pol's eyebrows shot up

"Just for the sake of the disguise,” Silk assured her quickly. "You, of
course, could never be a servant, Lady Polgara."

"Thank you."

"No one would ever believe it. You'll be ny sister instead, traveling with
nme to see the splendors of Tol Honeth."

"Your sister?"

"You could be ny nother instead, if you prefer,” Silk suggested blandly,
"making a religious pilgrinage to Mar Terrin to atone for a colorful past.”

Aunt Pol gazed steadily at the small nman for a noment while he grinned
i mpudently at her. "Someday your sense of hunor's going to get you into a
great deal of trouble, Prince Kheldar."

"I"'m always in trouble, Lady Polgara. | wouldn't know howto act if I
weren't."

"Do you two suppose we could get started?' Mster WIf asked.

"Just a monent nore,"” Silk replied. "If we neet anyone and have to explain
t hi ngs, you, Lelldorin, and Garion are Polgara's servants. Hettar, Barak
and Durnik are mine."

"Anything you say," Wl f agreed wearily.



"There are reasons."”

"Al'l right."

"Don't you want to hear then®"
"Not particularly."

Silk | ooked a bit hurt.

"Are we ready?" Wl f asked.

"Everything's out of the tower,” Durnik told him "Ch just a nonent.
forgot to put out the fire." He went back inside.

Wl f glanced after the smith in exasperation. "What difference does it
make?" he nuttered. "This place is a ruin anyway."

"Leave him alone, father," Aunt Pol said placidly. "lIt's the way he is."

As they prepared to nount, Barak's horse, a large, sturdy gray, sighed and
threw a reproachful ook at Hettar, and the Al gar chuckl ed.

"What's so funny?" Barak demanded suspi ciously.

"The hor se sai d sormet hi ng, " Hett ar replied. "Never m nd.

Then they swung into their saddles and threaded their way out of the foggy
ruins and al ong the narrow, nuddy track that wound into the forest. Sodden
snow |l ay under wet trees, and water dripped continually fromthe branches
overhead. They all drew their cloaks about themto ward off the chill and
danpness. Once they were under the trees, Lelldorin pulled his horse in
besi de Garion's, and they rode together

"I's Prince Kheldar always so - well - extrenely conplicated?" he asked.

"Silk? Ch yes. He's very devious. You see, he's a spy, and disguises and
clever lies are second nature to him"

"A spy? Really?" Lelldorin's eyes brightened as his inagination caught hold
of the idea.

"He works for his uncle, the King of Drasnia," Garion explained. "From what
| understand, the Drasnians have been at this sort of thing for centuries."
"We've got to stop and pick up the rest of the packs,"
Mster WlIf.

Silk was rem ndi ng

"I haven't forgotten," the old man replied.

"Packs?" Lelldorin asked.

"Silk picked up sonme wool cloth in Canmar,"” Garion told him "He said it
would give us a legitimate reason to be on the highway. W hid themin a
cave when we left the road to cone to Vo Wacune."

"He thinks of everything, doesn't he?"

"He tries. We're lucky to have himwth us."



"Maybe we could have him show us a few things about disguises,” Lelldorin
suggested brightly. "It mght be very wuseful when we go |ooking for your
eneny. "

Garion had thought that Lelldorin had forgotten his inpulsive pledge. The
young Arend's mind seenmed too flighty to keep hold of one idea for very
long, but he saw now that Lelldorin only seened to forget things. The
prospect of a serious search for his parents' nurderer with this young
ent husi ast addi ng enbel | i shments and inprovisations at every turn began to
present itself alarmngly.

By midnorning, after they had picked up Silk's packs and | ashed themto the
backs of the spare horses, they were back out on the G eat Wst Road, the
Tol nedran hi ghway running through the heart of the forest. They rode south
at a loping canter that ate up the niles.

They passed a heavily burdened serf <clothed in scraps and pieces of
sackcloth tied on with bits of string. The serf's face was gaunt, and he
was very thin under his dirty rags. He stepped off the road and stared at

themw th apprehension until they had passed. Garion felt a sudden stab of
conpassion. He briefly renmenbered Lamrer and Detton, and he wondered what
would finally happen to them It seemed inportant for some reason. "Is it

really necessary to keep them so poor?" he denanded of Lelldorin, unable to
hold it in any | onger.

"Who?" Lelldorin asked, |ooking around.
"That serf."”

Lel I dorin glanced back over his shoulder at the ragged man. "You didn't
even see him" Garion accused.

Lel l dorin shrugged. "There are so many."

"And they all dress in rags and live on the edge of starvation.”
"Mnbrate taxes," Lelldorin replied as if that expl ai ned everything.

"You seemto have al ways had enough to eat."

"I"'mnot a serf, Garion," Lelldorin answered patiently. "The poorest people
al ways suffer the npst. It's the way the world is.”

"It doesn't have to be," Garion retorted.
"You just don't understand."
"No. And | never will."

"Naturally not," Lelldorin said with infuriating conplacency. "You' re not
Arendi sh. "

Garion cl enched hi s teeth to hol d back t he obvi ous reply.
By late afternoon they had covered ten |eagues, and the snow had |argely
di sappeared fromthe roadside. "Shouldn't we start to give some thought to

where we're going to spend the night, father?" Aunt Pol suggested.

Mster WIf scratched thoughtfully at his beard as he squinted at the
shadows hovering in the trees around t hem



"l have an uncle who lives not far fromhere," Lelldorin offered, "Count
Rel degen. I'msure he'll be glad to give us shelter.”

"Thin?" Mster WIf asked. "Dark hair?"
"It's gray now," Lelldorin replied. "Do you know hi n?"

"I haven't seen himfor twenty years,"” WIf told him "As |I recall, he used
to be quite a hothead."

"Uncl e Rel degen? You must have himconfused with sonmebody el se, Bel garath.”
"Maybe," WIf said. "How far is it to his house?"

"No nore than a | eague and a half away."

"Let's go see him" Wl f decided.

Lell dorin shook his reins and noved into the lead to show themthe way.

"How are you and your friend getting along?" Silk asked, falling in beside
Gari on.

"Fine, | suppose,” Garion replied, not quite sure howthe rat-faced little
man i ntended the question. "It seens to be a little hard to explain things
to himthough."

"That's only natural," Silk observed. "He's an Arend, after all."

Garion quickly canme to Lelldorin's defense. "He's honest and very brave."
"They all are. That's part of the problem"”
"I like him" Garion asserted.

"So do |, Garion, but that doesn't keep me fromrealizing the truth about
him"

"If you're trying to say sonething, why don't you just go ahead and say
it?"

"AIl right, I will. Don't let friendship get the better of your good sense.
Arendi a's a very dangerous place, and Arends tend to blunder into disasters
quite regularly. Don't let your exuberant young conpanion drag you into
somet hing that's none of your business." Silk's |look was direct, and Garion
realized that the little man was quite serious.

"Il be careful," he prom sed.

"I knew | could count on you," Silk said gravely.

"Are you making fun of nme?"

"Wuld | do that, Garion?" Silk asked nockingly. Then he | aughed and they
rode on together through the gl oony afternoon

The gray stone house of Count Rel degen was about a nile back in the forest
fromthe highway, and it stood in the center of a clearing that extended
beyond bowshot in every direction. A though it had no wall, it had sonehow



the ook of a fort. The windows facing out were narrow and covered with
iron gratings. Strong turrets surmounted by battlements stood at each
corner, and the gate which opened into the central courtyard of the house
was made of whole tree trunks, squared off and strapped together with iron
bands. Garion stared at the brooding pile as they approached in the rapidly
fading light. There was a kind of haughty ugliness about the house, a grim
solidity that seened to defy the world.

"It's not a very pleasant-looking sort of place, is it?" he said to Silk.

"Asturian architecture's a reflection of their society," Silk replied. "A
strong house isn't a bad idea in a country where neighborhood disputes
someti nmes get out of hand.”

"Are they all so afraid of each other?"
"Just cautious, Garion. Just cautious."

Lelldorin dismunted before the heavy gate and spoke to soneone on the
other side through a small grill. There was finally a rattling of chains
and the grinding sound of heavy, iron-shod bars sliding back
"I wouldn't nake any quick noves once we're inside,"
"There' |l probably be archers watching us."

Silk advised quietly.

Garion | ooked at him sharply.

"A quaint customof the region,” Silk informed him

They rode into a cobbl estoned courtyard and di snount ed.

Count Rel degen, when he appeared, was a tall, thin man with irongray hair
and beard who walked with the aid of a stout cane. He wore a rich green
doubl et and bl ack hose; despite the fact that he was in his own house, he
carried a swrd at his side. He |linped heavily down a broad flight of
stairs fromthe house to greet them

"Uncle," Lelldorin said, bowi ng respectfully.

"Nephew, " the count replied in polite acknow edgnent.

"My friends and I found ourselves in the vicinity," Lelldorin stated, "and
we t hought we night inmpose on you for the night."
"You're always wel cone, nephew," Reldegen answered wth a kind of grave

formality. "Have you di ned yet ?"
"No, uncle."”
"Then you nust all take supper with ne. May | know your friends?"

Mster WIf pushed back his hood and stepped forward. "You and | are
al ready acquai nted, Rel degen," he said.

The count's eyes wi dened. "Belgarath? Is it realy you?"

Wl f grinned. "Ch, yes. I'm still wandering about the world, stirring up
m schief.”

Rel degen | aughed then and grasped Wlf's upper arm warnly. "Cone inside,



all of you. Let's not stand about in the cold." He turned and linped up the
steps to the house.

"\What happened to your |eg?" Wl f asked him

"An arrow in the knee." The count shrugged. "The result of an old
di sagreenment - |long since forgotten."
"As | recall, you used to get involved in quite a few of those. | thought

for a while that you intended to go through life with your sword half
drawn. "

"I was an excitable youth," the count admitted, opening the broad door at
the top of the steps. He led themdown a |long hallway to a room of inposing
size with a large blazing fireplace at each end. Great curving stone arches
supported the ceiling. The floor was of polished black stone, scattered
with fur rugs, and the walls, arches, and ceiling were whitewashed in
gl eam ng contrast. Heavy, carved chairs of dark brown wood sat here and
there, and a great table with an iron candelabra in its center stood near
the fireplace at one end. A dozen or so | eather-bound books were scattered
on its polished surface.

"Books, Reldegen?" Mster WIf said in amazenment as he and the others
renoved their cloaks and gave them to the servants who immediately
appeared. "You have nellowed, mnmy friend."

The count smiled at the old man's remark.

"I"'mforgetting ny nmanners,"” Wl f apol ogized. "M daughter, Polgara. Pol
this is Count Reldegen, an old friend."

"My Lady," the count acknow edged with an exquisite bow, "ny house is
honored. "

Aunt Pol was about to reply when two young nen burst into the room arguing
heat edl y.

"You're an idiot, Berentain!" the first, a darkhaired youth in a scarlet
doubl et, snapped.

"It may please thee to think so, Torasin," the second, a stout young nan
with pale, «curly hair and wearing a green and vyellow striped tunic,
replied, "but whether it please thee or not, Asturias future is in Mnbrate
hands. Thy rancorous denouncements and sul furous rhetoric shall not alter
that fact."

"Don't thee ne or thou ne, Berentain," the dark-haired one sneered. "Your
imtation Mnbrate courtesy turns nmy stomach."

"CGentlenen, that's enough!" Count Rel degen said sharply, rapping his cane
on the stone floor. "If you two are going to insist on discussing politics,
I'"lI'l have you separated - forcibly, if necessary.”

The two young nmen scowl ed at each other and then stalked off to opposite
sides of the room "M son, Torasin," the count admitted apol ogetically,
i ndi cating the dark-haired youth, "and his cousin Berentain, the son of ny
late wife's brother. They've been wangling like this for two weeks now. |
had to take their swords away fromthem the day after Berentain arrived."

"Political discussionis good for the blood, nmy Lord," Silk observed,



"especially in the winter. The heat keeps the veins from clogging up."
The count chuckled at the little man's remark.

"Prince Kheldar of the royal house of Drasnia," Mster WIf introduced
Si | k.

"Your Highness," the count responded, bow ng.

Silk winced slightly. "Please, my Lord. |I've spent a lifetine running from
t hat node of address, and |'m sure that nmy connection with the royal fanily
enbar r asses 1% uncl e al nost as much as it enbarrasses me. "

The count |aughed again with easy good nature. "Wy don't we all adjourn to
the dining table?" he suggested. "Two fat deer have been turning on spits
in my Kkitchen since daybreak, and | recently obtained a cask of red wine
from southern Tolnedra. As | recall, Belgarath has always had a great
fondness for good food and fine w nes."

"He hasn't changed, ny Lord," Aunt Pol told him "My father's ternbly
predi ctabl e, once you get to know him"

The count smiled and offered her his armas they all nmoved toward a door on
the far side of the room

"Tell me, ny Lord," Aunt Pol said, "do you by chance have a bathtub in your
house?"

"Bathing in winter is dangerous, Lady Polgara," the count warned her

"My Lord," she stated gravely, "lI've been bathing winter or summer for nore
years than you coul d possibly inmagine."

"Let her bathe, Reldegen,”" Mster WIf wurged. "Her tenper deteriorates
quite noticeably when she thinks she's getting dirty."

"A bath wouldn't hurt you either, dd WlIf," Aunt Pol retorted tartly.
"You're starting to get a bit strong fromthe downw nd side."

Mster WIf | ooked a bit injured.

Mich later, after they had eaten their fill of venison, gravy-soaked bread,
and rich cherry tarts, Aunt Pol excused herself and went with a mai dservant
to oversee the preparation of her bath. The men all lingered at the table

over their wine cups, their faces washed with the golden |ight of the many
candl es in Rel degen's dining hall.

"Let me show you to your roons," Torasin suggested to Lelldorin and Garion
pushi ng back his chair and casting a |ook of veiled contenpt across the
tabl e at Berentain.

They followed himfromthe roomand up a long flight of stairs toward the
upper stories of the house. "I don't want to offend you, Tor," Lelldorin
said as they clinbed, "but your cousin has some peculiar ideas."

Torasin snorted. "Berentain's a jackass. He thinks he can inpress the
M nmbrates by inmtating their speech and by fawning on them" Hi s dark face
was angry in the light of the candle he <carried to light their way.

"Why shoul d he want to?" Lelldorin asked.



"He's desperate for some kind of holding he can call his own," Torasin
replied. "My nother's brother has very little land to |eave him The fat
idiot's all calf eyed over the daughter of one of the barons in his
district, and since the baron won't even consider a |landless suitor
Berentain's trying to wheedle an estate fromthe M nbrate governor. He'd
swear fealty to the ghost of Kal Torak hinself, if he thought it would get
himland."

"Doesn't he realize that he hasn't got a chance?" Lelldorin inquired.
"There are too many |and-hungry M nbrate knights around the governor for
himto even think of granting an estate to an Asturian."

"I"'ve told him the same thing nyself,"” Torasin declared wth scathing

contenmpt, "but there's no reasoning with him H s behavior degrades our
whole famly."

Lel I dorin shook his head comm seratingly as they reached an upper hall. He
| ooked around quickly then. "I have to talk with you, Tor," he blurted, his

voi ce dropping to a whisper.
Torasin | ooked at himsharply.

"My father's committed ne to Belgarath's service in a matter of great
i nportance," Lelldorin hurried on in that sane hushed voice. "I don't know
how long we'll be gone, so you and the others will have to kill Korodullin
wi t hout ne."

Torasin's eyes went wide with horror. "W're not alone, Lelldorin!" he said
in a strangl ed voice.

"I"ll go down to the other end of the hall,"” Garion said quickly.

"No," Lelldorin replied firmy, taking hold of Garion's arm "Garion's ny

friend, Tor. | have no secrets fromhim"

"Lelldorin, please," Garion protested. "lI'mnot an Asturian - |'mnot even
an Arend. | don't want to know what you're planning."

"But you wll know, Garion, as proof of nmy trust in you," Lelldorin

declared. "Next sumer, when Korodullin journeys to the ruined city of Vo
Astur to hold court there for the six weeks that maintain the fiction of
Ar endi sh unity, we're goi ng to anbush him on t he hi ghway. "

"Lelldorin!" Torasin gasped, his face turning white.

But Lelldorin was already plunging on. "It won't be just a sinple anmbush,
Garion. This will be a master stroke at Mnbre's heart. W're going to
anbush himin the wuniforms of Tol nedran | egionnaires and cut himdown with
Tol nedran swords. Qur attack wll force Mnbre to declare war on the
Tol nedran Enpire, and Tolnedra will crush Mnbre like an eggshell. M nbre
will be destroyed, and Asturia will be free!"

"Nachak will have you killed for this, Lelldorin,”™ Torasin cried. "W've

all been sworn to secrecy on a blood oath."

"Tell the Murgo that | spit on his oath,"” Lelldorin said hotly. "Wat need
have Asturian patriots for a Muirgo henchman?"

"He's providing us with gold, you bl ockhead!" Torasin raged, al nost beside



hinsel f. "Wt need his good red gold to buy the uniforns, the swords, and to
strengt hen t he backbones of some of our weaker friends."

"I don't need weaklings with me," Lelldorin said intensely. "A patriot does
what he does for love of his country-not for Angarak gold."

Garion's mind was noving quickly now H's nmonment of stunned amazenent had
passed. "There was a man in Cherek," he recalled. "The Earl of Jarvik. He
al so took Murgo gold and plotted to kill a king."

The two stared at him bl ankly.

"Somet hi ng happens to a country when you kill its king," Garion explai ned.
"No matter how bad the king is or how good the people are who kill him the
country falls apart for a while. Everything is confused, and there's nobody
to point the country in any one direction. Then, if you start a war between
that country and another one at the same tine, you add just that much nore
confusion. | think that if | were a Mirgo, that's exactly the Kkind of
conf usi on I'd want to see in all the kingdons of the West."

Garion listened to his own voice alnost in amazenment. There was a dry,
di spassionate quality in it that he instantly recogni zed. Fromthe time of
his earliest nenories that voice had al ways been there - inside his mnd -
occupying some quiet, hidden corner, telling himwhen he was wong or
foolish. But the voice had never actively interfered before in his dealings
wi th other people. Now, however, it spoke directly to these two young mnen,
patiently expl ai ni ng.

"Angarak gold isn't what it seems to be," he went on. "There's a kind of
power in it that corrupts you. Maybe that's why it's the color of bl ood.
I'd think about that before | accepted any nmore red gold fromthis Mirgo
Nachak. Wiy do you suppose he's giving you gold and helping you with this
pl an of yours? He's not an Asturian, so patriotismcouldn't have anything
to do with it, could it? I'd think about that, too."

Lell dorin and his cousin | ooked suddenly troubl ed.

"I"'mnot going to say anything about this to anybody," Garion said. "You
told me about it in confidence, and | really wasn't supposed to hear about
it anyway. But remenber that there's a lot nore going on in the world right
now t han what's happening here in Arendia. Now | think I'd like to get sone
sleep. If wyou'll show me where ny bed is, I'll leave you to talk things
over all night, if you'd like."

All in all, Garion thought he'd handled the whole thing rather well. He'd
planted a few doubts at the very |least. He knew Arends well enough by now
to realize that it probably wouldn't be enough to turn these two around,
but it was a start.

Chapt er Four

THE FOLLOWNG MORNI NG they rode out early while the mst still hung anong
the trees. Count Rel degen, wrapped in a dark cloak, stood at his gate to
bid them farewell; and Torasin, standing beside his father, seenmed unable
to take his eyes off Garion's face. Garion kept his expression as blank as
possi ble. The fiery young Asturian seened to be filled with doubts, and



those doubts mght Kkeep him from plunging headlong into sonething
di sastrous. It wasn't nuch, Garion realized, but it was the best he could
manage under the circunstances.

"Come back soon, Belgarath,” Reldegen said. "Sonetime when you can stay
longer. We're very isolated here, and 1'd like to know what the rest of the
world's doing. We'll sit by the fire and talk away a nonth or two.

Mster WIf nodded gravely. "Maybe when this business of mne is over,
Rel degen.” Then he turned his horse and led the way across the w de
clearing that surrounded Reldegen's house and back once again into the
gl oony forest.

"The count's an unusual Arend," Silk said lightly as they rode along. "I
think I actually detected an original thought or two in himlast evening."

"He's changed a great deal," Wl f agreed

"He sets a good table," Barak said. "I haven't felt this full since I left
Val Alorn."

"You should,” Aunt Pol told him "You ate the biggest part of one deer by
yoursel f."

"You' re exaggerating, Polgara," Barak said.

"But not by very nuch," Hettar observed in his quiet voice. Lelldorin had
pull ed his horse in beside Garion's, but he had not spoken. H s face was as
troubled as his cousin's had been. It was obvious that he wanted to say
something and just as obvious that he didn't know how to begin.

"Go ahead," Garion said quietly. "W're good enough friends that |I'm not
going to be upset if it doesn't cone out exactly right."

Lelldorin |l ooked a little sheepish.
"Am | really that obvious?"

"Honest is a better word for it," Garion told him "You ve just never
| earned to hide your feelings, that's all."

"Was it really true?" Lelldorin blurted. "I'm not doubting your word, but
was there really a Miurgo in Cherek plotting agai nst King Anheg?"

"Ask Silk," Garion suggested, "or Barak, or Hettar-any of them W were al
there."”

"Nachak isn't like that, though,” Lelldorin said quickly, defensively.

"Can you be sure?" Garion asked him "The plan was his in the first place,
wasn't it? How did you happen to neet hinP"

"W'd all gone down to the Geat Fair, Torasin, me, several of the others.
W bought some things froma Murgo nerchant, and Tor made a few renmarks
about M nbrates-you know how Tor is. The nmerchant said that he knew
somebody we nmight be interested in neeting and he introduced us to Nachak

The nore we talked with him the nore synpathetic he seermed to becone to
the way we felt."

"Naturally."



"He told us what the king is planning. You wouldn't believe it."
"Probably not."

Lelldorin gave him a quick, troubled |ook. "He's going to break up our
estates and give them to landless Mnbrate nobles.” He said it accusingly.

"Did you verify that with anybody but Nachak?"

"How could we? The Mnbrates wouldn't admt it if we confronted themwth
it, but it's the kind of thing M nbrates would do."

"So you've only got Nachak's word for it? Howdid this plan of yours cone
up?"

"Nachak said that if he were an Asturian, he wouldn't |et anybody take his
land, but he said that it'd be too late to try to stop them when they cane
with knights and soldiers. He said that if he were doing it, he'd strike
before they were ready and that he'd do it in such a way that the M nbrates
woul dn't know who'd done it. That's when he suggested the Tol nedran
uni forns. "

"When did he start giving you noney?"

"I"'mnot sure. Tor handl ed that part of it."

"Did he ever say why he was giving you noney?"

"He said it was out of friendship."

"Didn't that seema little odd?"

"I'"d give soneone noney out of friendship,” Lelldorin protested.

"You're an Asturian," Garion told him "You'd give sonebody your life out
of friendship. Nachak's a Mrgo, though, and 1've never heard that they

were all that generous. What it comes down to, then, is that a stranger
tells you that the king's planning to take your land. Then he gives you a
plan to kill the king and start a war with Tol nedra; and to make sure you
succeed with his plan, he gives you money. |s that about it.

Lel I dorin nodded nutely, his eyes stricken
"Weren't any of you just the least bit suspicious?"
Lel l dorin seemed al nost about to cry.

"It's such a good plan," he burst out finally. "It couldn't help but
succeed. "

"That's what makes it so dangerous," Garion replied.

"Garion, what am| going to do?" Lelldorin's voice was angui shed.

"I don't think there's anything you can do right now," Garion told him
"Maybe later, after we've had time to think about it, we'll come up with
something. If we can't, we can always tell nmy grandfather about it. He'll
think of a way to stop it."



"W can't tell anybody," Lelldorin reminded him "W're pledged to
sil ence. "

"W m ght have to break that pledge," Garion said sonewhat reluctantly. "
don't see that either of us owes that Mirgo anything, but it's going to
have to be up to you. | won't say anything to anybody w thout your
perni ssion.”

"You decide," Lelldorin pleaded then. "I can't do it, Garion."

"You're going to have to," Garion told him "I'msure that if you think
about it, you'll see why."

They reached the Great Wst Road then, and Barak | ed them south at a brisk
trot, cutting off the possibility of further discussion

A league or so down the road they passed a nuddy village, a dozen or so
turf roofed huts with walls made of wattles plastered over wth nud. The
fields around the village were dotted with tree stunps, and a few scrawny
cows grazed near the edge of the forest. Garion could not control his
i ndignation as he |l ooked at the msery inplicit in the crude collection of
hovel s.

"Lelldorin," he said sharply, "look!"

"\What ? Where?" The bl ond young man canme out of his troubled preoccupation
quickly as if expecting sone danger.

"The village," Garion told him "Look at it."

"It's only a serfs' wvillage," Lelldorin said indifferently. "I've seen
hundreds like it." He seenmed ready to return to his own inner turnoil.

"In Sendaria we wouldn't keep pigs in places like that." Garion's voice
rang with fervor. If he could only nmake his friend see!

Two ragged serfs were dispiritedly hacking chunks of firewood from one of
the stunmps near the road. As the party approached, they dropped their axes
and bolted in terror for the forest.

"Does it make you proud, Lelldorin?" Garion demanded. "Does it rmake you
feel good to know that your own countrynmen are so afraid of you that they
run fromthe very sight of you?"

Lel I dorin | ooked baffl ed.

"They're serfs, Garion," he said as if that explained.

"They're nen. They're not animals. Men deserve to be treated better.”
"I can't do anything about it. They aren't ny serfs." And with that
Lelldorin's attention turned inward again as he continued to struggle with

the dil emma Garion had placed upon him

By late afternoon they had covered ten |eagues and the cloudy sky was
gradual | y darkeni ng as eveni ng approached.

"I think we're going to have to spend the night in the forest, Belgarath,"”
Silk said, |ooking around. "There's no chance of reaching the next
Tol nedran hostel . "



Mster Wlf had been hal f-dozing in his saddle. He | ooked up, blinking a
bit.

"All right," he replied, "but let's get back fromthe road a bit. Qur fire
could attract attention, and too many people know we're in Arendia
al ready. "

"There's a woodcutter's track right there." Durnik pointed at a break in
the trees just ahead. "It should |Iead us back into the trees."

"AIl right," Wl f agreed.

The sound of their horses' hooves was nuffled by the sodden | eaves on the
forest floor as they turned in anong the trees to follow the narrow track
They rode silently for the better part of a mle wuntil a clearing opened
ahead of them

"How about here?" Durnik asked. He indicated a brook trickling softly over
nossy stones on one side of the clearing.

"It will do," Wolf agreed.

"We're going to need shelter,"” the smth observed.

"I bought tents in Cammar," Silk told him "They're in the packs."

" That was f or esi ght ed of you, " Aunt Pol conpl i ment ed hi m
"I"'ve been in Arendia before, ny Lady. |'mfamliar with the weather."
"Garion and 1'll go get wood for a fire then,"” Durnik said, clinbing down

fromhis horse and untying his axe from his saddl e.

"1 hel p you, Lel I dorin offered, his face still troubl ed.
Durni k nodded and led the way off into the trees. The woods were soaked,
but the smth seened to know al nbst instinctively where to find dry fuel

They worked quickly in the lowering twlight and soon had three |arge
bundl es of linbs and fagots. They returned to the clearing where Silk and
the others were erecting several dun-colored tents. Durni k dropped his wood
and cleared a space for the fire with his foot. Then he knelt and began
striking sparks with his knife froma piece of flint into a wad of dry
tinder he always carried. In a short tine he had a small fire going, and
Aunt Pol set out her pots beside it, humng softly to herself.

Hettar came back from tending the horses, and they all stood back watchi ng
Aunt Pol prepare a supper fromthe stores Count Rel degen had pressed on
them before they had left his house that norning.

After they had eaten, they sat around the fire talking quietly.

"How far have we come today?" Durnik asked.

"Twel ve | eagues," Hettar estimated.

"How much farther do we have to go to get out of the forest?"

"It's eighty | eagues from Cammar to the central plain," Lelldorin replied.



Durni k sighed. "A week or nore. |'d hoped that it'd be only a few days."

"I know what you nean, Durnik," Barak agreed. "It's gl oony under all these
trees.”

The horses, picketed near the brook, stirred wuneasily. Hettar rose to his
feet.

"Somet hi ng wong?" Barak asked, also rising.
"They shouldn't be-" Hettar started. Then he stopped. "Back!" he snapped.

"Away from the fire. The horses say there are nmen out there. Many - with
weapons. " He  junped back from the fire, dr awi ng hi s sabre.

Lelldorin took one startled look at himand bolted for one of the tents.
Garion's sudden di sappointnent in his friend was alnost like a blowto the
st onach.

An arrow buzzed into the light and shattered on Barak's mail shirt.
"Armyourselves!" the big man roared, drawing his sword
Garion grasped Aunt Pol's sleeve and tried to pull her fromthe Iight.

"Stop that!" she snapped, jerking her sleeve free. Another arrow whizzed
out of the foggy woods. Aunt Pol flicked her hand as if brushing away a fly
and muttered a single word. The arrow bounced back as if it had struck
somet hing solid and fell to the ground.

Then with a hoarse shout, a gang of rough, burly nen burst fromthe edge of
the trees and splashed across the brook, brandishing swords. As Barak and
Hettar |eaped forward to nmeet them Lelldorin reemerged fromthe tent with
his bow and began | oosing arrows so rapidly that his hands seened to bl ur
as they noved. Garion was instantly ashanmed that he had doubted his
friend s courage.

Wth a choked cry, one of the attackers stunbled back, an arrow through his
t hroat. Another doubled over sharply, clutching at his stomach, and fell to
t he ground, groaning. A third, quite young and with a pale, downy beard on
his cheeks, dropped heavily and sat plucking at the feathers on the shaft
protruding fromhis chest wth a bew | dered expression on his boyish face.
Then he sighed and slunped over on his side with a stream of blood coning
from his nose

The ragged-1ooking nen faltered under the rain of Lelldorin's arrows, and
then Barak and Hettar were upon them Wth a great sweep, Barak's heavy
sword shattered an upflung blade and crunched down into the angle between
the neck and shoul der of the bl ack-whi skered man who had held it. The man
col l apsed. Hettar nade a quick feint with his sabre, then ran it snmoothly
t hrough the body of a pockmarked ruffian. The man stiffened, and a gush of
bright blood burst fromhis nouth as Hettar pulled out his blade. Durnik
ran forward with his axe, and Silk drew his |ong dagger from under his vest
and ran directly at a man with a shaggy brown beard. At the |ast nonment, he
dived forward, rolled and struck the bearded nan full in the chest with
both feet. Wthout pausing he came up and ripped his dagger into his
eneny's belly. The dagger made a wet, tearing sound as it sliced upward,
and the stricken man clutched at his stomach with a scream trying to hold
in the blue-colored loops and coils of his entrails that seened to cone
boiling out through his fingers.



Garion dived for the packs to get his owmn sword, but was suddenly grabbed
roughly from behind. He struggled for an instant, then felt a stunning bl ow
on the back of his head, and his eyes filled wth a blinding flash of
light.

"This is the one we want," a rough voice husked as Garion sank into
unconsci ousness.

He was being carried - that much was certain. He could feel the strong arns
under him He didn't know how long it had been since he had been struck on
the head. His ears still rang, and he was nore than a little sick to his
stomach. He stayed linp, but carefully opened one eye. His vision was
blurred and uncertain, but he could nake out Barak's bearded face | oom ng
above himin the darkness, and merged with it, as once before in the snowy
woods outside Val Alorn, he seened to see the shaggy face of a great bear

He closed his eyes, shudder ed, and started to struggle weakly.

"It's all right, Garion," Barak said, his voice sunk in a kind of despair.
"It's me."

Garion opened his eyes again, and the bear seemed to be gone. He wasn't
even sure he had ever really seen it.

"Are you all right?" Barak asked, setting himon the ground.

"They hit rme on the head," Garion munbled, his hand going to the swelling
behind his ear.

"They won't do it again," Barak muttered, his tone still despairing. Then
the huge man sank to the ground and buried his face in his hands. It was
dark and difficult to see, but it |ooked as if Barak's shoulders were
shaking with a kind of terrible suppressed grief - a soundless, wenching
series of convul sive sobs.

"Where are we?" Garion asked, | ooking around into the darkness.
Bar ak coughed and w ped at his face.

"Quite a ways from the tents. It took ne a little while to catch up to the
two who were carrying you off."

"What happened?" Garion was still a bit confused.
"They're dead. Can you stand up?"

"I don't know." Garion tried to get up, but a wave of giddi ness swept over
him and his stomach churned.
"Never mind. I'll carry you," Barak said in a now - grimy practical voice.
An oW screeched froma nearby tree, and its ghostly white shape drifted
of f through the trees ahead of them As Barak lifted him Garion closed his
eyes and concentr at ed on keepi ng hi s st omach under control

Before long they cane out into the clearing and its circle of firelight.

"I's he all right?" Aunt Pol asked, |ooking up from bandaging a cut on
Durnik's arm

"A bump on the head is all," Barak replied, setting Garion down.



"Did you run them of f?"

H s voi ce was harsh, even brutal

"Those that could still run,"” Silk answered, his voice a bit excited and
his ferret eyes bright. "They left a few behind." He pointed at a nunber of
still shapes lying near the edge of the firelight.

Lelldorin came back into the clearing, |ooking over his shoulder and with
his bow half drawn. He was out of breath, his face was pale, and his hands
were shaking. "Are vyou all right?" he asked as soon as he saw Garion

Garion nodded, gently fingering the lunp behind his ear

"I tried to find the two who took you," the young man decl ared, "but they
were too quick for me. There's sone kind of animal out there. | heard it
growming while I was looking for you - awful grows."

"The beast is gone now," Barak told himflatly.
"What's the matter with you?" Silk asked the big man.
" Not hi ng. "

"Who were these nen?" Garion asked.
"Robbers, nost likely," Silk surm sed, putting away his dagger. "It's one
of the benefits of a society that holds men in serfdom They get bored with
being serfs and go out into the forest |ooking for excitenent and profit."

"You sound just like Garion," Lelldorin objected. "Can't you people
understand that serfdom s part of the natural order of things here? Qur
serfs couldn't take care of thenselves alone, so those of us in higher
station accept the responsibility of caring for them™

"Of course you do," Silk agreed sarcastically. "They're not so wellfed as
your pigs nor as well - kenneled as your dogs, but you do care for them
don't you?"

"That'll do, Silk," Aunt Pol said coolly. "Let's not start bickering anong
ourselves." She tied a last knot on Durnik's bandage and cane over to

exam ne Garion's head. She touched her fingers gently to the lunp, and he
wi nced.

"It doesn't seemtoo serious," she observed.

"It hurts all the same," he conpl ai ned.

"Of course it does, dear," she said calmy. She dipped a cloth in a pail of
cold water and held it to the lump. "You're going to have to learn to
protect your head, Garion. If you keep banging it like this, you' re going
to soften your brains."

Gari on was about to answer that, but Hettar and Mster Wl f canme back into
the firelight just then.

"They're still running," Hettar announced. The steel discs on his horsehide
jacket gleamed red in the flickering light, and his sabre was streaked with
bl ood.



"They seened to be awfully good at that part of it," WIf said. "Is
everyone all right?"

"A few bunps and bruises is about all,” Aunt Pol told him "It could have
been nuch worse.”

"Let's not start worrying about what could have been."

"Shall we renove those?" Barak growl ed, pointing at the bodies littering
t he ground near the brook.

"Shoul dn't they be buried?" Durni k asked. His voice shook a little, and his
face was very pale.

"Too much trouble," Barak said bluntly. "Their friends can come back | ater
and take care of it - if they feel like it."

"Isn't that just a little uncivilized?" Durni k objected.
Barak shrugged. "It's customary."

Mster Wlf rolled one of the bodies over and carefully exam ned the dead
man's gray face.

"Looks like an ordinary Arendish outlaw, " he grunted. "It's hard to say for
sure, though."

Lelldorin was retrieving his arrows, carefully pulling themout of the
bodi es.

"Let's drag themall over there a ways," Barak said to Hettar. "I'mgetting
tired of looking at them"

Durni k | ooked away, and Garion saw two great tears standing in his eyes.

"Does it hurt, Durnik?" he asked sympathetically, sitting on the |og beside
his friend.

"I killed one of those nmen, Garion," the smith replied in a shaking voice.
"I hit himin the face with ny axe. He screaned, and his bl ood spl ashed al
over me. Then he fell down and kicked on the ground with his heels until he
died."

"You didn't have any choice, Durnik," Garion told him "They were trying to
kill us."

"I"ve never killed anyone before,” Durnik said, the tears now runni ng down
his face. "He kicked the ground for such a long tine - such a terribly |long
tinme."

"Why don't you go to bed, Garion?" Aunt Pol suggested firmy. Her eyes were
on Durnik's tear-streaked face.

Gari on under st ood.

"Good night, Durnik,"” he said. He got up and started toward one of the
tents. He gl anced back once. Aunt Pol had seated herself on the | og beside
the smth and was speaking quietly to himw th one of her arns confortingly
about his shoul ders.



Chapter Five

THE FI RE HAD BURNED down to a tiny orange flicker outside the tent, and the
forest around the clearing was silent. Garion lay with a throbbing head
trying to sleep. Finally, long past mdnight, he gave it wup. He slid out
from under his blanket and went searching for Aunt Pol

Above the silvery fog a full rnoon had risen, and its light nade the m st
| um nous. The air around him seened alnbst to glow as he picked his way
carefully through the silent canmp. He scratched on the outside of her tent
flap and whispered, "Aunt Pol?" There was no answer. "Aunt Pol," he
whi spered a bit louder, "it's me, Garion. May | come in?" There was stil
no answer, nor even the faintest sound. Carefully he pulled back the flap
and peered inside. The tent was enpty.

Puzzl ed, even a bit alarmed, he turned and |ooked around the clearing.
Hettar stood watch not far fromthe picketed horses, his hawk face turned
toward the foggy forest and his cape drawn about him Garion hesitated a
nmonent and then stepped quietly behind the tents. He angled down through
the trees and the filnmy, lum nous fog toward the brook, thinking that if he
bathed his aching head in cold water it mght help. He was about fifty
yards fromthe tents when he saw a faint novenment anong the trees ahead. He
st opped.

A huge gray wol f padded out of the fog and stopped in the center of a small
open space among the trees. Garion drew in his breath sharply and froze
beside a large, twisted oak. The wolf sat down on the danp | eaves as if he
were waiting for sonething. The glowing fog illumnated details Garion
woul d not have been able to see on an ordinary night. The wolf's ruff and
shoul ders were silvery, and his nuzzle was shot wth gray. He carried his
age with enornous dignity, and his yellow eyes seemed calm and very wi se
sonehow.

Garion stood absolutely still. He knew that the slightest sound would
instantly reach the sharp ears of the wolf, but it was nore than that. The
bl ow behind his ear had nade himlight-headed, and the strange gl ow of
nmoon- drenched fog nade this encounter seem sonehow unreal. He found that he
was hol di ng his breath.

A large, snow white ow swooped over the open space anbng the trees on
ghosting wings, settled on a |low branch and perched there, |ooking down at
the wolf with an wunblinking stare. The gray wolf | ooked calmy back at the
perched bird. Then, though there was no breath of wind, it seened sonehow
that a sudden eddy in the shimrering fog made the figures of the ow and
the wolf hazy and indistinct. Wen it cleared again, Mster WIf stood in
the center of the opening, and Aunt Pol in her gray gown was seated rather
sedately on the linb above him

"It's been a long tinme since we've hunted together, Polgara," the old nman

sai d.

"Yes, it has, father." She raised her arms and pushed her fingers through
the I ong, dark weight of her hair. "1'd alnpost forgotten what it was |ike."
She seened to shudder then with a strange kind of pleasure. "It's a very
good night for it."



"Alittle danp," he replied, shaking one foot.
"It's very clear above the treetops, and the stars are particularly bright.
It's a splendid night for flying."

"I"'mglad vyou enjoyed yourself. Did you happen to remenber what you were
supposed to be doi ng?"

"Don't be sarcastic, father."

"Vl | 2"

"There's no one in the vicinity but Arends, and nost of themare asleep.”
"You're sure?"

"Of course. There isn't a Golimfor five | eagues in any direction. Did you
find the ones you were | ooking for?"

"They weren't hard to follow," WIf answered. "They're staying in a cave
about three |eagues deeper into the forest. Another one of themdied on
their way back there, and a couple nore probably won't live until norning.
The rest of themseened a little bitter about the way things turned out."

"I can imagine. Did you get close enough to hear what they were sayi ng?"

He nodded. "There's a nman in one of the villages nearby who watches the
road and lets them know when sonebody passes by who might be worth
robbi ng. "

"Then they're just ordinary thieves?"

"Not exactly. They were watching for us in particular. W'd all been
described to themin rather conplete detail."

"I think 1'lIl go talk to this villager," she said grimy. She flexed her
fingers in an unpl easantly suggestive manner

"I't's not worth the tine it would take,” WlIf told her, scratching
t houghtfully at his beard. "All he'd be able to tell you is that some Mirgo
offered himgold. Golims don't bother to explain very nuch to their
hirelings."

"We should attend to him father," she insisted. "W don't want him ]l urking
behind us, trying to buy up every brigand in Arendia to send after us."

"After tonmorrow he won't buy much of anything," WlIf replied with a short
laugh. "His friends plan to lure himout into the woods in the norning and
cut his throat for him- anobng other things."

"Good. 1'd like to know who the Golimis, though.”

Wl f shrugged. "What difference does it nake? There are dozens of themin
northern Arendia, all stirnng up as much trouble as they can. They know
what's coming as well as we do. We can't expect them to just sit back and

| et us pass.”

"Shouldn't we put a stop to it?"



"We don't have the tinme," he said. "It takes forever to explain things to
Arends. If we nove fast enough, nmaybe we can slip by before the Golins are
ready. "

"And if we can't?"

"Then we'll do it the other way. |'ve got to get to Zedar before he crosses
into Cthol Murgos. |If too many things get in my way, |[|'Il have to be nore
direct."”

"You shoul d have done that fromthe beginning, father. Sometines you're too
del i cate about things."

"Are you going to start that again? That's always your answer to
everything, Polgara. You're forever fixing things that would fix thensel ves
if you'd just |eave them al one, and changi ng thi ngs when they don't have to
be changed."

"Don't be cross, father. Help me down."

"Way not fly down?" he suggested.

"Don't be absurd."

Garion slipped anay anong the nossy trees, trenbling violently as he went.

When Aunt Pol and Mster WIf returned to the clearing, they roused the
others. "I think we'd better nove on," WIf told them "W're alittle
vul nerable out here. It's safer on the highway, and I'd |ike to get past
this particular stretch of woods."

The dismantling of their night's encanpnent took |ess than an hour, and
they started back along the woodcutter's track toward the Great Wst Road.
Though it was still some hours before dawn, the nmoonbathed fog filled the
night with msty lumnosity, and it seemed alnost as if they rode through a
shining cloud that had settled anmong the dark trees. They reached the
hi ghway and turned south agai n.

"I"'d like to be a good way from here when the sun cones up,"” WIf said
quietly, "but we don't want to blunder into anything, so keep your eyes and
ears open."

They set off at a canter and had covered a good three |eagues by the tine
the fog had begun to turn a pearly gray with the approach of norning. As
t hey rounded a broad curve, Hettar suddenly raised his arm signaling for a
hal t.

"What's wrong?" Barak asked him

"Horses ahead," Hettar replied. "Coming this way."

"Are you sure? | don't hear anything."

"Forty at least," Hettar answered firmy.
"There," Durnik said, his head cocked to one side. "Hear that?"

Faintly they all heard a jingling clatter some distance off in the fog. "W
could hide in the wods wuntil they' ve passed,"” Lelldorin suggested.



"It's better to stay on the road," Wl f replied.
"Let me handle it," Silk said confidently, nmoving into the lead. "I've done
this sort of thing before.” They proceeded at a careful walk.

The riders who energed fromthe fog were encased in steel. They wore ful
suits of polished arnmor and round helnmets wth pointed visors that nade
them | ook strangely Iike huge insects. They earned long |lances with col ored
pennons at their tips, and their horses were nmassive beasts, also encased
in arnor.

"M nbrat e kni ghts, " Lel I dorin snarl ed, hi s eyes goi ng flat.

"Keep your feelings to yourself,” WIf told the young man. "If any of them
say anything to you, answer in such a way that they'll think you're a

M nbrate synpat hizer - like young Berentain back at your uncle's house."

Lelldorin's face hardened.

"Do as he tells you, Lelldorin,” Aunt Pol said. "This isn't the tine for
heroics. "
"Hold!" the | eader of the arnored colum conmanded, |owering his |ance

until the steel point was |leveled at them "Let one conme forward so that |
may speak with him™" The knight's tone was perenptory.

Silk moved toward the steel-cased man, his snile ingratiating. "W're glad
to see you, Sir Knight," he lied glibly. "W were set upon by robbers | ast
ni ght, and we've been riding in fear of our lives."

"What is thy name?" the knight demanded, raising his visor, "and who are
t hese who acconpany thee?"

"I am Radek of Boktor, my Lord," Silk answered, bowi ng and pulling off his
vel vet cap, "a mnerchant of Drasnia bound for Tol Honeth with Sendarian
wool ens in hopes of catching the winter market."

The arnored man's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Thy party seens overl arge
for so sinple an undertaking, worthy merchant."

"The three there are ny servants,” Silk told him pointing at Barak
Hettar, and Durnik. "The old man and the boy serve ny sister, a w dow of
i ndependent means who acconpanies me so that she might visit Tol Honeth."

"What of the other?" the knight pressed. "The Asturian?"

"A young nobleman traveling to Vo Mnbre to visit friends there. He
graciously consented to guide us through this forest."

The knight's suspicion seened to relax a bit. "Thou nmadest nention of
robbers," he said. "Were did this anbush take pl ace?"

"About three or four |eagues back. They set upon us after we had made our
night's encanpnent. W nmanaged to beat them off, but ny sister was
terrified.”

"This province of Asturia seethes wth rebellion and brigandage," the
kni ght said sternly. "My nmen and | are sent to suppress such offenses. Cone
here, Asturian.”



Lelldorin's nostrils flared, but he obediently cane forward. "I wll
require thy nane of thee."

"M name is Lel I dori n, Sir Knight. How  may | serve t hee?"
"These robbers thy friends spoke of - were they conmons or men of quality?”

"Serfs, my Lord," Lelldorin replied, "ragged and uncouth. Doubtless fled
fromlawful subm ssion to their masters to take up outlawy in the forest."

"How may we expect duty and proper subm ssion fromserfs when nobl es raise
det est abl e rebel I'i on agai nst the crown?" t he kni ght assert ed.

"Truly, my Lord," Lelldorin agreed with a show of sadness that was a trifle
overdone. "Mich have | argued that selfsame point with those who speak
endl essly of M nbrate oppression and overweeni ng arrogance. My appeals for
reason and dutiful respect for H s Majesty, our Lord King, however, are
greeted with derision and cold despite." He sighed.

"Thy wi sdom becones thee, young Lelldorin," the kni ght approved.
"Regrettably, | nust detain thee and thy conpanions in order that we may
verify certain details.”

"Sir Knight!" Silk protested vigorously. "A change in the weather could

destroy the value of ny merchandise in Tol Honeth. | pray you, don't del ay
ne."

"I regret the necessity, good nerchant,"” the knight replied, "but Asturia
is filled with dissenblers and plotters. | can pernmit none to pass w t hout

nmeti cul ous exam nation."

There was a stir at the rear of the Mnbrate colum. In single file,
respl endent in burnished breastplates, pluned helnmets and crinson capes, a
half a hundred Tol nedran | egionnaires rode slowy along the flank of the
arnored kni ghts.

"What seens to be the problem here?" the Ilegion commander, a |ean
| eat her-faced man of forty or so, asked politely as he stopped not far from
Silk's horse

"W do not require the assistance of the legions in this mtter," the
knight said coldly. "Qur orders are from Vo Mnbre. W are sent to help
restore order in Asturia and we were questioning these travelers to that
end. "

"I have a great respect for order, Sir Knight," the Tol nedran replied, "but
the security of the highway is my responsibility.” He | ooked inquiringly at
Si | k.

"I am Radek of Boktor, Captain,"” Silk told him "a Drasni an nerchant bound
for Tol  Honet h. I have docunents, if you wish to see them™

"Documents are easily forged," the knight decl ared.
"So they are," the Tol nedran agreed, "but to save time | make it a practice
to accept all docunents at face value. A Drasnian nerchant wth goods in
his packs has a legitimte reason to be on an |nperial H ghway, Sir Knight.
There's no reason to detain him is there?"

"W seek to stamp out banditry and rebellion,” the knight asserted hotly.



"Stanp away," the captain said, "but off the highway, if you don't mnd. By
treaty the Inperial Hi ghway is Tol nedran territory. \Wat you do once you're
fifty yards back in the trees is your affair; what happens on this road is
mne. I'mcertain that no true Mnbrate knight would want to humiliate his
king by violating a solemm agreenent between the Arendish crown and the
Emperor of Tol endra, would he?"

The kni ght | ooked at hi m hel pl essly.

"I think you should proceed, good nerchant," the Tolnedran told Silk. "I
know that all Tol Honeth awaits your arrival breathlessly.” Silk grinned at
himand bowed fioridly in his saddle. Then he gestured to the others and
they all rode slowy past the fuming Mnbrate knight. After they had
passed, the legionnaires closed ranks across the highway, effectively
cutting off any pursuit.

"Good man there," Barak said. "I don't think nuch of Tol nedrans ordinarily,
but that one's different."

"Let's move right along,” Mster WIf said. "lI'd rather not have those
kni ghts doubling back on us after the Tol nedrans |eave."

They pushed their horses into a gallop and rode on, |eaving the knights
behi nd, arguing heatedly with the |legion conmander in the nmddle of the
r oad.

They stayed that night at a thick-walled Tol nedran hostel, and for perhaps
the first time in his life Garion bathed w thout the insistence or even the
suggestion of his Aunt. Though he had not had the chance to becone directly
involved in the fight in the clearing the night before, he felt sonehow as
if he were spattered with blood or worse. He had not before realized how
grotesquely nen could be mutilated in close fighting. Watching a |iving nman
di senbowl ed or brained had filled him with a kind of deep shane that the
ultimate inner secrets of the human body could be so grossly exposed. He
felt unclean. He renobved his clothing in the chilly bathhouse and even,
wi t hout thinking, the silver amulet Mster WIf and Aunt Pol had given him
and then he entered the steam ng tub where he scrubbed at his skin with a
coarse brush and strong soap, much harder than even the nost neticul ous
obsession w th personal cleanliness would have required.

For the next several days they noved southward at a steady pace, stopping
each night at the evenly spaced Tol nedran hostel s where the presence of the
hard-faced |egionnaires was a continual renminder that all the might of
I mperial Tol nedra guaranteed the safety of travelers who sought refuge
there.

On the sixth day after the fight in the forest, however, Lelldorin's horse
pulled wup lane. Durnik and Hettar, under Aunt Pol's supervision, spent
several hours brewing poultices over a snmall fire by the roadside and
appl ying steamng conpresses to the animal's leg while WIf funmed at the
delay. By the tine the horse was fit to continue, they all realized that
there was no chance to reach t he next hostel before dar k

"Well, dd Wwlf," Aunt Pol said after they had renounted, "what now? Do we
ride on at night, or do we try to take shelter in the forest again?"

"I haven't decided," Wl f answered shortly.

"I'f 1 remenber right, there's a village not far ahead," Lelldorin, now



mounted on an Algar horse, stated. "It's a poor place, but I think it has
an inn - of sorts.”

"That sounds om nous," Silk said. "Wat exactly do you nean by 'of sorts'?"

"The Lord of this demesne is notoriously greedy," Lelldorin replied. "Hs
taxes are crushing, and his people have little left for thenselves. The inn
isn't good."

"We'll have to chance it," WIf decided, and led themoff at a brisk trot.
As they approached the village, the heavy clouds began to clear off, and
t he sun broke through wanly.

The village was even worse than Lelldorin's description had led themto
believe. A half dozen ragged beggars stood in the nud on the outskirts,
their hands held out inploringly and their voices shrill. The houses were
not hi ng nore than rude hovel s oozing snoke fromthe pitiful fires wthin.
Scrawny pigs rooted in the nuddy streets, and the stench of the place was
awf ul

A funeral procession slogged through the nud toward the burial ground on
the other side of the village. The corpse, carried on a board, was w apped
in a ragged brown blanket, and the richly robed and cowed priests of
Chal dan, the Arendish God, chanted an age-old hym that had rmuch to do with
war and vengeance, but little to do with confort. The wi dow, a whinpering
i nfant at her breast, followed the body, her face blank and her eyes dead.

The inn smelled of stale beer and half-rotten food. A fire had destroyed
one end of the common room charring and bl ackeni ng the | owbeaned ceiling.
The gaping hole in the burned wall was curtained off wth a sheet of
rotting canvas. The fire pit in the center of the roomsnoked, and the
har d- f aced i nnkeeper was surly. For supper he offered only bow s of watery

gruel - a nmixture of barley and turnips.

"Charm ng," Silk said sardonically, pushing away his untouched bow. "lI'ma
bit surprised at you, Lelldorin. Your passion for correcting wongs seens
to have overlooked this place. Mght | suggest that your next crusade

include a visit to the Lord of this demesne? H's hanging seens |ong
over due. "

"I hadn't realized it was so bad," Lelldorin replied in a subdued voice. He
| ooked around as if seeing certain things for the first tine. A kind of

si ck horr or began to show itself in hi s transpar ent face.
Garion, his stomach churning, stood up. "I think 1'Il go outside," he
decl ar ed.

"Not too far," Aunt Pol warned.

The air outside was at |east sonewhat cleaner, and Garion picked his way
carefully toward the edge of the village, trying to avoid the worst of the
mud.

"Please, ny Lord," alittle girl with huge eyes begged, "have you a crust
of bread to spare?"

Garion |ooked at her helplessly. "I'm sorry." He funbled through his
cl ot hes, |ooking for sonething to give her, but the child began to cry and
turned away.



In the stunp-dotted field beyond the stinking streets, a ragged boy about
Garion's own age was playing a wooden flute as he watched a few scrubby
cows. The nelody he played was heartbreakingly pure, drifting unnoticed
anong the hovels squatting in the slanting rays of the pale sun. The boy
saw him but did not break off his playing. Their eyes net with a kind of
grave recognition, but they did not speak

At the edge of the forest beyond the field, a dark-robed and hooded man
astride a black horse came out of the trees and sat watching the village.
There was sonething om nous about the dark figure, and sonething vaguely
famliar as well. It seened sonehow to Garion that he should know who the
rider was, but, though his mnd groped for a nane, it tantalizingly el uded
him He |ooked at the figure at the edge of the woods for a long tine,
noticing without even being aware of it that though the horse and rider
stood in the full [Iight of the setting sun, there was no shadow behind
them Deep in his mnd something tried to shriek at him but, all benused,
he nmerely watched. He would not say anything to Aunt Pol or the others
about the figure at the edge of the woods because there was nothing to say;
as soon as he turned his back, he would forget.

The light began to fade, and, because he had begun to shiver, he turned to
go back to the inn with the aching song of the boy's flute soaring toward
t he sky above him

Chapter Six

DESPI TE THE PROM SE OF the brief Sunset, the next day dawned cold and nurky
with a chill drizzle that weathed down anong the trees and made the entire
forest sodden and gloomny. They left the inn early and soon entered a part
of the wood that seened nore darkly foreboding than even the omni nous
stretches through which they had previously passed. The trees here were
enornous, and nany vast, gnarled oaks lifted their bare |linbs anpong the
dark firs and spruces. The forest floor was covered with a kind of gray
noss that | ooked di seased and unwhol esone.

Lelldorin had spoken little that nmorning, and Garion assuned that his
friend was still struggling wth the probl em of Nachak's schenme. The young
Asturian rode along, wapped in his heavy green cloak, his reddish-gold
hair danp and dispirited-looking in the steady drizzle. Garion pulled in
beside his friend, and they rode silently for a while. "Wat's troubling
you, Lelldorin?" he asked finally.

"I think that all ny life |I've been blind, Garion," Lelldorin replied.
"Ch? In what way?" Garion said it carefully, hoping that his friend had
finally decided to tell Mster Wl f everything.

"I sawonly Mnbre's oppression of Asturia. | never saw our own oOppression
of our own people."

"I"ve been trying to tell you that,"
it finally?"

Garion pointed out. "Wat nade you see

"That village where we stayed last night," Lelldorin explained. "I've never
seen so poor and nean a place - or people crushed into such hopel ess
m sery. How can they bear it?"



"Do they have any choice?"

"My father at least |ooks after the people on his land,"” the young nman
asserted defensively. "No one goes hungry or without shelter - but those
people are treated worse than aninmals. |'ve always been proud of ny
station, but now it nmakes me ashamed." Tears actually stood in his eyes.

Garion was not sure how to deal with his friend s sudden awakeni ng. On the
one hand, he was glad that Lelldorin had finally seen what had al ways been
obvious; but on the other, he was nore than a Ilittle afraid of what this
newf ound perception might cause his nercurial conmpanion to leap into.

"I'"ll renounce nmy rank," Lelldorin declared suddenly, as if he had been
listening to Garion's thoughts, "and when I return fromthis quest, I'Il go
anmong the serfs and share their lives - their sorrows."

"What good will that do? How would your suffering in any way make theirs
| ess?"

Lelldorin |ooked up sharply, a half dozen enotions chasing each other
across his open face. Finally he smled, but there was a deternmination in
his blue eyes. "You're right, of course,” he said. "You always are. It's
amazi ng how you can always see directly to the heart of a problem Garion."

"Just what have you got in mnd?" Garion asked a little apprehensively.

"I'"ll lead themin revolt. I'lIl sweep across Arendia with an army of serfs
at nmy back." His voice rang as his imagination fired with the idea.

Garion groaned. "Wiy is that always your answer to everything, Lelldorin?"
he demanded. "In the first place, the serfs don't have any weapons and they
don't know how to fight. No matter how hard you talk, you'd never get them
to follow you. In the second place, if they did, every nobleman in Arendia
would join ranks against you. They'd butcher your arny; and afterward,
things would be ten tines worse. In the third place, you'd just be starting
anot her civil war; and that's exactly what the Mirgos want . "

Lelldorin blinked several tinmes as Garion's wrds sank in. Hs face
gradual ly grew mournful again. "I hadn't thought of that," he confessed.

"I didn't think you had. You're going to keep making these m stakes as |ong
as you keep carrying your brainin the sane scabbard with your sword,
Lel I dorin."

Lel I dorin hushed at that, and then he |aughed ruefully. "That's a pointed
way of putting it, Garion," he said reproachfully.

"I'"'m sorry," Garion apologized quickly. "Maybe | should have said it
anot her way. "

"No," Lelldorintold him "I'man Arend. | tend to mss things if they
aren't said directly."

"It's not that you're stupid, Lelldorin," Garion protested. "That's a
m st ake everyone nmakes. Arends aren't stupid - they're just inpulsive.”

"All this was nore than just inpulsiveness,” Lelldorin insisted sadly,
gesturing out at the danp noss |ying under the trees.



"This what?" Garion asked, | ooking around.

"This is the last stretch of forest before we conme out on the plains of
central Arendia," Lelldorin explained. "It's the natural boundary between
M nmbre and Asturia.”

"The woods | ook the sane as all the rest," Garion observed, |ooking around.
"Not really,"” Lelldorin said sonmberly. "This was the favorite ground for
anbush. The floor of this forest is carpeted wth old bones. Look there."
He poi nted.

At first it seened to Garion that what his friend indicated was nerely a
pair of twi sted sticks protruding fromthe noss with the twigs at their
ends entangled in a scrubby bush. Then, with revul sion, he realized that
they were the greenish bones of a human arm the fingers clutched at the
bush in a last convul sive agony. Qutraged, he demanded, "Wy didn't they
bury hi n®"

"It would take a thousand nen a thousand years to gather all the bones that

lie here and commit them to earth,” Lelldorin intoned norbidly. "Wole
generations of Arendia rest here - Mnbrate, Wicite, Asturian. Al lie
wher e they fell, and the noss bl ankets their endl ess sl unber.”

Garion shuddered and pulled his eyes away fromthe mute appeal of that |one
armrising fromthe sea of mbss on the floor of the forest. The curious
[ unps and hunmocks of that nbss suggested the horror which |ay noldering
beneath. As he raised his eyes, he realized that the uneven surface
extended as far as he could see, "How long until we reach the plain?" he
asked in a hushed voi ce.

"Two days, probably."

"Two days? And it's all like this?"

Lel I dori n nodded.

"Why?" Garion's tone was harsher, nore accusing than he'd intended.

"At first for pride - and honor," Lelldorin replied. "Later for grief and
revenge. Finally it was sinply because we didn't know how to stop. As you
said before, sonetimes we Arends aren't very bright.”

"But always brave," Garion answered quickly.

"Ch vyes," Lelldorin admtted. "Always brave. |It's our national curse.”

"Belgarath," Hettar said quietly from behind them "the horses snell
somet hi ng. "

Mster Wl f roused hinself fromthe doze in which he usually rode. "What?"
"The horses,"” Hettar repeated. "Sonething out there's frightening them"

Wl f's eyes narrowed and then grew strangely blank. After a nonment he drew
in a sharp breath with a nuttered curse

"Algroths,"” he swore

"What's an Al grot h?" Durni k asked.



"A non- human- sonewhat distantly related to Trolls."

"I saw a Troll once," Barak said. "A big ugly thing with claws and fangs."

"WIl they attack us?" Durnik asked.

"Alnost certainly.” WlIlf's voice was tense. "Hettar, you' re going to have
to keep the horses under control. We don't dare get separated.”

"Where did they cone fronP" Lelldorin asked. "There aren't any nonsters in
this forest."

"They cone down out of the nountains of Ugo sonetimes when they get
hungry,"” WIf answered. "They don't |eave survivors to report their
presence. "

"You'd better do sonething, father," Aunt Pol said. "They're all around
us."

Lel I dorin | ooked quickly around as if getting his bearings. "W're not far
fromEl gon's tor," he offered. "W mght be able to hold themoff if we get
there."”

"Elgon's tor?" Barak said. He had already drawn his heavy sword.
"It's a high hillock covered wth boulders,"” Lelldorin explained. "It's
alnmobst like a fort. Elgon heldit for a nonth against a Mnbrate arny.”

"Sounds promising,"” Silk said. "It would get us out of the trees at least."
He |ooked nervously around at the forest |looming about themin the
drizzling rain.

"Let's try for it," WIf decided. "They haven't worked thenselves up to the
poi nt of attacking yet, and the rain's confusing their sense of snell."

A strange barking sound canme fromback in the forest.
"I's that then?" Garion asked, his voice sounding shrill in his own ears.

"They're calling to each other,” WIf told him "Some of them have seen us.
Let's pick up the pace a bit, but don't start running until we see the
tor."

They nudged their nervous horses into a trot and noved steadily along the
muddy road as it began to clinb toward the top of a low ridge. "Half a
| eague,” Lelldorin said tensely. "Half a | eague and we should see the tor."

The horses were difficult to hold in, and their eyes rolled wildly at the
surrounding woods. Garion felt his heart pounding, and his nouth was
suddenly dry. It started to rain a bit harder. He caught a novenent out of
the corner of his eye and | ooked quickly. A manlike figure was |oping al ong
parallel to the road about a hundred paces back in the forest. It ran half
crouched, its hands touching the ground. It seenmed to be a |oathsonme gray
col or.

"Over there!" Garion cried.

"I saw him" Barak grow ed. "Not quite as big as a Troll."



Silk grimaced. "Big enough.”

"If they attack, be careful of their claws," WIf warned. "They're
venonous. "

"That's exciting," Silk said.
"There's the tor," Aunt Pol announced quite calmy.
"Let's run!" WIf barked.

The frightened horses, suddenly released, |eaped forward and fled up the
road, their hoofs <churning. An enraged how cane fromthe woods behind
them and the barking sound grew | ouder all around them

"We're going to make it!" Durnik shouted in encouragenent. But suddenly a
hal f - dozen snarling Algroths were in the road in front of them their arns
spread wi de and their nouths gaping hideously. They were huge, with apelike
arms and claws instead of fingers. Their faces were goatish, surnounted by
short, sharp-pointed horns, and they had I|ong, yellow fangs. Their gray
skin was scaly, reptilian.

The horses screanmed and reared, trying to bolt. Garion clung to his saddle
wi th one hand and fought the reins with the other.

Barak beat at his horse's runp with the flat of his sword and kicked
savagely at the animal's flanks until the horse, finally nore afraid of him
than the Algroths, charged. Wth two great sweeps, one to either side,
Barak killed two of the beasts as he plunged through. A third, claws
outstretched, tried to leap on his back, but stiffened and collapsed
facedown in the nmud with one of Lelldorin's arrows between its shoul ders.
Barak wheeled his horse and chopped at the three remaining creatures.
"Let's go!" he bell owned.

Garion heard Lelldorin gasp and turned quickly. Wth sick horror he saw
that a lone Algroth had crept out of the woods beside the road and was
clawing at his friend, trying to hook him out of the saddle. Wakly,
Lelldorin beat at the goat face with his bow Garion desperately drew his
sword, but Hettar, coming frombehind, was already there. H s curved sabre
ran through the beast's body, and the Algroth shrieked and fell withing to
t he ground beneat h t he poundi ng hoofs of the pack ani mal s.

The horses, running now in sheer panic, scranbled toward the slope of the
boul der-strewn tor. Garion glanced back over his shoul der and saw Lelldorin
swayi ng dangerously in his saddle, his hand pressed to his bl eeding side.
Garion pulled in savagely on his reins and turned his horse.

"Save yourself, Garion!" Lelldorin shouted, his face deadly pale.

"No!" Garion sheathed his sword, pulled in beside his friend and took his
arm steadying himin the saddle. Together they galloped toward the tor
with Garion straining to hold the injured young man.

The tor was a great junble of earth and stone thrusting up above the
tallest trees around it. Their horses scranbled and clattered up the side
anong the wet boul ders. Wen they reached the snall flat area at the top of
the tor where the pack animals huddled together, trenbling in the rain,
Garion slid out of his saddle in tine to catch Lelldorin, who toppled
slowy to one side.



"Over here," Aunt Pol called sharply. She was pulling her small bundle of
her bs and bandages out of one of the packs. "Durnik, 1'll need a fire - at
once. "

Durni k |1 ooked around hel plessly at the few scraps of wood lying in the rain
at the top of the tor. "I'll try," he said doubtfully.

Lelldorin's breathing was shallow and very fast. His face was still a
deadly white, and his legs would not hold him Garion held himup, a sick
fear in the pit of his stomach. Hettar took the wounded man's other arm
and between themthey half carried himto where Aunt Pol knelt, opening her
bundl e.

"I have to get the poison out inmrediately," she told them "Garion, give ne
your knife."

Garion drew his dagger and handed it to her. Swiftly she ripped open
Lelldorin"s brown tunic along his side, revealing the savage wounds the
Al groth's claws had nade.

"This will hurt," she said. "Hold him"

Garion and Hettar took hold of Lelldorin's arns and | egs, hol di ng hi mdown.

Aunt Pol took a deep breath and then deftly sliced open each of the puffy
wounds. Blood spurted and Lelldorin screaned once. Then he fainted.

"Hettar!" Barak shouted from atop a boul der near the edge of the slope. "W
need you!"

"Go!" Aunt Pol told the hawk-faced Algar. "W can handle this now. Garion,

you stay here." She was crushing sone dried |eaves and sprinkling the
fragnents into the bleeding wounds. "The fire, Durnik," she ordered.
"It won't start, Mstress Pol," Durnik replied helplessly. "lIt's too wet."

She | ooked quickly at the pile of sodden wood the snmith had gathered.

Her eyes narrowed, and she nmade a quick gesture. Garion's ears rang
strangely and there was a sudden hissing. A cloud of steamburst fromthe
wood, and then crackling flames curled up fromthe sticks. Durnik junped
back, startled.

"The small pot, Garion," Aunt Pol instructed, "and water. Quickly." She
pul | ed of I her bl ue cl oak and cover ed Lel Il dorin W th it.

Silk, Barak and Hettar stood at the edge of the slope, heaving | arge rocks
over the wedge. Garion could hear the clatter and clash of the rocks
striking the boul ders below and the barking of the Al groths, punctuated by
an occasi onal howl of pain.

He cradled his friend's head in his lap, terribly afraid. "Is he going to
be all right?" he appealed to Aunt Pol

"It's too early to tell," she answered. "Don't bother me w th questions
just now. "

"They' re running!" Barak shouted.

"They're still hungry,"” WoIf replied grimy. "They'Il be back."



Fromfar off in the forest there cane the sound of a brassy horn

"What's that?" Silk asked, still puffing from the effort of heaving the
heavy stones over the edge.

"Sonmeone |'ve been expecting," WIf answered with a strange smle. He
rai sed his hands to his lips and whistled shrilly.

"I can manage now, Garion," Aunt Pol said, mashing a thick paste into a
steanmi ng pad of wet |inen bandage. "You and Durnik go help the others.™

Rel uctantly Garion |owered Lelldorin's head to the wet turf and ran over to
where WIf stood. The slope below was littered with dead and dying
Al groths, crushed by the rocks Barak and the others had hurled down on
t hem

"They're going to try again," Barak said, hefting another rock. "Can they
get at us from behi nd?"

Sil k shook his head. "No. | checked. The back of the hill's a sheer face."

The Algroths came out of the woods below, barking and snarling as they
| oped forward with their half crouched gait. The first of them had al ready
crossed the road when the horn blew again, very close this tine.

And then a huge horse bearing a man in full armor burst out of the trees
and thundered down upon the attacking creatures. The arnored man crouched
over his Jlance and plunged directly into the mdst of the startled
Al groths. The great horse screaned as he charged, and his ironshod hoofs
churned up big clots of nud. The | ance crashed through the chest of one of
the largest Al groths and splintered from the force of the blow The
splintered end took another full in the face. The knight discarded the
shattered lance and drew his broadsword with a single sweep of his arm
Wth wide swings to the right and |l eft he chopped his way through the pack
his warhorse tranpling the living and the dead alike into the nud of the
road. At the end of his charge he whirled and pl unged back agai n, once nore
opening a path with his sword. The Algroths turned and fled howing into
t he woods.

"Mandoral len!™ Wbl f shouted. "Up herel™

The arnored knight raised his bl ood-spattered visor and | ooked up the hill
"Permit me to disperse this rabble first, ny ancient friend," he answered
gaily, clanged down his visor, and plunged into the rainy woods after the
Al grot hs.

"Hettar!" Barak shouted, already moving.

Hettar nodded tersely, and the two of themran to their horses. They swing
into their saddles and plunged down the wet slope to the aid of the
stranger.

"Your friend shows a renarkable lack of good sense," Silk observed to
Mster WIlf, wiping the rain fromhis face. "Those things will turn on him
any second now. "

"It probably hasn't occurred to himthat he's in any danger," WIf replied.
"He's a Mnbrate, and they tend to think they're invincible." The fight in
the woods seened to last for a long tine. There were shouts and ringing



bl ows and shrieks of terror fromthe Al groths. Then Hettar, Barak, and the
strange knight rode out of the trees and trotted up the tor. At the top
the arnored man clanged down fromhis horse. "Well net, ny old friend," he

boomed to Mster Wlf. "Thy friends bel ow were nost frolicsone." H s arnor
gl eaned wetly in the rain.

"I"'mglad we found sonething to entertain you," WIf said dryly.

"I can still hear them" Durnik reported. "I think they're still running."
"Their cowardice hath deprived us of an amusing afternoon,” the knight

observed, regretfully sheathing his sword and removing his helnet.
"We must all make sacrifices,"” Silk draw ed.

The knight sighed. "All too true. Thou art a man of phil osophy, | see." He
shook the water out of the white plune on his hel net.

"Forgive ne," Mster WIf said. "This is Mandorallen, Baron of Vo Mandor

He'll be going with us. Mandorallen, this is Prince Kheldar of Drasnia and
Barak, Earl of Trellheim and cousin to King Anheg of Cherek. Over there is
Hettar, son of Cho-Hag, chief of the Can-Chiefs of Al garia. The practica

one is Goodman Durnik of Sendaria, and this boy is Garion, nmy grandson -
several times renoved."”

Mandor al | en bowed deeply to each of them "I greet you, conrades all," he
declaimed in his booming voice. "Qur adventure hath seen a fortuitous
begi nning. And pray tell, who is this |ady, whose beauty doth bedazzle m ne
eye?"

"A pretty speech, Sir Knight," Aunt Pol replied with a rich laugh, her hand
goi ng al most unconsciously to her danp hair. "I'm going to like this one,
father."

"The | egendary Lady Pol gara?" Mandorallen asked. "My life hath now seen its
crowmn." His courtly bow was sonewhat marred by the creaking of his arnor.

"Qur injured friend is Lelldorin, son of the Baron of W]Idantor," Wl f
continued. "You may have heard of him™"

Mandoral | en's face darkened slightly. "Indeed. Runor, which sonmetines |oth
run before wus Ilike a barking dog, hath suggested that Lelldorin of
Wl dantor hath raised on occasion foul rebellion against the crown."

"That's of no matter now," Wl f stressed. "The business which has brought
us together is rmuch nore serious than all that. You'll have to put it
asi de. "

"It shall be as you say, hoble Bel garath,” Mandorallen declared
i medi ately, though his eyes still lingered on the unconscious Lelldorin.
"Grandfather!™ Garion called, pointing at a mounted figure that had

suddenly appeared on the side of the stony hilltop. The figure was robed in
bl ack and sat a black horse. He pushed back his hood to reveal a polished
steel mask cast in the formof a face that was at once beautiful and
strangely repelling. A voice deep in Garion's mind told himthat there was
somet hing i nportant about the strange rider - sonething he should remenber
- but whatever it was eluded him

"Abandon this quest, Belgarath." The voice was hollow behind the mask.



"You know ne better than that, Chandar,”" Mster WIf said calmy, quite
obviously recognizing the rider. "Was this childishness with the Al groths
your idea?"

"And you should know ne better than that," the figure retorted derisively.
"When | come agai nst you, you can expect things to be a bit nore serious.
For now, there are enough underlings about to delay you. That's all we
really need. Once Zedar has carried Cthrag Yaska to ny Master, you can try
your power against the mght and wll of Torak, iif you'd Ilike."

"Are you running errands for Zedar, then?" Wl f asked.
"I run no man's errands,"” the figure replied with heavy contenpt. The rider
seened solid, as real as any of themstanding on the hilltop, but Garion
could see the filny drizzle striking the rocks directly beneath horse and
man. Watever the figure was, the rain was falling right through it.

"Why are you here then, Chandar?" Wl f demanded.

"Let's call it curiosity, Belgarath. | wanted to see for myself how you'd
managed to translate the Prophecy into everyday terns." The figure | ooked
around at the others on the hilltop. "Cever," it said with a certain
grudgi ng adnmiration. "Were did you find themall?"

"I didn't have to find them Chandar," WIf answered. "They've been there
all along. |If any part of the Prophecy is valid, then it all has to be
valid, doesn't it? There's no contrivance involved at all, Each one has

cone down to me through nore generations than you can inmagine."

The figure seemed to hiss with a sharp intake of its breath. "It isn't
conplete yet, old man."

"It wll be, Chandar," WIf replied confidently. "Il've already seen to
that."
"Which is the one who will live twce?" the figure asked suddenly. Wl f

smled coldly, but did not answer.

"Hail, ny Queen," the figure said nockingly then to Aunt Pol

"Golimcourtesy always |leaves me quite cold," she returned with a frosty
l ook. "I'mnot your queen, Chandar."

"You will be, Polgara. M/ Master said that you are to become his w fe when
he cones into his kingdom You'll be queen of all the world."

"That puts you at a bit of a disadvantage, doesn't it, Chandar? If I'mto
become your queen, you can't really cross ne, can you?"

"I can work around you, Polgara, and once you've becone the bride of Torak
his will becones your will. |I'msure you won't hold any old grudges at that
poi nt."

"I think we've had about enough of this, Chandar," Mster WIf said. "Your
conversation's beginning to bore me. You can have your shadow back now " He
waved his hand negligently as if brushing away a troubl esone fly. "Go," he
commanded.

Once again Garion felt that strange surge and that hollow roaring in his



m nd. The horseman vani shed.

"You didn't destroy him did you?" Silk gasped in a shocked voi ce.

"No," Mster WIf told him "It was all just an illusion. It's a childish
trick the Golinms find inpressive. A shadow can be projected over quite
some distance if you want to take the trouble. AIl | did was send his

shadow back to him" He grinned suddenly with a sly twist to his lips. "O
course | selected a somewhat indirect route. It may take a few days to make
the trip. It won't actually hurt him but it's going to make hima bit
unconfortable - and extremely conspicuous."

"A nost unseemy specter,"” Mandorall en observed. "W was this rude shade?"

"It was Chandar," Aunt Pol said, returning her attention to the injured
Lelldorin, "one of the <chief priests of the Golinms. Father and | have net
hi m before. "

"I think we'd better get off this hilltop,” WIf stated. "How soon will
Lelldorin be able to ride?"

"A week at least," Aunt Pol replied, "if then."

"That's out of the question. W can't stay here.”

"He can't ride," she told himfirmy.

"Couldn't we make a litter of some sort?" Durnik suggested. "I'msure | can
make sonmething we can sling between two horses so we can nove himw t hout
hurting him"

"Well, Pol?" Wlf asked.

"I  suppose it will be all right,” she said a little dubiously.

"Let's do it then. W're nuch too exposed up here, and we've got to nove
on."

Dur ni kK nodded and went to the packs for rope to use in building the litter

Chapt er Seven

SI R MANDORALLEN, BARON OF VO MANDOR, was a man of slightly nore than medi um
height. His hair was black and curly, his eyes were deep blue, and he had a
resonant voice in which he expressed firmly held opinions. Garion did not
like him The knight's towering self confidence, an egotism so pure that
there was a kind of innocence about it, seemed to confirmthe worst of

Lelldorin's dark pronouncenents about M nbrat es; and Mandorallen's
extravagant courtesy to Aunt Pol struck Garion as beyond the bounds of
proper civility. To make nmatters even worse, Aunt Pol seened quite willing

to accept the knight's flatteries at face val ue.

As they rode through the continuing drizzle along the Great Wst Road,
Garion noted wth sonme satisfaction that his conpanions appeared to share
his opinion. Barak's expression spoke |ouder than words; Silk's eyebrows
lifted sardonically at each of the knight's pronouncenents; and Durnik



scow ed.

Garion, however, had little time to sort out his feelings about the
M nmbrate. He rode close beside the litter upon which Lelldorin tossed
painfully as the Al groth Pol son seared in his wounds. He offered his friend
what confort he could and exchanged frequent worried |ooks with Aunt Pol
who rode nearby. During the worst of Lelldorin's paroxysns, Garion
hel pl essly held the young man's hand, unable to think of anything else to
do to ease his pain.

"Bear thine infirmty with fortitude, good youth," Mandorallen cheerfully
advised the injured Asturian after a particularly bad bout that |eft
Lelldorin gasping and mpaning. "This disconfort of throe is but an
illusion. Thy mnmind can put it torest if thou wouldst have it so."

"That's exactly the kind of confort 1'd expect froma Mnbrate," Lelldorin
retorted from between clenched teeth. "I think 1'd rather you didn't ride
SO cl ose. Your opi ni ons snmel | al nost as bad as your arnor."

Mandoral |l en's face flushed slightly. "The venom which [oth rage through the
body of our injured friend hath, it would seem bereft himof civility as
wel | as sense," he observed col dly.

Lelldorin half raised hinself in the litter as if to respond hotly, but the
sudden novenent seenmed to aggravate his injury, and he lapsed into
unconsci ousness.

"Hi s wounds are grave," Mandorallen stated. "Thy poultice, Lady Pol gara,
may not suffice to save his life."

"He needs rest," she told him "Try not to agitate himso nuch.”

"I will place nyself beyond the reach of his eye," Mndorallen replied.
"Through no fault of mne own, ny visage is hateful to himand doth stir
himto wunhealthful choler." He noved his warhorse ahead at a canter unti
he was sone distance in front of the rest of them

"Do they all talk like that?" Garion asked wth a certain rancor. "Thee's
and thou's and cl oth' s?"

"Mnbrates tend to be very formal," Aunt Pol explained. "You'll get used to
it."

"I think it sounds stupid,"” Garion nuttered darkly, glaring after the
kni ght .

"An example of good manners won't hurt you all that much, Garion."

They rode on through the dripping forest as evening settled anong the
trees.

"Aunt Pol ?" Garion asked finally.
"Yes, dear?"
"What was that Grolimtal king about when he said that about you and Torak?"

"It's something Torak said once when he was raving. The Golinms took it
seriously, that's all." She pulled her blue cloak tighter about her.



"Doesn't it worry you?"
"Not particularly."
"What was that Prophecy the Golimwas talking about? | didn't understand

any of that." The word "Prophecy" for sone reason stirred sonething very
deep in him

"The Min Codex," she answered. "It's a very old version, and the witing's
alnost illegible. It mentions conmpanions - the bear, the rat, and the nman
who will live twice. It's the only version that says anything about them

Nobody knows for certain that it really means anything."
"CGrandfather thinks it does, doesn't he?"

"Your grandfather has a nunber of curious notions. Ad things inpress him -
probably because he's so old hinmself."

Garion was going to ask her about this Prophecy that seemed to exist in
nore than one version, but Lelldorin noaned then and they both i mediately
turned to him

They arrived shortly thereafter at a Tolnedran hostel wth thick,
whi tewashed walls and a red tile roof. Aunt Pol saw to it that Lelldorin
was placed in a warm room and she spent the night sitting by his bed
caring for him Garion padded worriedly down the dark hallway in his
stocking feet a half-dozen times before nmorning to check on his friend, but
there seened to be no change

By daybreak the rain had let up. They started out in the grayish dawn wth
Mandoral l en still riding sone distance ahead until they reached at |ast the
edge of the dark forest and saw before themthe vast, open expanse of the
Arendi sh central plain, dun-colored and sere in the last few weeks of
wi nter. The knight stopped there and waited for themto join him his face
sonber.

"What's the trouble?" Silk asked him

Mandoral | en pointed gravely at a columm of black snoke rising froma few
mles out on the plain.

"What is it?" Silk inquired, his rat face puzzl ed.

"Snmoke in Arendia can nean but one thing," the knight replied, pulling on
his plumed helnet. "Abide here, dear friends. | wll investigate, but I
fear the worst." He set his spurs to the flanks of his charger and | eaped
forward at a thunderous gall op

"Wait!" Barak roared after him but Mandorallen rode on obliviously. "That
idiot," the big Cherek fumed. "I'd better go with himin case there's
trouble.”

"It isn't necessary," Lelldorin advised weakly fromhis litter. "Not even
an arnmy would dare to interfere with him™

"I thought you didn't like him Barak said, a |little surprised
"l don't," Lelldorin adnmtted, "but he's the nbst feared man in Arendi a.
Even in Asturia we've heard of Sir Mandorall en. No sane man would stand in
his way."



They drew back into the shelter of the forest and waited for the knight to
cone back. When he returned, his face was angry. "It 1is as | feared," he
announced. "A war doth rage in our path - a senseless war, since the two
barons invol ved are kinsmen and the best of friends."

"Can we go around it?" Silk asked.

"Nay, Prince Khel dar," Mandorallen replied. "Their conflict is so
wi despread that we would be waylaid ere we had gone three | eagues. | nust,
it woul d appear, buy us passage."

"Do you think they'll take noney to let wus pass?" Durnik asked dubiously.

"In Arendia there is another way to make such purchase, Goodman,"
Mandoral |l en responded. "May | prevail wupon thee to obtain six or eight
stout pol es perhaps twenty feet in length and about as thick as my wist at
the butt?"

"OfF course." Durnik took up his axe.

"What have you got in mind?" Barak runbled.

"I will challenge them" Mandorallen announced calmy, "one or all. No true
kni ght could refuse me without being called craven. WIt thou be ny second
and deliver ny challenge, ny Lord?"

"What if you lose?" Silk suggested.
"Lose?" Mandorall en seened shocked. "I? Lose?"
"Let it pass," Silk said.

By the time Durnik had returned with the poles, Mndorallen had finished
tighteni ng various straps beneath his arnor. Taking one of the poles, he
vaulted into his saddle and started at a rolling trot toward the col unm of
snoke, with Barak at his side.

"I's this really necessary, father?" Aunt Pol asked.

"W have to get through, Pol," Mster WIf replied. "Don't worry.
Mandor al | en knows what he's doing."

After a couple of nmiles they reached the top of a hill and | ooked down at
the battle below Two grim black castles faced each other across a broad
val l ey, and several villages dotted the plain on either side of the road.
The nearest village was in flames, wth a great pillar of greasy snoke
rising fromit to the |ead-gray sky overhead, and serfs arned with scythes
and pitchforks were attacking each other with a sort of mndless ferocity
on the road itself. Sonme distance off, pikemen were gathering for a charge,
and the air was thick with arrows. On two opposing hills parties of arnored
knights wth bright-colored pennons on their [ances watched the battle.
Great siege engines lofted boulders into the air to crash dowmn on the
struggling nen, killing, so far as @Garion could tell, friend and foe
indiscrimnately. The valley was littered with the dead and the dying.

"Stupid,” WIf nuttered darkly.

"No one | know of has ever accused Arends of brilliance," Silk observed.



Mandorallen set his horn to his lips and blew a shattering blast. The
battl e paused as the soldiers and serfs all stopped to stare up at him He
sounded his horn again, and then again, each brassy note a challenge it
itself. As the two opposing bodies of knights galloped through the
kneehigh, wnter-yellowed grass to investigate, Mandorallen turned to
Barak. "If it please thee, ny Lord," he requested politely, "deliver ny
chal | enge as soon as they approach us."

Barak shrugged. "It's your skin," he noted. He eyed the advancing knights
and then Ilifted his voice in a great roar. "Sir Mandorallen, Baron of Vo
Mandor, desires entertainnent,” he declained. "It would anuse himif each
of your parties would select a chanpion to joust with him I|f, however, you
are all such cowardly dogs that you have no stonmach for such a contest,
cease this brawing and stand aside so that your betters may pass.”

"Splendidly spoken, ny Lord Barak," Mandorallen said with admration

"I"ve always had a way wi th words,"
of knights warily rode closer.

Barak replied nodestly. The two parties

"For shame, ny Lords," Mandorallen chided them "Ye wll gain no honor in
this sorry war. Sir Derigen, what hath caused this contention?"

"An insult, Sir Mandorallen," the noble replied. He was a |arge man, and
his polished steel helnmet had a golden circlet riveted above the visor. "An
insult so vile that it may not go unpuni shed."

"It was | who was insulted,” a noble on the other side contended hotly.
"What was the nature of this insult, Sir Atorain?" Mandorallen inquired.
Bot h nmen | ooked away uneasily, and neither spoke.

"Ye have gone to war over an insult which cannot even be recalled?"
Mandoral l en said incredulously. "I had thought, ny Lords, that ye were
serious nmen, but | now perceive my error."

"Don't the nobles of Arendia have anything better to do?" Barak asked in a
voi ce heavy with contenpt.

"OfF Sir Mndorallen the bastard we have all heard," a swarthy knight in
bl ack enanelled arnmor sneered, "but who is this red-bearded ape who so
mal i gns his betters?"

"You're going to take that?" Barak asked Mandorall en
"It's more or less true," Mandorallen admitted w th a pained | ook, "since
there was sonme tenporary irregularity about my birth which still raises
guestions about ny legitimacy. This knight is Sir Haldorin, ny third
cousin-twi ce renoved. Since it's considered unseemly in Arendia to spil
the blood of kinsnmen, he thus cheaply gains reputation for bol dness by
casting the matter in my teeth."

"Stupid custom" Barak grunted. "In Cherek kinsnen kill each other with
nore ent husiasmthan they kill strangers.™

"Alas." Mandorallen sighed. "This is not Cherek."

"Wuld you be offended if | dealt with this?" Barak asked politely.



"Not at all."

Barak noved closer to the swarthy knight. "I am Barak, Earl of Trellheim"
he announced in a loud voice, "kinsman to King Anheg of Cherek, and | see
that certain nobles in Arendia have even fewer nanners than they have
brains. "

"The Lords of Arendia are not inmpressed by the self bestowed titles of the
pi g-sty ki ngdons of the north," Sir Hal dorin retorted coldly.

"l find your wor ds of fensive, friend," Bar ak sai d om nousl y.
"And | find thy ape face and scraggly beard anusing," Sir Haldorin replied.
Barak did not even bother to draw his sword. He swng his huge armin a
wide circle and crashed his fist wth stunning force against the side of
the swarthy knight's helnet. Sir Haldorin's eyes glazed as he was swept
from his saddle, and he nmade a vast clatter when he struck the ground.
"Wuld anyone else like to comment about ny beard?" Barak demanded.
"CGently, ny Lord," Mandorallen advised. He glanced down with a certain
sati sfaction at the unconscious formof his senseless kinsman twitching in
the tall grass.

"WIl we docilely accept this attack on our brave compani on?" one of the
knights in Baron Derigen's party demanded in a harshly accented voice.

"Kill themall!" He reached for his sword

"In the instant thy sword leaves its sheath thou art a dead man, Sir
Kni ght," Mandoral |l en cool |y advi sed him

The knight's hand froze on his sword hilt.

"For shame, nmy Lords," Mandorallen continued accusingly. "Surely ye know
that by courtesy and comon usage ny challenge, wuntil it is answered

guarantees ny safety and that of my compani ons. Choose your chanpions or
withdraw. | tire of all this and presently wll become irritable."

The two parties of knights pulled back sone distance to confer, and severa
men-at-arnms came to the hilltop to pick up Sir Hal dorin.

"That one who was going to draw his sword was a Mrgo," Garion said
quietly.

"I noticed that," Hettar murnmured, his dark eyes glittering.

"They' re comni ng back," Durni k war ned.

"I will joust with thee, Sir Mandorallen," Baron Derigen announced as he
approached. "I doubt not that thy reputation is well-deserved, but | also
have taken the prize in no small nunmber of tourneys. | would be honored to

try a lance with thee."

"And I too will try my skill against throe, Sir Knight," Baron Otorain
declared. "My armis also feared in sonme parts of Arendia.”

"Very well," Mandorallen replied. "Let us seek level ground and proceed
The day wears on, and ny conpanions and | have business to the south."



They all rode down the hill to the field below where the two groups of
kni ghts drew up on either side of a course which had been quickly tranpled
out in the high, vyellow grass. Derigen galloped to the far end, turned and
sat waiting, his blunted | ance resting in his stirrup.

"Thy courage becones thee, ny Lord," Mandorallen called, taking up one of
the poles Durnik had cut. "I shall try not to injure thee too greatly. Art
thou prepared to neet mnmy charge?"

"I am" the baron replied, |owering his visor

Mandor al | en cl apped down his visor, |lowered his |ance, and set his spurs to
hi s war hor se.

"It's probably inappropriate under the circunstances," Silk nurmured, "but
I can't help wshing that our overbearing friend could suffer sone
hum liating defeat."

Mster Wlf gave hima withering | ook. "Forget it!"
"I's he that good?" Silk asked wi stfully.
"Watch," Wl f told him

The two knights net in the center of the course wth a resounding crash,
and their lances both shattered at the stunning inpact, |littering the
tranpled grass wth splinters. They thundered past each other, turned and
rode back, each to his original starting place. Derigen, Garion noticed,
swayed sonewhat in the saddl e as he rode.

The kni ghts charged again, and their fresh lances also shattered. "I should
have cut nore poles,"” Durnik said thoughtfully.

But Baron Derigen swayed even nore as he rode back this time, and on the
third charge his faltering | ance glanced off Mandorallen's shield.
Mandoral l en's | ance, however, struck true, and the baron was hurled from
his saddle by the force of their meeting.

Mandoral l en reined in his charger and | ooked down at him "Art thou able to
continue, ny Lord?" he asked politely.

Derigen staggered to his feet. "I do not yield," he gasped, drawing his
swor d.

"Splendid,” Mandorallen replied. "I feared that | mght have done thee
harm" He slid out of his saddle, drew his sword and swng directly at

Derigen's head. The bl ow gl anced off the baron's hastily raised shield, and
Mandoral | en swung again wthout pause. Derigen managed one or two feeble
swi ngs before Mandorallen's broadsword caught himfull on the side of the
hel et . He spun once and col | apsed f acedown on t he earth.

"My Lord?" Mandorallen inquired solicitously. He reached down, rolled over
his fallen opponent and opened the dented visor of the baron's helnet. "Art
thou unwell, my Lord?" he asked. "Dost thou wish to continue?"

Derigen did not reply. Blood ran freely fromhis nose, and his eyes were
rolled back in his head. Hs face was blue, and the right side of his body
qui vered spasnodical ly.

"Since this brave knight is unable to speak for hinself," Mandorallen



announced, "I declare himvanquished.” He |ooked around, his broadsword
still in his hand. "Wuld any here gai nsay ny words?"

There was a vast sil ence.

"WIl some few then remove himfromthe field?" Mandorall en suggested. "Hi s
injuries do not appear grave. A few nonths in bed should nake hi mwhole
again." He turned to Baron Otorain, whose face had grown visibly pale.
"Well, ny Lord," he said cheerfully, "shall we proceed? My conpani ons and |
are inpatient to continue our journey."

Sir Atorain was thrown to the ground on the first charge and broke his | eg
as he fell.

"I'l'l Tuck, ny Lord,"” Mandorallen observed, approaching on foot with drawn
sword. "Dost thou yield?"

"l cannot stand,"” Otorain said frombetween clenched teeth. "I have no
choice but to yield."

"And | and ny compani ons may continue our journey?"

"Ye may freely depart," the man on the ground replied painfully.

"Not just vyet," a harsh voice interrupted. The arnored Mirgo pushed his
horse through the crowd of other nounted knights wuntil he was directly in
front of Mandorall en.

"I thought he might decide to interfere,” Aunt Pol said quietly. She
di smount ed and stepped out onto the hoof churned course. "Mve out of the
way, Mandorallen," she told the knight.

"Nay, ny Lady," Mandorallen protested.

Wl f barked sharply. "Mve, Mndorallen!"

Mandor al | en | ooked startled and stepped asi de.

"Wl l, G olin" Aunt Pol chal | enged, pushi ng back her hood.
The mounted nman's eyes widened as he saw the white lock in her hair, and

then he raised his hand al nost despairingly, muttering rapidly under his
br eat h.

Once again Garion felt that strange surge, and the hollowroaring filled
hi s mi nd.

For an instant Aunt Pol's figure seened surrounded by a kind of greenish
light. She waved her hand indifferently, and the 1ight disappeared. "You
must be out of practice," she told him "Wuld you like to try again?"

The G olimraised both hands this tinme, but got no further. Maneuvering his
horse carefully behind the arnored man, Durni k had closed on him Wth both
hands he raised his axe and snashed it down directly on top of the Golinms
hel et .

"Durni kl" Aunt Pol shouted. "Get away!"

But the smith, his face set grimy, swng again, and the Golimslid
sensel ess fromhis saddle with a crash.



"You fool!" Aunt Pol raged. "Wat do you think you' re doing?"

"He was attacking you, Mstress Pol," Durnik explained, his eyes still hot.

"CGCet down off that horse."
He slid down.

"Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?" she demanded. "He coul d have
killed you."

"I will protect you, Mstress Pol," Durnik replied stubbornly. "I'"mnot a
warrior or a nmagician, but | won't let anybody try to hurt you."

Her eyes widened in surprise for an instant, then narrowed, then softened.
Garion, who had known her from chil dhood, recognized her rapid changes of
enotion. Wthout warning she suddenly enbraced the startled Durnik. "You
great, clunmsy, dear fool," she said. "Never do that again - never! You
al nrost nmade ny heart stop."

Garion | ooked away with a strange lunp in his throat and saw the brief, sly
smle that flickered across Mster WIf's face.

A peculiar change had cone over the knights lining the sides of the course.
Several of themwere |ooking around with the amazed expressions of men who
had just been roused fromsone terrible dream Qhers seened suddenly | ost
in thought. Sir Atorain struggled to rise.

"Nay, my Lord," Mandorallen told him pressing himagently back down. "Thou
wilt do thyself injury.”

"What have we done?" the baron groaned, his face angui shed.
M ster Wl f di snmounted and knelt beside the injured nman.

"It wasn't your fault," he informed the baron. "Your war was the Mirgo's
doing. He tw sted your m nds and set you on each other."

"Sorcery?" Otorain gasped, his face grow ng pal e.

Wl f nodded. "He's not really a Murgo, but a Grolimpriest."

"And the spell is now broken?"

Wl f nodded again, glancing at the unconscious G olim

"Chain the Murgo," the baron ordered the assenbl ed kni ghts. He | ooked back
at Wlf. "We have ways of dealing with sorcerers,” he said grimy. "W will
use the occasion to celebrate the end of our unnatural war. This Golim
sorcerer hath cast his l|ast enchantnent.”

"Good," WoIf replied with a bleak snile.

"Sir Mandorallen,” Baron OQtorain said, wincing as he shifted his broken
leg, "in what way may we repay thee and thy conpanions for bringing us to

our senses?"

"That peace hath been restored is reward enough,” Mandorallen replied
somewhat ponmpously, "for, as all the world knows, | am the npst



peace-1oving man in the kingdom" He gl anced once at Lelldorin |ying nearby
on the ground in his |litter, and a thought seened to occur to him "I
woul d, however, ask a boon of thee. W have in our conmpany a brave Asturian
youth of noble famly who hath suffered grievous injury. W would |eave
him if we nmight, inthy care.”

"Hi s presence shall honor ne, Sir Mandoral l en," Qtorain assented
i medi ately. "The wonen of nmy household will care for himnost tenderly."
He spoke briefly to one of his retainers, and the nan nounted and rode
qui ckly toward one of the nearby castles.

"You're not going to | eave me behind," Lelldorin protested weakly. "I'Il be
abl e to ride in a day or so." He began to cough rackingly.

"I think not," Mandorallen disagreed with a cool expression. "The results
of thy woundi ng have not yet run their natural course.™

"I won't stay with Mnbrates,"” Lelldorininsisted. "lI'd rather take ny
chances on the road."

"Young Lelldorin,” Mandorallen replied bluntly, even harshly, "I know thy
distaste for the nmen of Mnbre. Thy wound, however, will soon begin to
abscess and then suppurate, and raging fever and deliriumw |l aflict thee,

maki ng thy presence a burden upon us. W have not the time to care for
thee, and thy sore need would delay us in our quest."

Garion gasped at the brutal directness of the knight's words. He glared at
Mandoral l en with sonething very close to hatred.

Lelldorin's face nmeanwhil e had gone white. "Thank you for pointing that out

to nme, Sir Mndorallen," he said stiffly. "l should have considered it
nmyself. If you'll help me to ny horse, I'll leave imediately."
"You'll stay right where you are," Aunt Pol told him flatly.

Baron Otorain's retainer returned with a group of household servants and a
bl onde girl of about seventeen wearing a rose-colored gown of stiff brocade
and a velvet cloak of teal

"My younger sister, Lady Ariana," dtorain introduced her. "She's a
spirited girl, and though she is young she is already well-versed in the
care of the sick."

"I won't trouble her for long, my Lord," Lelldorin declared. "I'Il be
returning to Asturia within a week."

Lady Ariana laid a professional hand to his forehead. "Nay, good youth,"
she disagreed. "Thy visit, | think, will be protracted.”

"1 | eave wi t hin t he week, " Lelldorin repeat ed stubbornly.
She shrugged. "As it please thee. | expect that nmy brother will be able to
spare some few servants to follow after thee to provide thee that decent

burial which, if I misjudge not, thou wilt require before thou hast gone
ten | eagues. "

Lel I dorin blinked.

Aunt Pol took Lady Ariana to one side and spoke w th her at sone | ength,
giving her a small packet of herbs and certain instructions. Lelldorin



notioned to Garion, and Garion went to himimediately and knelt beside the
litter.

"So it ends," the young man murrmured. "I wish I could go on with you."

"You'll be well in notinme at all," Garion assured him knowi ng that it
wasn't true. "Maybe you can catch up with us later."

Lel I dorin shook his head. "No," he disagreed, "lI'mafraid not." He began to
cough again, the spasns seeming to tear at his lungs. "W don't have nuch
time, ny friend," he gasped weakl y, "so listen careful ly."

Garion, near tears, took his friend s hand.

"You remenber what we were talking about that norning after we left ny
uncl e' s house?"

Gari on nodded.

"You said that | was the one who'd have to decide if we were to break our
pl edge to Torasin and the others to keep silent.”

"l remenber," Garion told him

"Al'l right," Lelldorin said. "I've decided. | release you fromyour pledge.
Do what you have to do."

"It would be better if you told ny grandfather about it yourself,
Lel l dorin," Garion protested.

"I can't, Garion," Lelldorin groaned. "The words would stick in ny throat.

I"msorry, but it's the way | am | know that Nachak's only using us, but I
gave the others ny word. I'man Arend, Garion. |[|'Il keep my word even
though I know it's wong, so it's up to you. You're going to have to keep
Nachak from destroying ny country. I want you to go straight to the king
hi msel f."

"To the king? He'd never believe ne."

"Make him believe you. Tell himeverything."

Garion shook his head firmy. "I won't tell himyour nane," he decl ared,

"or Torasin's. You know what he'd do to you if | did."
"We don't matter," Lelldorin insisted, coughing again.

"Il tell himabout Nachak," Garion said stubbornly, "but not about you.
Where do | tell himto find the Murgo?"

"He'll know," Lelldorin replied, his voice very weak now "Nachak's the
anbassador to the court at Vo Mnbre. He's the personal representative of
Taur Urggs, King of the Miurgos."

Garion was stunned at the inplications of that.

"He's got all the gold fromthe bottom ess mines of Cthol Mirgos at his
command, " Lelldorin continued. "The plot he gave ny friends and ne could be
just one of a dozen or nore all aimed at destroying Arendia. You' ve got to
stop him Garion. Promise nme." The pale young man's eyes were feverish, and
his grip on Garion's hand tightened.



"I'"ll stop him Lelldorin," Garion vowed. "I don't know how vyet, but one
way or another, |I'Il stop him"

Lel I dorin sank weakly back on the litter, his strength seenming to run out
as if the necessity for extracting that pronise had been the only thing
sustai ning him

"Good-bye, Lelldorin," Garion said softly, his eyes filling with tears.

"Good-bye, ny friend," Lelldorin barely nmore than whispered, and then his
eyes closed, and the hand gripping Garion's went linp. Garion stared at him
with a dreadful fear wuntil he saw the faint flutter of his pulse in the
holl ow of his throat. Lelldorin was still alive - if only barely. Garion
tenderly put down his friend' s hand and pulled the rough gray blanket up
around his shoul ders. Then he stood up and wal ked quickly away with tears
runni ng down his cheeks.

The rest of the farewells were brief, and they renpbunted and rode at a trot
toward the Great Wst Road. There were a few cheers fromthe serfs and
pi kemen as they passed, but in the distance there was another sound. The
worren fromthe villages had cone out to search for their men anong the
bodies littering the field, and their wails and shrieks nocked the cheers.

Wth deliberate purpose, Garion pushed his horse forward until he drew in
besi de Mandorallen. "I have something to say to you," he said hotly. "You
aren't going to like it, but I don't really care."

"Ch?" the knight replied midly.

"I think the way vyou talked to Lelldorin back there was cruel and
di sgusting," Garion told him "You mght think you' re the greatest knight
in the world, but I think you're a |loud-mouthed braggart with no nore
conpassion than a block of stone, and if you don't like it, what do you
plan to do about it?"

"Ah," Mandorallen said. "That! | think that thou hast m sunderstood, ny
young friend. It was necessary in order to save his life. The Asturian
youth is very brave and so gives no thought to hinself. Had | not spoken so
to him he would surely have insisted upon continuing with wus and would
soon have died."

"Di ed?" Garion scoffed. "Aunt Pol could have cured him"

"It was the Lady Polgara herself who informed ne that his life was in

danger," Mandorallen replied. "H's honor would not permit him to seek
proper care, but that same honor prevailed upon himto remain behind |est
he delay wus." The knight smled wyly. "He will, I think, be no fonder of
me for ny words than thou art, but he wll be alive, and that's what

matters, is it not?"

Garion stared at the arrogant-seenming Mnbrate, his anger suddenly robbed
of its target. Wth painful clarity he realized that he had just nmade a
fool of hinself. "I'msorry," he apologized grudgingly. "I didn't realize
what you were doing."

Mandoral | en shrugged. "It's not inportant. |I'mfrequently m sunderstood. As
long as | know that nmy notives are good, however, |'m seldom very concerned
with the opinions of others. I'mglad, though, that | had the opportunity

to explain this to thee. Thou art to be nmy conpanion, and it ill-behooves



conpani ons to have m sapprehensi ons about each other."

They rode on in silence as Garion struggled to readjust his thinking. There
was, it seemed, nuch nore to Mandoral len than he had suspected.

They reached the highway then and turned south again under a threatening
sky.

Chapt er Ei ght

THE ARENDI SH PLAIN WAS A VAST, rolling grassland Only sparsely settled. The

wi nd sweeping across the dried grass was raw and chill, and dirty-I ooki ng
cl ouds scudded overhead as they rode. The necessity for |eaving the injured
Lel I dorin behind had put themall into a nelancholy nmood, and for the npst

part they traveled in silence for the next several days. Garion rode at the
rear wth Hettar and the packhorses, doing his best to stay away from
Mandor al | en

Hettar was a silent man who seened undi sturbed by hours of riding wthout
conversation; but after two days of this, Garion nmade a deliberate effort
to draw t he hawk-faced Al gar out.

"Whay is it that you hate Murgos so much, Hettar?" he asked for want of
somet hing better to say.

"Al'l Alorns hate Miurgos,"” Hettar answered quietly.

"Yes," Garion admitted, "but it seens to be sonmething personal wth you.
Way is that?"

Hettar shifted in his saddle, his |eather clothing creaking. "They killed
nmy parents," he replied.

Garion felt a sudden shock as the Algar's words struck a responsive note.

"How did it happen?" he asked before he realized that Hettar m ght prefer
not to talk about it.

"I was seven," Hettar told himin an unenotional voice. "W were going to
visit nmy nother's family - she was froma different clan. W had to pass
near the eastern escarpnment, and a Mrgo raiding-party caught us. M
not her's horse stunbled, and she was thrown. The Mirgos were on us before
my father and I could get her back on her horse. They took along time to
kill ny parents. |I remenber that my nother screaned once, near the end.”
The Algar's face was as bleak as rock, and his flat, quiet voice made his
story seemthat much nore dreadful.

"After my parents were dead, the Murgos tied a rope around ny feet and

dragged nme behind one of their horses,” he continued. "Wen the rope
finally broke, they thought | was dead, and they all rode off. They were
| aughi ng about it as | recall. Cho-Hag found ne a couple of days later."

As clearly as if he had been there, Garion had a nonentary picture of a
child, dreadfully injured and alone, wandering in the enptiness of eastern
Algaria with only grief and a terrible hatred keeping him alive.



"I killed my first Mirgo when | was ten," Hettar went on in the sane flat
voice. "He was trying to escape from us, and | rode himdown and put a
javelin between his shoulders. He screanmed when the javelin went through
him That nade ne feel better. Cho-Hag thought that if he nade nme watch the
Mirgo die, it mght cure me of the hatred. He was wong about that,
though." The tall Algar's face was expressionless, and his w nd-whipped
scal p lock tossed and flowed out behind him There was a kind of enptiness
about him as if he were devoid of any feeling but that one driving
conpul si on.

For an instant Garion dimy understood what M ster Wil f had been driving at
when he had warned about the danger of becom ng obsessed with a desire for
revenge, but he pushed the notion out of his mnd. If Hettar could live
with it, so could he. He felt a sudden fierce admration for this lonely
hunter in black | eather

Mster WIf was deep in conversation with Mandorallen, and the two of them
loitered until Hettar and Garion caught up with them For a tinme they rode
al ong t oget her.

"It is our nature,” the knight in his gleamng arnmor was saying in a
nmel ancholy voice. "W are over-proud, and it is our pride that doons our
poor Arendia to internecine war."

"That can be cured,” Mster WIf said.
"How?" Mandorallen asked. "It is in our blood. | nyself amthe nost

peaceful of nen, but even | am subject to our national disease. Mreover,
our divisions are too great, too buried in our history and our souls to be

purged away. The peace will not last, nmy friend. Even now Asturian arrows
sing in the forests, seeking Mnbrate targets, and Mnbre in reprisal burns
Asturian houses and butchers hostages. War is inevitable, | fear."

"No," Wolf disagreed, "it's not."

"How may it be prevented?" Mandorallen denmanded. "Who can cure our
i nsani ty?"

"I will, if I have to," WIf told himquietly, pushing back his gray hood

Mandoral l en smiled wanly. "I appreciate thy good intentions, Belgarath, but
that is inpossible, even for thee."

"Nothing is actually inmpossible, Mndorallen,” WIf answered in a matter-of
fact voice. "Mst of the tine | prefer not to interfere with other people's
anusenments, but | can't afford to have Arendia going up in flanmes just now.
If | have to, 1'll step in and put a stop to any nore foolishness."

"Hast thou in truth such power?" Mndorallen asked somewhat wistfully as if
he could not quite bring hinmself to believe it.

"Yes," Wbl f replied prosaically, scratching at his short white beard, "as a

matter of fact, | do."

Mandoral l en's face grew troubled, even a bit awed at the old man's quiet
statement, and Garion found his grandfather's declaration profoundly
di sturbing. If WIf could actually stop a war single-handedly, he'd have no
difficulty at all thwarting Garion's own plans for revenge. It was
somet hing el se to worry about.



Then Silk rode back toward them "The Geat Fair's just ahead," the
rat-faced man announced. "Do we want to stop, or should we go around it.

"W mght as well stop,” WIf decided. "It's al nost evening, and we need
some supplies.”

"The horses could use some rest, too," Hettar said. "They're starting to
conpl ai n. "

"You should have told nme," WIf said, glancing back at the pack train.

"They're not really in bad shape yet," Hettar informed him "but they're
starting to feel sorry for themselves. They're exaggerating of course, but
alittle rest wouldn't hurt them"

"Exaggerating?" Silk sounded shocked. "You don't mean to say that horses
can actually lie, do you?"

Hettar shrugged. "O course. They lie all the time. They're very good at
it."

For a nmoment Silk |ooked outraged at the thought, and then he suddenly
| aughed. "Sormehow that restores ny faith in the order of the universe," he
decl ar ed.

Wl f | ooked pained. "Silk," he said pointedly, "you're a very evil man. Did
you know t hat ?"

"One does one's best," Silk replied nockingly.

The Arendish Fair lay at the intersection of the Geat Wst Road and the
mountain track |eading down out of Ugoland. It was a vast collection of
blue, red and yellow tents and broad-striped pavilions stretching for a
| eague or nore in every direction. It appeared like a brightly hued city in
the mdst of the dun-colored plain, and its brilliant pennons snapped
bravely in the endl ess wind under a | owering sky.

"I hope I'Il have time to do some business,” Silk said as they rode down a
long hill toward the Fair. The little man's sharp nose was twitching. "I'm
starting to get out of practice.”

A hal f dozen nud-snmeared beggars crouched miserably beside the road, their
hands outstretched. Mandorall en paused and scattered some coi ns anong t hem

"You shoul dn't encourage them" Barak grow ed.

"Charity 1is both a duty and a privilege, ny Lord Barak," Mandorallen
replied.

"Why don't they build houses here?" Garion asked Silk as they approached
the central part of the Fair.

"Nobody stays here that long," Silk explained. "The Fair's al ways here, but
the popul ation's very fluid. Besides, buildings are taxed; tents aren't."

Many of the merchants who came out of their tents to watch the party pass
seened to know Silk, and some of themgreeted himwarily, suspicion plainly
witten on their faces.

"I see that your reputation's preceded you, Silk," Barak observed dryly.



Sil k shrugged. "The price of fane."

"Isn't there some danger that somebody'll recognize you as that other
nmer chant ?" Durni k asked. "The one the Murgos are |ooking for?"

"You mean Anbar? It's not very likely. Armbar doesn't come to Arendia very
often, and he and Radek don't |ook a bit alike."

"But they're the sanme man," Durni k objected. "They're both you."

"Ah," Silk said, raising one finger, "you and | both know that, but they
don't. To you | always look Ilike nyself, but to others | ook quite
different.”

Dur ni k |1 ooked profoundly skepti cal

"Radek, old friend,” a bald Drasnian nerchant called from a nearby tent.
"Delvor," Silk replied delightedly. "I haven't seen you in years."

"You | ook prosperous," the bald nman observed.

"Cetting by," Silk responded nodestly. "What are you dealing in now?"
"I"'ve got a few Mallorean carpets,” Delvor told him "Some of the |ocal
nobl es are interested, but they don't like the price." H s hands, however,
were already speaking of other matters.-Your uncle sent out word that we
were to help you if necessary. Do you need anythi ng?"\Wat are you carrying
i n your packs?" he asked al oud.

"Sendari an wool ens," Silk answered, "and a few other odds and ends." Have
you seen any Miurgos here at the Fair?

-One, but he left for Vo Mnbre a week ago. There are sone Nadraks on the
far side of the Fair, though

-They're a long way from hone-Sil k gestured. Are they really in business?
It's hard to say-Del vor answered.
-Can you put us up for a day or so?

I'"msure we can work sonet hing out Delvor replied with a sly twinkle in his
eyes.

Silk's fingers betrayed his shock at the suggestion

-Business is business, after all-Delvor gestured. "You nust cone inside,"
he said aloud. "Take a cup of w ne, have some supper. W have years of
catching up to do."

"We'd be delighted,"” Silk returned sonewhat sourly.

"Could it be that you've met your match, Prince Khel dar?" Aunt Pal inquired
softly with a faint smle as the little nman hel ped her down from her horse

in front of Delvor's brightly striped pavilion

"Delvor? Hardly. He's been trying to get even with me for yearsever since a
ploy of mine in Yar Gorak cost hima fortune. I'Il let himthink he's got



me for a while though. It will nake himfeel good, and I'll enjoy it that
much nore when | pull the rug out fromunder him™

She | aughed. "You're incorrigible."
He wi nked at her.

The interior of Delvor's main pavilion was ruddy in the 1light of severa
gl owi ng braziers that put out a welconme warmh. The floor was covered with
a deep blue carpet, and |large red cushions were scattered here and there to
sit upon. Once they were inside, Silk quickly made the introductions.

"I'"'m honored, Ancient One," Delvor nmurnured, bowi ng deeply to Mster Wl f
and then to Aunt Pol. "What can | do to hel p?"

"Right now we need information nmore than anything," WIf replied, pulling
ofi' his heavy cloak. "W ran into a Golimstirring up trouble a few days
north of here. Can you nose about and find out what's happening between
here and Vo Mnbre? I'd like to avoid any nore neighborhood squabbles if
possi ble."

"Il make inquiries," Delvor prom sed.

"Il be moving around too," Silk said. "Between us, Delvor and | should be
able to sift out nost of the |oose information in the Fair." Wl f |ooked at
himinquiringly.

"Radek of Boktor never passes up a chance to do business,” the little man
explained just a bit too quickly. "It would | ook very strange if he stayed
in Delvor's tent."

"l see," WIf said.

"W wouldn't want anything to spoil our disguise, would we?" Silk asked
i nnocently. His long nose, however, was tw tching even nore violently.

Wl f surrendered. "All right. But don't get exotic. | don't want a crowd of
outraged customers outside the tent in the norning howing for your head."

Delvor's porters took the packs from the spare horses, and one of them
showed Hettar the way to the horse pens on the outskirts of the Fair. Silk
began runmmagi ng t hrough the packs. A nyriad of small, expensive itens began
to pile up on Delvor's carpet as Silk's quick hands di pped into the corners
and folds of the wool cloth.

"I wondered why you needed so nuch noney in Canmmar," Wl f conmented dryly.

"Just part of the disguise," Silk replied. "Radek always has a few curios
with himfor trade along the way."

"That's a very conveni ent expl anation," Barak observed, "but | wouldn't run
it intothe ground if | were you."

"If I can't double our old friend's noney in the next hour, I'll retire
permanently," Silk promised. "Oh, | alnmost forgot. I'll need Garion to act
as a porter for me. Radek al ways has at | east one porter."

"Try not to corrupt himtoo nuch," Aunt Pol said.

Silk bowed extravagantly and set his black velvet cap at a jaunty angle;



with Garion at his heels, carrying a stout sack of his treasures, he
swaggered out into the Geat Arendish Fair like a man going into battle.

A fat Tolnedran three tents down the way proved troubl esone and succeeded
in getting a jewel ed dagger away fromSilk for only three tinmes what it was
worth, but two Arendi sh nerchants in a row bought identical silver goblets
at prices which, though wdely different, nore than made up for that
setback. "I love to deal with Arends,"” Silk gloated as they noved on down
t he nmuddy streets between the pavilions.

The sly little Drasnian noved through the Fair, w eaking havoc as he went.
When he could not sell, he bought; when he could not buy, he traded; and
when he could not trade, he dredged for gossip and information. Sonme of the
nmerchants, wiser than their fellows, saw him coming and pronptly hid from
him Garion, swept along by the little man's enthusiasm began to
understand his friend's fascination with this gane where profit was
secondary to the satisfaction of besting an opponent.

Silk's predations were broadly ecunenical. He was wlling to deal with
anyone. He net themall on their own ground. Tol nedrans, Arends, Chereks,
fell ow Drasnians, Sendars - all fell before him By nidafternoon he had
di sposed of all of what he had bought in Camaar. His full purse jingled,
and the sack on Garion's shoulder was still as heavy, but now it contained
entirely new nerchandi se

Sil k, however, was frowning. He wal ked al ong bouncing a snmall, exquisitely
bl own glass bottle on the pal mof his hand. He had traded two ivory-bound
books of Wacite verse to a Rivan for the little bottle of perfune. "Wat's
the trouble?" Garion asked him as they walked back toward Delvor's
pavi l i ons.

"I"'mnot sure who won," Silk told himshortly.

"What ?"

"I don't have any idea what this is worth."

"Way did you take it, then?"

"I didn't want himto know that | didn't knowits value."

"Sell it to somebody else."

"How can | sell it if I don't know what to ask for it? If | ask too mnuch
nobody' Il talk to me; and if | ask too little, 1'll be laughed out of the
Fair."

Garion started to chuckl e.

"I don't see that it's all that funny, Garion," Silk said sensitively. He
remai ned noody and irritable as they entered the pavilion. "Here's the
profit I promsed you," he told Mster WIf somewhat ungraciously as he
poured coins into the old man's hand.

"What's bothering you?" WIf asked, eyeing the little man's grunpy face.

"Nothing," Silk replied shortly. Then he glanced over at Aunt Pol, and a
broad smile suddenly appeared on his face. He crossed to her and bowed. "M
dear Lady Polgara, please accept this trifling nemento of ny regard for
you. " Wth a flourish he presented the perfume bottle to her



Aunt Pol's | ook was a peculiar m xture of pleasure and suspicion. She took
the small bottle and carefully worked out the tightly fitting stopper. Then
with a delicate gesture she touched the stopper to the inside of her wist
and raised the wist to her face to catch the fragrance. "Wy, Kheldar,"
she exclaimed with delight, "this is a princely gift."

Silk's smile turned a bit sickly, and he peered sharply at her, trying to
determine if she was serious or not. Then he sighed and went outside,
muttering dar kly to hi nsel f about t he duplicity of Ri vans.

Del vor returned not |ong afterward, dropped his striped cloak in one corner
and held out his hands to one of the glowing braziers. "As near as | was
able to find out, things are quiet between here and Vo M nbre," he reported
to Mster WIf, "but five Muirgos just rode into the Fair wth two dozen
Thul I s behind them"

Hettar | ooked up quickly, his hawk face alert.
Wl f frowned. "Did they come fromthe north or the south?"

"They claimto have come from Vo Mnbre, but there's red clay on the
ThulI's' boots. | don't think there's any clay between here and Vo M nbre,
is there?"

"None," Mandorallen declared firmy. "The only clay in the region is to the
north."

Wl f nodded. "Get Silk back inside," he told Barak. Barak went to the tent
flap.

"Couldn't it just be a coincidence?" Durnik wondered.

"I don't think we want to take that chance," WIf answered. "W'll wait
until the Fair settles down for the night and then slip away."

Silk came back inside, and he and Delvor spoke together briefly.

"It won't take the Miurgos long to find out we've been here," Barak runbl ed,
tuggi ng thoughtfully at his red beard. "Then we'll have them dogging our
heel s every step of the way fromhere to Vo Mnbre. Wuldn't it sinplify
things if Hettar, Mandorallen, and | go pick a fight with then? Five dead
Mirgos aren't going to foll ow anybody."

Hettar nodded with a certain dreadful eagerness.

"I don't knowif that would set too well with the Tol nedran | egi onnaires
who police the Fair," Silk drawled. "Policenen seem to worry about
unexpl ai ned bodies. It upsets their sense of neatness."

Barak shrugged. "It was a thought."
"I think I'"ve got an idea," Delvor said, pulling on his cloak again. "They
set up their tents near the pavilions of the Nadraks. I'll go do sone
business with them" He started toward the tent flap, then paused. "I don't
know if it means anything," he told them "but | found out that the |eader
is a Murgo named Asharak."

Garion felt a sudden chill at the nention of the nane.



Barak whistled and |ooked suddenly very grim "W're going to have to
attend to that one sooner or later, Bel garath," he decl ar ed.

"You know hi n?" Delvor did not seemvery surprised

"W've net atine or two," Silk replied in an of fhand way.
"He's starting to make a nui sance of hinself," Aunt Pol agreed.
"I"ll get started," Delvor said.

Garion lifted the tent flap to allow Delvor to | eave; but as he gl anced
outside, he let out a startled gasp and jerked the flap shut again.

"What's the matter?" Silk asked him
"I think I just saw Brill out there in the street.”

"Let me see,"” Durnik said. H's fingers parted the flap slightly, and he and
Garion both peered out. A slovenly figure loitered in the nuddy street

outside. Brill had not changed nmuch since they'd left Faldor's farm Hi s
tunic and hose were still patched and stained; his face was still unshaven,
and his cast eye still gleamed wth a kind of unwhol esone whiteness.
"It's Brill, all right,” Durnik confirmed. "He's close enough for nme to
smell him"

Del vor | ooked at the smith inquiringly.

"Brill bathes irregularly,” Durnik explained. "He's a fragrant sort of a
fellow"

"May | ?" Delvor asked politely. He glanced out over Durnik's shoul der.
"Ah," he said, "that one. He works for the Nadraks. | thought that was a
little strange, but he didn't seem inportant, so | didn't bother to
i nvestigate."

"Durnik," Wl f said quickly, "step outside for a nonent. Make sure he sees
you, but don't let himknow that you know he's there. After he sees you,
cone back inside. Hurry. W don't want to let him get away."

Durni k |1 ooked baffled, but he lifted the tent flap and stepped out.

"What are vyou up to, father?" Aunt Pol asked rather sharply. "Don't just
stand there snmirking, old man. That's very irritating."

"It's perfect," Wl f chortl ed, r ubbi ng hi s hands t oget her

Durni k came back in, his face worried. "He saw ne," he reported. "Are you
sure this is a good idea?"

"OfF course,"” WIf replied. "Asharak's obviously here because of us, and
he's going to be |l ooking all over the Fair for us."

"Why make it easy for hin?" Aunt Pol asked.

"W won't," WIf replied. "Asharak's used Brill before - in Mirgos,
renenber? He brought Brill down here because Brill would recognize you or
me or Durnik or Garion - probably Barak too, and maybe Silk. Is he stil

out there?"



Garion peered out through the narrow opening. After a noment he saw the
unkenmpt Brill half hidden between two tents across the street. "He's stil
there,” he answered.

"W'll want to keep himthere," WIf said. "W'll have to be sure that he
doesn't get bored and go back to report to Asharak that he's found us."

Silk | ooked at Del vor, and they both began to |augh
"What's funny?" Barak demanded suspi ci ously.

"You alnmpst have to be a Drasnian to appreciate it," Silk replied. He
| ooked at Wl f admiringly. "Sometines you amaze ne, old friend."

Mster Wl f w nked at him
"Thy plan still escapes me," Mandorall en confessed.

"May 1?" Silk asked Wl f. He turned back to the knight. "It goes like this,
Mandor al | en. Asharak's counting on Brill to find us for him but as long as
we keep Brill interested enough, he'll delay going back to tell Asharak
where we are. W' ve captured Asharak's eyes, and that puts himat quite a
di sadvant age. "

"But will this curious Sendar not follow us as soon as we | eave the tent?"
Mandoral l en asked. "When we ride from the Fair, the Mirgos will be
i medi ately behind us."

"The back wall of the tent is only canvas, Mandorallen," Silk pointed out
gently. "Wth a sharp knife you can nmake as many doors in it as you like."

Del vor winced slightly, then sighed. "I'Il go see the Miurgos," he said. "I
think I can delay them even nore."

"Durnik and 1'll go out with you," Silk told his bald friend. "You go one
way, and we'll go another. Brill will follow us, and we can |ead hi mback
here.”

Del vor nodded, and the three of them went out.

"Isn't all this wunnecessarily conplicated?" Barak asked sourly. "Bril

doesn't know Hettar. Why not just have Hettar slip out the back, circle
around behind him and stick a knife between his ribs? Then we could stuff
himin a sack and drop himin a ditch sonmewhere after we |leave the Fair."

Wl f shook his head. "Asharak would miss him" he replied. "I want himto
tell the Murgos that we're in this tent. Wth any luck, they'll sit outside
for a day or so before they realize that we're gone."

For the next several hours various menbers of the party went out into the
street in front of the tent on short and wholly imaginary errands to hold

the attention of the lurking Brill. Wen Garion stepped out into the
gat hering darkness, he put on a show of unconcern, although his skin
prickled as he felt Brill's eyes on him He went into Delvor's supply tent

and waited for several minutes. The noise froma tavern pavilion severa
rows of tents over seenmed very loud in the growing stillness of the Fair as
Garion waited nervously in the dark supply tent. Finally he drew a deep
breath and went out again, one armtucked up as if he were carrying
something. "I found it, Durnik," he announced as he reentered the main



pavi l i on.
"There's no need to inprovise, dear," Aunt Pol remarked.
"I just wanted to sound natural," he replied innocently.

Del vor returned soon after that, and they all waited in the warmtent as it
grew darker outside and the streets enptied. Once it was fully dark
Delvor's porters pulled the packs out through a slit in the back of the
tent. Silk, Delvor, and Hettar went with themto the horse pens on the
outskirts of the Fair while the rest remained | ong enough to keep Bril
fromlosing interest. In a final attenpt at misdirection, Mster WIf and
Barak went outside to discuss the probable conditions of the road to Prol gu
i n U gol and.

"It mght not work," WIf admtted as he and the big red-bearded man cane
back inside. "Asharak's sure to know that we're follow ng Zedar south, but
if Brill tells himthat we're going to Prolgu, it mght nake himdivide his
forces to cover both roads." He | ooked around the inside of the tent. "Al
right," he said. "Let's go."

One by one they squeezed out through the slit in the back of the tent and
crept into the next street. Then, walking at a normal pace |like serious
peopl e on honest business, they proceeded toward the horse pens. They
passed the tavern pavilion where several nmen were singing. The streets were
nostly enpty by now, and the night breeze brushed the city of tents,
fluttering the pennons and banners.

Then they reached the edge of the Fair where Silk, Delvor and Hettar waited
with their nounts.

"Good luck," Delvor said as they prepared to nmount. "I1'll delay the Mirgos
for as long as I can.”

Silk shook his friend's hand. "1'd still like to know where you got those
| ead coins."”

Del vor wi nked at him
"What's this?" Wlf asked.

"Delvor's got sone Tol nedran crowns stanped out of |ead and gil ded over,"
Silk told him "He hid sone of themin the Mirgos' tent, and tonorrow
nmorning he's going to go to the legionnaires with a few of them and accuse
the Murgos of passing them Wen the |egionnaires search the Mirgos' tent,
they're sure to find the others.™

"Money's awfully inportant to Tol nedrans," Barak observed. "If the
| egi onnai res get excited enough about those coins, they nmight start hanging
peopl e. "

Del vor smrked. "Wuldn't that be a terrible shame?"

They nmounted then and rode away fromthe horse pens toward the highway. It
was a cloudy night, and once they were out in the open the breeze was
noti ceably brisk. Behind themthe Fair gl eanmed and tw nkl ed under the night
sky like some vast city.

Garion drew his cloak about him It was a lonely feeling to be on a dark
road on a wi ndy night when everyone else in the world had a fire and a bed



and wal Il s around him Then they reached the Great West Road stretching pale
and enpty across the dark, rolling Arendish plain and turned south again.

Chapter N ne

THE WND PI CKED UP AGAIN shortly before dawn and was bl owi ng briskly by the
time the sky over the low foothills to the east began to lighten. Garion
was nunb with exhaustion by then, and his mnd had drifted into an al nost
dream i ke trance. The faces of his conpanions all seemed strange to him as
the pale 1ight began to grow stronger. At tinmes he even forgot why they
rode. He seemed caught in a conpany of grimfaced strangers poundi ng al ong
a road to nowhere through a bleak, featureless |andscape with their
wi nd- whi pped cl oaks flying dark behind themlike the clouds scudding | ow
and dirty overhead. A peculiar idea began to take hold of him The
strangers were sonehow his captors, and they were taking himaway fromhis
real friends. The idea seenmed to grow stronger the farther they rode, and
he began to be afraid.

Suddenly, w thout knowing why, he wheeled his horse and broke away,
plunging off the side of the road and across the open field beside it.

"Garion!" a woman's voice called sharply from behind, but he set his heels
to his horse's flanks and sped even faster across the rough field.

One of themwas chasing him a frightening man in black leather wth a
shaved head and a dark | ock at his crown flowi ng behind himin the wind. In
a panic Garion Kkicked at his horse, trying to make the beast run even
faster, but the fearsone rider behind himclosed the gap quickly and seized
the reins from his hands.

"What are you doi ng?" he demanded harshly.

Garion stared at him unable to answer.

Then the woman in the blue cloak was there, and the others not far behind
her. She di smounted quickly and stood | ooking at himwith a stern face. She
was tall for a wonan, and her face was cold and inperious. Her hair was
very dark, and t here was a single white |Ilock at  her br ow.
Garion trenbl ed. The wonman made himterribly afraid.

"Cet down of f that horse," she conmanded.

"CGently, Pol," a silvery-haired old nman with an evil face said.

A huge red-bearded giant rode closer, threatening, and Garion, al npst
sobbing with fright, slid down fromhis horse.

"Cone here," the woman ordered.
Falteringly, Garion approached her
"G ve nme your hand," she said.

Hesitantly, he lifted his hand and she took his wist firmy. She opened
his fingers to reveal the ugly mark on his palm that he seenmed to al ways



have hated and then put his hand against the white lock in her hair.
"Aunt Pol," he gasped, the nightmare suddenly dropping away. She put her
arms about himtightly and held himfor sone tinme. Strangely, he was not
even enbarrassed by that display of affectionin front of the others.
"This is serious, father," she told Mster WlIf.

"\What happened, Garion?" Wl f asked, his voice calm

"I don't know," Garion replied. "I was as if | didn't know any of you, and

you were my enemes, and all | wanted to do was run away to try to get back
to ny real friends."

"Are you still wearing the amulet | gave you?"
"Yes."
"Have you had it off at any time since | gave it to you?"

"Just once," Garion admtted. "When | took a bath in the Tol nedran hostel ."

Wl f sighed. "You can't take it off," he said, "not ever - not for any
reason. Take it out from under your tunic."

Garion drew out the silver pendant with the strange design on it. The old
man took a medallion out fromunder his own tunic. It was very bright and
there was upon it the figure of a standing wolf so lifelike that it | ooked
al nost ready to | ope away.

Aunt Pol, her one armstill about Garion's shoulders, drew a simlar anul et
out of her bodice. Upon the disc of her medallion was the figure of an ow .
"Hold it in your right hand, dear," she instructed, firmy closing Garion's
fingers over the pendant. Then, holding her anulet in her own right hand,
she placed her left hand over his <closed fist. WlIf, also holding his
talisman, put his hand on theirs.

Garion's palmbegan to tingle as if the pendant were suddenly alive. Mster
Wl f and Aunt Pol |ooked at each other for a |long moment, and the tingling
in Garion's hand suddenly becane very strong. Hi s mnd seenmed to open, and
strange things flickered before his eyes. He saw a round room very high up
sonewhere. A fire burned, but there was no wood in it. At a table there was
seated an old man who | ooked sonewhat like Mster Wl f but obviously was
someone el se. He seened to be looking directly at Garion, and his eyes were
kindly, even affectionate. Garion was suddenly overwhel med with a consum ng
love for the old nman.

"That shoul d be enough,"” WIf judged, releasing Garion's hand.
"Wio was the old man?" Garion asked.

"My Master," WIf replied.

"\What happened?" Durni k asked, his face concerned.

"It's probably better not to talk about it," Aunt Pol said. "Do you think
you could build a fire? It's time for breakfast."

"There are some trees over there where we can get out of the wind," Durnik
suggest ed.



They all remounted and rode toward the trees.

After they had eaten, they sat by the small fire for a while. They were
tired, and none of themfelt quite up to facing the blustery norning again.
Garion felt particularly exhausted, and he w shed that he were young enough
to sit close beside Aunt Pol and perhaps to put his head in her lap and
sleep as he had done when he was very young. The strange thing that had
happened made himfeel very nuch alone and nore than a little frightened.
"Durnik," he said, more to drive the nbod away than out of any rea
curiosity. "What sort of bird is that?" He pointed.

"Araven, | think," Durnik answered, looking at the bird circling above
t hem
"I thought so too," @Garion said, "but they don't usually circle, do they?"

Durni k frowned. "Maybe it's watching sonmething on the ground."

"How long has it been up there?" WIf asked, squinting up at the large
bi rd.

"I think I first saw it when we were crossing the field." Garion told him
M ster Wl f gl anced over at Aunt Pol . "What do you t hi nk?"

She | ooked up fromone of Garion's stockings she had been nmending. "I'lI
see." Her face took on a strange, probing expression

Garion felt a peculiar tingling again. On an inpulse he tried to push his
own mind out toward the bird

"Grion," Aunt Pol said wi t hout | ooki ng at him "stop that."

"I'm sorry," he apologized quickly and pulled his mnd back where it
bel onged.

Mster WIf |ooked at himwith a strange expression, then w nked at him
"I't's Chandar," Aunt Pol announced calmy. She carefully pushed her needle
into the stocking and set it aside. Then she stood up and shook off her
bl ue cl oak.

"What have you got in mnd?" WIf asked.

"I think 1'Il go have a little chat with him" she replied, flexing her
fingers like tal ons.

"You'd never catch him" WIf told her. "Your feathers are too soft for
this kind of wind. There's an easier way." The old nan swept the w ndy sky
with a searching gaze. "Over there." He pointed at a barely visible speck

above the hills to the west. "You'd better do it, Pol. I don't get along
with birds."

"OfF course, father,"” she agreed. She Iooked intently at the speck, and
Garion felt the tingle as she sent her mnd out again. The speck began to
circle, rising higher and higher until it disappeared.

The raven did not see the plumreting eagle until the last instant, just
before the larger bird' s talons struck. There was a sudden puff of black



feathers, and the raven, screeching with fright, flapped wildly away with
the eagle in pursuit.

"Ni cely done, Pol," Wl f approved.

"I't will give himsonething to think about.” She smiled. "Don't stare,
Durni k. "

Durni k was gaping at her, his nouth open. "How did you do that?"
"Do you really want to know?" she asked
Dur ni k shuddered and | ooked away qui ckly.

"I think that just about settles it," WIf said. "Disguises are probably
useless now. |I'm not sure what Chandar's up to, but he's going to be
wat ching us every step of the way. W might as well arm ourselves and ride
straight on to Vo Mnbre."

"Aren't we goi ng to follow the trail anynor e?" Barak asked.

"The trail goes south," WIf replied. "I can pick it up again once we cross
over into Tolnedra. But first | want to stop by and have a word with King
Korodul lin. There are some things he needs to know. "

"Korodul I'in?" Durnik | ooked puzzled. "Wasn't that the name of the first
Arendi sh king? It seems to ne sonebody told ne that once.”

"Al'l Arendish kings are named Korodullin," Silk told him "And the queens
are all nanmed Mayaserana. It's part of the fiction the royal famly here
mai ntains to keep the kingdomfrom flying apart. They have to marry as
closely within the bloodline as possible to maintain the illusion of the
uni fication of the houses of Mnbre and Asturia. It nakes themall a bit
sickly, but there's no help for it - considering the peculiar nature of
Arendi sh politics.”

"Al'l right, Silk," Aunt Pol said reprovingly.

Mandor al | en | ooked thoughtful. "Could it be that this Chandar who so dogs
our steps is one of great substance in the dark society of the Golinms?" he
asked.

"He'd like to be," WIf answered. "Zedar and Ctuchik are Torak's disciples,
and Chandar wants to be one as well. He's always been Ctuchi k's agent, but
he may believe that this is his chance to nmove up in the Golimhierarchy.
Ctuchik's very old, and he spends all his time in the tenple of Torak at
Rak Cthol. Maybe Chandar thinks it's time that someone el se becanme Hi gh
Priest."

"I's Torak's body at Rak Cthol?" Silk asked quickly.

Mster Wl f shrugged. "Nobody knows for sure, but | doubt it. After Zedar
carried himaway fromthe battlefield at Vo Mnbre, | don't think he'd have
just handed himover to Ctuchik. He could be in Mallorea or sonmewhere in

t he southern reaches of Cthol Mirgos. It's hard to say."

"But at the noment, Chandar's the one we have to worry about," Silk
concl uded.

"Not if we keep moving," WIf told him



"We'd better get moving then," Barak said, standing up

By midnorning the heavy cl ouds had begun to break wup, and patches of bl ue
sky showed here and there. Enormpus pillars of sunlight stal ked ponderously
across the rolling fields that waited, danp and expectant, for the first
touches of spring. Wth Mandorallen in the lead they had ridden hard and
had covered a good six leagues. Finally they slowed to a walk to allow
their steam ng horses to rest.

"How much farther is it to Vo Mnbre, grandfather?" Garion asked, pulling
his horse in beside Mster Wlf.

"Sixty | eagues at least,"” WIf answered. "Probably closer to eighty."

"That's a long way." Garion winced as he shifted in his saddle.

"Yes."

"I"'msorry | ran away like that back there," Garion apol ogi zed.

"I't wasn't your fault. Chandar was pl ayi ng ganes.

"Why did he pick nme? Couldn't he have done the same thing to Durnik - or
Bar ak?"

Mster WIlf |ooked at him "You're younger, nore susceptible.”
"That's not really it, is it?" Garion accused.
"No," WoIf admitted, "not really, but it's an answer, of sorts.”

"This is another one of those things you aren't going to tell ne, isn't
it?"

"l suppose you could say that," Wl f answered bl andly.
Garion sul ked about that for a while, but Mster Wlf rode on, seeningly
unconcerned by the boy's reproachful silence.

They stopped that night at a Tol nedran hostel, which, like all of them was
pl ai n, adequate, and expensive. The next norning the sky had cl eared except
for billow patches of white cloud scanpering before the brisk wind. The
sight of the sun made them all feel better, and there was even sone
bantering between Silk and Barak as they rode along - sonething Garion
hadn't heard in all the weeks they'd spent traveling under the gl oony skies
of northern Arendi a.

Mandor al | en, however, scarcely spoke that norning, and his face grew nore
somber with each passing mile. He was not wearing his arnor, but instead a
mail suit and a deep blue surcoat. Hi s head was bare, and the w nd tugged
at his curly hair.

On a nearby hilltop a bleak-1ooking castle brooded down at them as they
passed, its grim walls high and haughty-Iooking. Mandorallen seened to
avoid | ooking at it, and his face becane even nore nelancholy.

Garion found it difficult to nake up his mnd about Mandorallen. He was
honest enough with hinmself to admt that nruch of his thinking was stil
cl ouded by Lelldorin's prejudices. He didn't really want to Ilike



Mandor al | en;  but aside from the habitual gl oom ness whi ch seened
characteristic of all Arends and the studied and involuted archai smof the
man' s speech and his towering self confidence, there seened little actually
to dislike.

A half |eague along the road fromthe castle, a ruin sat at the top of a
long rise. It was not nuch nore than a single wall wth a high archway in
the center and broken columms on either side. Near the ruin a wonman sat on
hor seback, her dark red cape flowing in the w nd.

Wthout a word, alnpst wthout seeming to think about it, Mandorallen
turned his warhorse fromthe road and cantered up the rise toward the
worman, who watched his approach wi thout any seemi ng surprise, but also with
no particul ar pleasure.

"Where's he goi ng?" Barak asked.

"She's an acquai ntance of his," Mster WIf said dryly.
"Are we supposed to wait for hinP"

"He can catch up with us," Wl f replied

Mandoral | en had stopped his horse near the wonman and di smounted. He bowed
to her and held out his hands to help her down from her horse. They wal ked
together toward the ruin, not touching, but walking very close to each
ot her. They stopped beneath the archway and tal ked. Behind the ruin, clouds
raced in the windy sky, and their enornous shadows swept uncaring across
the mournful fields of Arendia.

"W shoul d have taken a different route,”" WIf said. "I wasn't thinking, |
guess. "

"I's there sone probl en?" Durnik asked.

"Not hi ng unusual - in Arendia," WlIf answered. "I suppose it's ny fault.
Sonetimes | forget the kind of things that can happen to young people.”

"Don't be cryptic, father," Aunt Pol told him "It's wvery irritating. Is
this something we should know about ?"

Wl f shrugged. "It isn't any secret,"” he replied. "Half of Arendia knows
about it. A whole generation of Arendish virgins cry thenmselves to sleep
every night over it."

"Fat her," Aunt Pol snapped exasperatedly.

"AIl right," Wlf said. "When Mandorall en was about Garion's age, he showed
a great deal of prom se-strong, courageous, not too bright the qualities
that nake a good knight. Hs father asked ne for advice, and | nade
arrangenents for the young man to live for a while with the Baron of Vo
Ebor - that's his castle back there. The baron had an enornous reputation,
and he provided Mandorallen wth the kind of instruction he needed.
Mandorall en and the baron became alnost |ike father and son, since the
baron was quite a bit older. Everything was going along fine wuntil the
baron got married. Hs bride, however, was nmuch younger - about
Mandoral l en's age."

"I think | see where this is going,” Durnik remarked disapprovingly.



"Not exactly," Wbl f disagreed. "After the honeynmoon, the baron returned to
his customary knightly pursuits and left a very bored young | ady wanderi ng
around his castle. It's a situation with all kinds of interesting
possibilities. Anyway, Mandorallen and the |ady exchanged glances - then
words - the usual sort of thing."

"I't happens in Sendaria too," Durnik observed, "but |I'msure the name we
have for it is different from the one they wuse here." H's tone was
critical, even offended.

"You're junping to conclusions, Durnik," WIf told him "Things never went
any further. It mght have been better if they had. Adultery isn't really
all that serious, and in tine they'd have gotten bored with it. But, since
they both Ioved and respected the baron too much to dishonor him
Mandoral l en left the castle before things could get out of hand. Now they
both suffer in silence. It's all very touching, but it seens |like a waste
of time to ne. O course |I'molder."

"You're ol der than everyone, father," Aunt Pol said.

"You didn't have to say that, Pol

Silk laughed sardonically. "I'mglad to see that our stupendous friend at
|east has the bad taste to fall in love with another man's wife. H's
nobility was beginning to get rather cloying." The little man's expression
had that bitter, self nocking cast to it Garion had first seen in Val Al orn
when they had spoken with Queen Porenn

"Does the baron know about it?" Durnik asked.

"Naturally," WIf replied. "That's the part that nmakes the Arends get al
mushy inside about it. There was a kni ght once, stupider than nost Arends,
who made a bad joke about it. The baron pronmptly chall enged himand ran a
l ance through himduring the duel. Since then very few people have found
the situation hunorous."

"It's still disgraceful," Durnik said.

"Their behavior's above reproach, Durnik," Aunt Pol maintained firmy.
"There's no shane in it as long as it doesn't go any further."

"Decent people don't allow it to happen in the first place,” Durnik
assert ed.

"You'll never convince her, Durnik," Mster WIf told the snith. "Polgara
spent too many years associating with the Wacite Arends. They were as bad
or worse than the M nbrates. You can't wallow in that kind of

sentimentality for that long w thout some of it rubbing off. Fortunately it
hasn't totally blotted out her good sense. She's only occasionally girlish
and gushy. If you can avoid her during those seizures, it's alnost as if
there was nothing wong with her."

"My time was spent a little nmore wusefully than yours, father," Aunt Pol

observed acidly. "As | remenber, you spent those years carousing in the
waterfront dives in Canmaar. And then there was that wuplifting period you
spent amusing the depraved wonen of Maragor. |'mcertain those experiences

br oadened your concept of norality enormously.”

M ster Wl f coughed unconfortably and | ooked away.



Behind them Mandorallen had renbunted and begun to gallop back down the
hill. The lady stood in the archway wth her red cloak billowing in the
wi nd, watching himas he rode away.

They were five days on the road before they reached the R ver Arend, the
boundary between Arendia and Tol nedra. The weather inproved as they noved
farther south, and by the norning when they reached the hill overl ooking
the river, it was alnost warm The sun was very bright, and a few fl eecy
cl ouds raced overhead in the fresh breeze.

"The high road to Vo Mnbre branches to the left just there," Mandorallen
remar ked.

"Yes," WIf said. "Let's go down into that grove near the river and make
ourselves a bit nore presentable. Appearances are very inportant in Vo
M nbr e, and we don't want to arrive | ooking like vagabonds. "

Three brown-robed and hooded figures stood hunbly at the crossroads, their
faces down and their hands held out in supplication. Mster Wolf reined in
hi s horse and approached them He spoke with thembriefly, then gave each a
coi n.

"Who are they?" Garion asked.
"Monks from Mar Terin," Silk replied
"Where's that?"

"It's a monastery in southeastern Tol nedra where Maragor used to be," Silk
told him "The nonks try to confort the spirits of the Mrags."

Mster WIf notioned to them and they rode on past the three hunble
figures at the roadside. "They say that no Mirgos have passed here in the
| ast two weeks."

"Are you sure you can believe then?" Hettar asked.
"Probably. The nonks won't lie to anybody."

"Then they'|ll tell anybody who cones by that we've passed here?" Barak
asked.

Wl f nodded. "They'll answer any question anybody puts to them"

"That's an unsavory habit," Barak grunted darkly.

Mster WIf shrugged and led the way anmbng the trees beside the river.
"This ought to do," he decided, disnmounting in a grassy glade. He waited
while the others clinbed down fromtheir horses. "All right,"” he told them
"we're going to Vo Mnbre. | want you all to be careful about what you say
there. Mnbrates are very touchy, and the slightest word can be taken as an
insult."”

"I think you should wear the white robe Fulrach gave you, father," Aunt Pol
interrupted, pulling open one of the packs.

"Pl ease, Pol , " Wl f sai d, "I'm trying to expl ai n sonet hi ng. "

"They heard you, father. You tend to bel abor things too rmuch." She held up
the white robe and | ooked at it critically. "You should have folded it nore



carefully. You ve winkled it."
"I"'mnot going to wear that thing," he declared flatly.
"Yes, you are, father," she told himsweetly. "W night have to argue about

it for an hour or two, but you'll wind up wearing it in the end anyway. Wy
not just save yourself all the time and aggravati on?"

"It's silly," he conpl ai ned.

"Lots of things are silly, father. | know the Arends better than you do.
You'll get nore respect if you |ook the part. Mandorallen and Hettar and
Barak w Il wear their arnor; Durnik and Silk and Garion can wear the
doubl ets Fulrach gave themin Sendar; |1'Il wear ny blue gown, and you'l
wear the white robe. | insist, father."

"You what? Now |listen here, Polgara-"

"Be still, father," she said absently, exanining Garion's blue doublet.
Wl f's face darkened, and his eyes bul ged dangerously.

"Was there sonething el se?" she asked with a | evel gaze.

Mster WIf let it drop.

"He's as wise as they say he is," Silk observed.

An hour later they were on the high road to Vo M nbre under a sunny sky.
Mandoral | en, once again in full armor and with a blue and silver pennon
streaming fromthe tip of his lance, led the way with Barak in his gl eaning
mail shirt and black bearskin cape riding inmediately behind him At Aunt
Pol's insistence, the big Cherek had conbed the tangles out of his red
beard and even rebraided his hair. Mster WIf in his white robe rode
sourly, muttering to himself, and Aunt Pol sat her horse denurely at his
side in a short, fur-lined cape and with a blue satin headdress surnounting
the heavy mass of her dark hair. Garion and Durnik were ill at ease in
their finery, but Silk wore his doublet and black velvet cap with a kind of
exuberant flair. Hettar's sole concession to formality had been the
repl acenent of a ring of beaten silver for the | eather thong which usually
caught in his scalp |ock

The serfs and even the occasional knight they encountered along the way
stood aside and saluted respectfully. The day was warm the road was good,
and their horses were strong. By mdafternoon they crested a high hil

overlooking the plain which sloped dowmm to the gates of Vo Mnbre.

Chapter Ten

THE CITY OF THE M MBRATE ARENDS reared alnost |ike a nountain beside the
sparkling river. [Its thick, high walls were surmounted by nassive
battl ements, and great towers and slender spires with bright banners at
their tips rose within the walls, gleamng golden in the afternoon sun

"Behold Vo M nbre," Mandorallen proclaimed with pride, "queen of cities.
Upon that rock the tide of Angarak crashed and recoil ed and crashed agai n.



Upon this field met they their ruin. The soul and pride of Arendia |loth
reside within that fortress, and the power of the Dark One may not prevai
against it."

"We've been here before, Mandorallen,"” Mster WIf said sourly.

"Don't be inpolite, father," Aunt Pol told the old man. Then she turned to
Mandorallen and to Garion's amazenent she spoke in an idiom he had never
heard from her lips before. "WIt thou, Sir Knight, convey us presently
into the pal ace of thy king? W nust needs take council with himin matters
of gravest wurgency." She delivered this wthout the least trace of
sel f-consci ousness as if the archaic formality cane quite naturally to her
"Forasmuch as thou art the mghtiest knight on Iife, we place ourselves
under the protection of thy arm"

Mandoral l en, after a startled instant, slid with a crash from his warhorse
and sank to his knees before her. "My Lady Polgara," he replied in a voice

throbbing with respect - with reverence even, "I accept thy charge and will
convey thee safely unto King Korodullin. Should any nan question thy
paramount right to the king's attention, | shall prove his folly upon his
body. "

Aunt Pol smiled at himencouragingly, and he vaulted into his saddle with a
clang and led the way at a rolling trot, his whole bearing seething with a
willingness to do battle.

"What was that all about?" WIf asked.

"Mandoral l en needed sonething to take his mind off his troubles,” she
replied. "He's been out of sorts for the |ast few days."

As they drew closer to the city, Garion could see the scars on the great
walls where heavy stones from the Angarak catapults had struck the
unyi el ding rock. The battlements high above were chipped and pitted from
the inmpact of showers of steel-tipped arrows. The stone archway that |ed
into the city revealed the incredible thickness of the walls, and the
i ronbound gate was massive. They clattered through the archway and into the
narrow, crooked streets. The people they passed seenmed for the nost part to
be conmoners, who quickly mnoved aside. The faces of the nmen in dun-col ored
tunics and the wonen in patched dresses were dull and uncurious.

"They don't seemvery interested in wus," Garion comented quietly to
Dur ni k.

"I don't think the ordinary people and the gentry pay nuch attention to
each other here,"” Durnik replied. "They live side by side, but they don't
know anyt hing about each other. Maybe that's what's wong with Arendia.”

Gari on nodded soberly.

Al t hough the conmmoners were indifferent, the nobles at the pal ace seened
afire with curiosity. Wrd of the party's entrance into the city apparently
had raced ahead of themthrough the narrow streets, and the w ndows and
parapets of the palace were alive with people in brightly col ored cl ot hes.

"Abate thy pace, Sir Knight," a tall man with dark hair and beard, wearing
a bl ack velvet surcoat over his polished mail, called down fromthe parapet
to Mandorallen as they clattered into the broad plaza before the pal ace.
"Lift thy visor so that | may know thee."



Mandoral | en stopped in amazenent before the closed gate and raised his
visor. "What discourtesy is this?" he demanded. "I am as all the world
knows, Mandorall en, Baron of Vo Mandor. Surely thou canst see my crest upon
the face of ny shield."”

"Any man may wear another's crest,"” the nan above decl ared di sdainfully.

Mandoral l en's face darkened. "Art thou not nmindful that no man on life
would dare to counterfeit my senblance?" he asked in a dangerous tone.

"Sir Andorig," another knight on the parapet told the dark-haired man,
"this is indeed Sir Mndorallen. I net him on the field of the great
tourney |ast year, and our neeting cost nme a broken shoulder and put a
ringing in nmy ears which hath not yet subsided."

"Ah," Sir Andorig replied, "since thou wilt vouch for him Sir Hel bergin,
will adm t t hat this is indeed t he bast ard of Vo Mandor . "

"You're going to have to do sonething about that one of these days," Barak
said quietly to Mandorall en

"I't would seem so," Mandorallen replied.

"Who, however, are these others with thee who seek adnittance, Sir Knight?"

Andorig demanded. "I will not cause the gates to open for foreign
strangers."

Mandoral | en straightened in his saddle. "Behold!™ he announced in a voice
that could probably be heard all over the city. "I bring you honor beyond

nmeasure. Fling w de the palace gate and prepare one and all to make
obei sance. You |l ook wupon the holy face of Belgarath the Sorcerer, the
Eternal Man, and upon the divine countenance of his daughter, the Lady
Pol gara, who have come to Vo Mnbre to consult with the King of Arendia on
diverse matters."

"I'sn't that a little overdone?" (Garion whi spered to Aunt  Pol

"It's customary, dear," she replied placidly. "Wen you' re dealing with
Arends, you have to be a little extravagant to get their attention.”

"And who hath told thee that this is the Lord Belgarath?" Andorig asked
with the faintest hint of a sneer. "I will bend no knee before an unproved
vagabond. "

"Dost thou question nmy word, Sir Knight?" Mndorallen returned in an
om nously quiet voice. "And wilt thou then come down and put thy doubt to
the test? O is it perhaps that thou wouldst prefer to cringe doglike
behi nd thy parapet and yap at thy betters?"

"Ch, that was very good," Barak said adnmiringly. Mandorallen grinned
tightly at the big man.

"I don't think we're getting anywhere with this," Mster WIf nuttered. "It

| ooks like I'l'l have to prove sonething to this skeptic if we're ever going
to get into see Korodullin." He slid down fromhis saddle and t houghtfully
renoved a twig fromhis horse' s tail, picked up somewhere during their

journey. Then he strode to the center of the plaza and stood there in his
gleam ng white robe. "Sir Knight," he called up mldly to Andorig, "you're
a cautious nman, | see. That's a good quality, but it can be carried too
far."



"I am hardly a child, old man," the dark-haired knight replied in a tone
hovering on the verge of insult, "and | believe only what m ne own eye hath
confirmed."

"It nust be a sad thing to believe so little," WIf observed. He bent then
and inserted the twig he'd been holding between two of the broad granite
flagstones at his feet. He stepped back a pace and stretched his hand out
above the twi g, his face curiously gentle. "I'mgoing to do you a favor,
Sir Andorig," he announced. "lI'mgoing to restore your faith. Witch
closely.” And then he spoke a single soft word that Garion couldn't quite
hear, but which set off the nowfamliar surge and a faint roaring sound.

At first nothing seened to be happening. Then the two flagstones began to
buckl e upward with a grinding sound as the twig grew visibly thicker and
began to reach up toward Mster WIf's outstretched hand. There were gasps
fromthe pal ace walls as branches began to sprout fromthe twig as it grew
Wl f raised his hand higher, and the twig obediently grew at his gesture,
its branches broadening. By now it was a young tree and still grow ng. One
of the flagstones cracked with a sharp report.

There was absolute silence as every eye fixed in awed fascination on the
tree. Mster Wlf held out both hands and turned themuntil the pal ns were
up. He spoke again, and the tips of the branches swelled and began to bud.
Then the tree burst into flower, its blossons a delicate pink and white.
"Appl e, wouldn't you say, Pol?" Wl f asked over his shoul der.

"It appears to be, father," she replied.

He patted the tree fondly and then turned back to the dark-haired kni ght
who had sunk, white-faced and trenmbling, to his knees. "Well, Sir Andorig,"
he inquired, "what do you believe now?"

"Please forgive nme, Holy Belgarath,” Andorig begged in a strangled voice.

Mster Wlf drew hinself up and spoke sternly, his words slipping into the
nmeasured cadences of the Mnbrate idiom as easily as Aunt Pol's had

earlier. "I charge thee, Sir Knight, to care for this tree. It hath grown
here to renew thy faith and trust. Thy debt to it must be paid wth tender
and loving attention to its needs. In tinme it will bear fruit, and thou

wilt gather the fruit and give it freely to any who ask it of thee. For thy
soul 's sake, thou wilt refuse none, no matter how hunble. As the tree gives
freely, so shalt thou."

"That's a nice touch," Aunt  Pol approved. WIf winked at  her
"I will do even as thou hast conmanded ne, Holy Belgarath,"” Sir Andorig
choked. "I pledge ny heart to it."

Mster Wlf returned to his horse. "At least he'll do one useful thing in

his life," he nuttered.

After that there was no further discussion. The pal ace gate creaked open
and they all rode into the inner courtyard and di smounted. Mandorallen | ed
t hem past kneeling and even sobbing nobles who reached out to touch M ster
Wl f's robe as he passed. At Mandorallen's heels they walked through the
broad, tapestried hallways with a growing throng behind them The door to
t he throne room opened, and they entered.



The Arendish throne room was a great, vaulted hall wth sculptured
buttresses soaring upward along the walls. Tall, narrow wi ndows rose
between the buttresses, and the light stream ng through their stainedglass
panels was jewel ed. The floor was polished marble, and on the carpeted
stone platformat the far end stood the double throne of Arendia, backed by
heavy purple drapes. Flanking the draped wall hung the nmassive antique
weapons of twenty generations of Arendish royalty. Lances, maces, and huge
swords, taller than any man, hung anong the tattered war banners of
forgotten Kings.

Korodul lin of Arendia was a sickly-1ooking young nan in a gol denbroi dered
purple robe, and he wore his large gold crown as if it were too heavy for
him Beside himon the double throne sat his pale, beautiful queen
Toget her they watched somewhat apprehensively as the throng surroundi ng
Mster Wlf approached the wi de steps leading up to the throne.

"My King," Mandorallen announced, dropping to one knee, "l bring into thy
presence Holy Belgarath, Disciple of Aldur and the staff upon which the
ki ngdonms of the West have | eaned since tinme began."

"He knows who | am Mandorallen," Mster WIf said. He stepped forward and
bowed briefly. "Hail Korodullin and Mayaserana," he greeted the king and
gueen. "I'msorry we haven't had the chance to get acquainted before.”

"The honor is ours, noble Belgarath," the young king replied in a voice
whose rich tinbre belied his frail appearance.

"My father spoke often of thee," the queen said.

"W were good friends," WIf told her. "Allow nme to present ny daughter
Pol gara. "

"Great Lady," the king responded with a respectful inclination of his head.
"All the world knows of thy power, but men have forgotten to speak of thy
beauty. "

"We'll get along well together,"” Aunt Pol answered warmy, snmiling at him

"My heart trenmbles at the sight of the flower of all womanhood," the queen
decl ar ed.

Aunt Pol | ooked at the queen thoughtfully. "W nust talk, Mayaserana," she
said in a serious tone, "in private and very soon."

The queen | ooked startl ed.

Mster WIf introduced the rest of them and each bowed in turn to the
young Ki ng.

"Wl come, gentles all,"
so nobl e a conpany. "

Korodullin said. "My poor court is overwhel med by

"W don't have nuch tine, Korodullin," Mster WIf told him "The courtesy
of the Arendish throne is the marvel of the world. | don't want to offend
you and your lovely queen by cutting short those stately observances which
so ornament your court, but | have certain news which | have to present to
you in private. The matter is of extrene urgency."

"Then I amat thy inmrediate disposal,"” the king replied, rising fromhis
throne. "Forgive us, dear friends," he said to the assenbl ed nobles, "but



this ancient friend of our kingly Iline hath information which nust be
inparted to our ears alone with utnmost urgency. | pray thee, let wus go
apart for a little space of tine to receive this instruction. W shal
return presently.”

"Polgara," Mster WIf said

"Go ahead, father," she replied. "Just now | have to speak with Mayaserana
about something that's very inportant to her."

"Can't it wait?"

"No, father, it can't." And with that she took the queen's arm and the two
left. Mster WIf stared after her for a noment; then he shrugged, and he
and Korodullin also left the throne room An alnpst shocked silence
foll owed their departure.

"Mpst unseemy,” an old courtier wth wispy white hair disapproved. "A
necessary haste, my Lord," Mandorallen informed him "As the revered
Bel garath hath intimated, our mission is the hinge-pin of the survival of
all the kingdoms of the west. Qur Ancient Foe nmay soon be abroad again. It
will not be long, | fear, ere Mnbrate knights wll again stand the brunt
of titanic war."

"Bl essed then be the tongue which brings the news," the white-haired old
man declared. "I had feared that | had seen nmy |last battle and would die
abed in ny dotage. | thank great Chaldan that | still have my vigor, and
that my prowess is undimnished by the passage of a nmere fourscore years."

Garion drew off by hinself to one side of the room to westle wth a
problem Events had swept him into King Korodullin's court before he had
had the time to prepare hinmself for an unpleasant duty. He had given his
word to Lelldorin to bring certain things to the king's attention, but he
did not have the faintest idea howto begin. The exaggerated formality of
the Arendish court intimdated him This was not at all |ike the rough

good-natured court of King Anheg in Val Alorn or the al nost honey court of
King Fulrach in Sendar. This was Vo Mnbre, and the prospect of blurting
out news of the wld scheme of a group of Asturian firebrands as he had
blurted out the news of the Earl of Jarvik in Cherek now seenmed utterly out
of the question

Suddenly the thought of that previous event struck himforcibly. The
situation then was so sinmilar to this one that it seenmed all at once like
some el aborate game. The noves on the board were alnpst identical, and in
each case he had been placed in the wunconfortable position of being
required to block that last crucial nmove where a king would die and a
ki ngdom woul d col l apse. He felt oddly powerless, as if his entire life were
in the fingers of two faceless players maneuvering pieces in the sane
patterns on some vast board in a game that, for all he knew, had |lasted for
eternity. There was no question about what had to be done. The players,
however, seemed content to leave it up to himto come up with a way to do
it.

Ki ng Korodullin appeared shaken when he returned to the throne roomwth
Mster WIf a half hour later, and he controlled his expression wth
obvious difficulty. "Forgive me, gentles all," he apologized, "but | have
had di sturbing news. For the present tinme, however, let us put aside our
cares and celebrate this historic visit. Sunmon nusicians and conmand t hat
a banquet be nade ready."



There was a stir near the door, and a bl ack-robed man entered with a half
dozen Mnbrate knights in full arnor following himclosely, their eyes
narrow with suspicion and their hands on their sword hilts as if daring
anyone to bar their leader's path. As the robed nan strode nearer, Garion
saw his angul ar eyes and scarred cheeks. The man was a Mirgo.

Barak put a firmhand on Hettar's arm

The Murgo had obviously dressed in haste and he seened slightly breathless
fromhis burned trip to the throne room "Your Majesty," he rasped, bow ng
deeply to Korodullin, "I have just been advised that visitors have arrived
at thy court and have made haste here to greet themin the nane of ny king,
Taur Urgas."

Korodullin's face grew cold. "I do not recall sumoning thee, Nachak," he
sai d.

"It is, then, as | had feared," the Mirgo replied. "These messengers have
spoken ill of ny race, seeking to dissever the friendship which loth exist
between the thrones of Arendia and of Cthol Miurgos. | amchagrined to find
that thou bast given ear to slanders wthout offering ne opportunity to
reply. Is this just, august Majesty?"

"Who is this?" Mster WIlf asked Korodullin.

"Nachak," the king replied, "the anbassador of Chol Mirgos. Shall

i ntroduce thee to him Ancient One?"

"That won't be necessary," Mster WIf answered bl eakly. "Every Miurgo alive
knows who | am Modthers in Chol Mirgos frighten their children into
obedi ence by nentioning ny nane."

"But I amnot a child, old man," Nachak sneered. "I'mnot afraid of you."
"That could be a serious failing," Silk observed.

The Murgo's nane had struck Garion alnost like a blow. As he | ooked at the
scarred face of the nman who had so misled Lelldorin and his friends, he
realized that the players had once again noved their pieces into that |ast
crucial position, and that who would wn and who would | ose once again
depended entirely on him

"What lies have you told the Kking?" Nachak was demanding of Mster WlIf.

"No lies, Nachak," Wlf told him "Just the truth. That should be enough.”
"I protest, your Mjesty," Nachak appealed to the king. "I protest in the
strongest manner possible. Al the world knows of his hatred for ny people.
How can you allow himto poison your mnd agai nst us?"

"He forgot the thees and thous that tinme," Silk conmrented slyly.

"He's excited," Barak replied. "Mirgos get clumsy when they're excited.
It's one of their shortcom ngs."

"Alorns!" Nachak spat.

"That's right, Miurgo," Barak said coldly. He was still holding Hettar's
arm



Nachak | ooked at them and then his eyes w dened as he seenmed to see Hettar
for the first time. He recoiled fromthe Algar's hate-filled stare, and his
hal f dozen knights closed protectively around him "Your Majesty," he
rasped, "I know that man to be Hettar of Algaria, a knowmn nurderer.
demand that you arrest him"

"Demand, Nachak?" the king asked with a dangerous glint in his eyes. "Thou
wilt present demands to me in ny own court?"

"Forgive ne, your Majesty," Nachak apol ogi zed quickly. "The sight of that
animal so disturbed ne that | forgot nyself."

"You'd be wise to |leave now, Nachak," Mster WIf reconmended. "It's not
really a good idea for a Mirgo to be alone in the presence of so many
Alorns. Accidents have a way of happening under such conditions."

"Grandfather,"” Garion said urgently. Wthout knowi ng exactly why, he knew
that it was time to speak. Nachak must not be allowed to |eave the throne
room The faceless players had nade their final noves, and the gane nust
end here. "Grandfather,"” he repeated, "there's sonething | have to tel
you. "

"Not now, Garion." WIf was still Iooking with hard eyes at the Mirgo
"It's inportant, grandfather. Very inportant.”

Mster WIf turned as if to reply sharply, but then he seened to see
somet hing - sonething that no one else in the throne roomcould see and his
eyes wi dened in nonentary amazenment. "All right, Garion," he said in a
strangely quiet voice. "CGo ahead."

"Some men are planning to kill the king of Arendia. Nachak's one of them"
Garion had said it |ouder than he'd intended, and a sudden sil ence fel
over the throne roomat his words.

Nachak's face went pale, and his hand noved involuntarily toward his sword
hilt, then froze. Garion was suddenly keenly aware of Barak hul ki ng j ust
behi nd himand Hettar, grimas death in black |eather towering beside him
Nachak stepped back and made a quick gesture to his steel-clad knights.
Quickly they formed a protective ring around him their hands on their
weapons. "I won't stay and listen to such slander,"” the Mirgo decl ared.

"I have not yet given thee ny permission to wthdraw, Nachak," Korodullin

informed himcoolly. "I require thy presence yet a while." The young king's
face was stern, and his eyes bored into the Mirgo's. Then he turned to
Garion. "I would hear nore of this. Speak truthfully, lad, and fear not

reprisal fromany man for thy words."

Garion drew a deep breath and spoke carefully. "I don't really know all the
details, your Majesty," he explained. "I found out about it by accident.”

"Say what thou canst,"” the king told him

"As nearly as | can tell, your Mjesty, next sumrer when you travel to Vo
Astur, a group of nmen are going to try to kill you somewhere on the
hi ghway. "

"Asturian traitors, doubtless," a gray-haired courtier suggested.

"They call thenselves patriots,” Garion answered.



"Inevitably," the courtier sneered.

"Such attenpts are not uncomon," the king stated. "W will take steps to
guard against them | thank thee for this information."

"There's nore, your Majesty," Garion added. "When they attack, they're
going to be wearing the unifornms of Tol nedran |egionnaires."

Si Il k whistled sharply.

"The whole idea is to nake your nobles believe that you ve been killed by

the Tol nedrans,"” Garion continued. "These men are sure that Mnbre wll
i medi ately declare war on the Enpire, and that as soon as that happens the
legions will march in. Then, when everybody here is involved in the war,
they're going to announce that Asturias no |onger subject to the Arendish
throne. They're sure that the rest of Asturia wll followthem at that
poi nt."

"I see," the king replied thoughtfully. "'This a well-conceived plan, but
with a subtlety uncharacteristic of our wld-eyed Asturian brothers. But |
have vyet heard nothing linking the emissary of Taur Urgas with this
treason."

"The whol e plan was his, your Majesty. He gave themall the details and the
gold to buy the Tolnedran uniforms and to encourage other people to join
them™

"He lies!" Nachak burst out.
"Thou shalt have opportunity to reply, Nachak," the king advised him He

turned back to Garion. "Let us pursue this matter further. How canmest thou
by this know edge?"

"I can't say, your Mjesty," Garion replied painfully. "I gave my word not
to. One of the nmen told ne about it to prove that he was nmy friend. He put
his life in ny hands to show how nuch he trusted nme. | can't betray him"

"Thy loyalty speaks well of thee, young Garion," the king comended him
"but thy accusation against the Murgo anbassador is nbst grave. Wthout
violating thy trust, canst thou provide corroboration?"

Hel pl essly, Garion shook his head.

"This is a serious matter, your Mjesty," Nachak declared. "I am the
personal representative of Taur Urgas. This lying urchin is Belgarath's
creature, and his wld, unsubstantiated story is an obvious attenpt to
discredit me and to drive a wedge between the thrones of Arendia and Ctho
Murgos. This accusation rmust not be allowed to stand. The boy nmnust be
forced to identify these imaginary plotters or to admt that he lies.™

" He hat h gi ven hi s pl edge, Nachak, " t he ki ng poi nt ed out .

"He says so, your Majesty," Nachak replied with a sneer. "Let us put himto
the test. An hour on the rack may persuade himto speak freely."

"I"ve seldom had much faith in confessions obtained by tornent,” Korodullin

sai d.

"If it please your Majesty,” Mandorallen interjected, "it nmay be that | can



help to resolve this matter."

Garion threw a stricken | ook at the knight. Mandorallen knew Lelldorin, and
it would be a sinple thing for him to guess the truth. Mandorallen
noreover, was a Mnbrate, and Korodullin was his king. Not only was he
under no conpulsion to remain silent, but his duty alnmost obliged himto
speak.

"Sir Mandorallen,” the king responded gravely, "thy devotion to truth and
duty are |egendary. Canst thou perchance identify these plotters?”

The question hung there.

"Nay, Sire," Mandorallen replied firmy, "but | know Garion to be a
truthful and honest boy. I will vouch for him"

"That's scanty corroboration,” Nachak asserted. "I declare that he lies, so
where does that |eave us?"

"The lad is ny conpanion,” Mndorallen said. "I will not be the instrunent

of breaking his pledge, since his honor is as dear to nme as mne own. By
our law, however, a cause incapable of proof may be decided by trial at
arms. | will chanpion this boy. | declare before this conpany that this
Nachak is a foul villain who hath joined with diverse others to slay ny
king." He pulled off his steel gauntlet and tossed it to the floor. The
crash as it struck the polished stone seened thunderous. "Take up nmy gage,
Murgo, " Mandorallen said coldly, "or let one of thy sycophant knights take
it up for thee. I will prove thy villainy upon thy body or upon the body of
t hy chanpion."

Nachak stared first at the mailed gauntlet and then at the great knight
standing accusingly before him He licked his lips nervously and | ooked
around the throne room Except for Mandorallen, none of the M nbrate nobles

present were under arns. The Mirgo's eyes narrowed with a sudden
desperation. "Kill him" he snarled at the six nen in arnmor surrounding
hi m

The kni ghts | ooked shocked, doubtful

"Kill him™"™ Nachak commanded them "A thousand gold pieces to the man who
spills out his life!"

The faces of the six knights went flat at his words. As one man they drew
their swords and spread out, noving with rai sed shields toward Mandorall en
There were gasps and cries of alarmas the nobles and their |adies
scranbl ed out of the way.

"What treason is this?" Mandorallen denmanded of them "Are ye so enanored
of this Murgo and his gold that ye will draw weapons in the king' s presence
in open defiance of the law s prohibitions? Put up your swords.”

But t hey ignored his wor ds and continued their grim advance.

"Defend thyself, Sir Mandorallen," Korodullin urged, half rising fromhis
throne. "I free thee of the law s constraint."

Bar ak, however, had already begun to nove. Noting that Mndorallen had not
carried his shield into the throne room the red-bearded nman jerked an
enor nous two-handed broadsword down fromthe array of banners and weapons
at one side of the dais. "Mandorallen!" he shouted and with a great heave



he slid the huge blade skittering and bouncing across the stone floor
toward the knight's feet. Mandorallen stopped the sliding weapon with one
mai | ed foot, stooped, and picked it up

The approaching knights |ooked a bit [|ess confident as Mandorallen lifted
the six-foot blade with both hands.

Barak, grinning hugely, drew his sword fromone hip and his war axe from
the other. Hettar, his drawn sabre held low, was circling the clunsy
knights on catlike feet. Wthout thinking, Garion reached for his own
sword, but Mster WIf's hand closed on his wist. "You stay out of it,"
the old man told himand pulled him clear of the inpending fight.

Mandoral l en's first bl ow crashed against a quickly raised shield,
shattering the armof a knight wth a crimson surcoat over his arnor and
hurling him into a clattering heap ten feet away. Barak parried a sword
stroke from a burly knight with his axe and battered at the man's raised
shield with his owm heavy sword. Hettar toyed expertly with a knight in
green-enanel ed arnor, easily avoiding his opponent's awkward strokes and
flicking t he poi nt  of hi s sabre at the man's visored face.

The steely ring of sword on sword echoed through Korodullin's throne room
and showers of sparks cascaded from the clash of edge against edge. Wth
huge bl ows, Mandorallen smashed at a second man. A vast sweep of his
two- handed sword went under the knight's shield, and the man shrieked as
the great blade bit through his armor and into his side. Then he fell wth
bl ood spouting fromthe sheared-in gash that reached hal fway through his
body.

Barak, with a deft backswi ng of his war axe, caved in the side of the burly
knight's helmet, and the knight half spun and fell to the floor. Hettar
feinted a quick nove, then drove his sabre point through a slot in the
green-armored knight's visor. The stricken knight stiffened as the sabre
ran into his brain.

As the nelee surged across the polished floor, the nobles and |adies
scurried this way and that to avoid being overrun by the struggling nen.
Nachak watched with dismay as his knights were systematically destroyed
bef ore hi s eyes. Then, quite suddenl y he tur ned and fled.

"He's getting away!" Garion shouted, but Hettar was already in pursuit, his
dreadful face and bl ood-snmeared sabre nelting the courtiers and their
screamng ladies out of his path as he ran to cut off Nachak's flight. The
Murgo had alnost reached the far end of the hall before Hettar's |ong
strides carried himthrough the crowd to block the doorway. Wth a cry of
despair, the anmbassador yanked his sword fromits scabbard, and Garion felt
a strange, nmonentary pity for him

As the Murgo raised his sword, Hettar flicked his sabre alnost |ike a whip,
l ashing him once on each shoulder. Nachak desperately tried to raise his
nunbed arnms to protect his head, but Hettar's blade dropped |ow instead.
Then, with a peculiar fluid grace, the grimfaced Algar quite deliberately
ran the Murgo through. Garion saw the sabre bl ade conme out between Nachak's
shoul ders, angling sharply upward. The anbassador gasped, dropped his sword
and gripped Hettar's wist wth both hands, but the hawk-faced nan
i nexorably turned his hand, twi sting the sharp, curved blade inside the
Mirgo' s body. Nachak groaned and shuddered horribly. Then his hands slipped
off Hettar's wist and his | egs buckled under him Wth a gurgling sigh, he
toppl ed backward, sliding linply off Hettar's bl ade.



Chapter El even

A MOMENT OF DREADFUL SILENCE filled the throne roomfollow ng the death of
Nachak. Then the two nenbers of his bodyguard who were still on their feet
threw their weapons down on the bl oodspattered floor with a sudden clatter
Mandoral l en raised his visor and turned toward the throne. "Sire," he said
respectfully, "the treachery of Nachak stands proved by reason of this
trial at arms:"”

"Truly," the king agreed. "My only regret is that thy enthusiasm in
pursuing this cause hath deprived us of the opportunity to probe nore
deeply into the full extent of Nachak's duplicity.”

"I expect that the plots he hatched will dry up once word of what happened
here gets around,"” M ster WIf observed.

"Perhaps so," the king acknow edged. "I would have pursued the nmatter
further, however. | would know if this villainy was Nachak's own or if |
nmust | ook beyond him to Taur Urgas hinmself." He frowned thoughtfully, then
shook his head as if to put certain dark speculations aside. "Arendia
stands in thy debt, Ancient Belgarath. This brave conpany of throe hath
forestalled the renewal of a war best forgotten." He | ooked sadly at the
bl ood-sneared floor and the bodies littering it. "My throne room hath
becone as a battlefield. The curse of Arendia extends even here." He
sighed. "Have it cleansed,” he ordered shortly and turned his head so that
he would not have to watch the grim business of cl eaning up

The nobles and |adies began to buzz as the dead were rempbved and the
polished stone floor was quickly nmopped to renove the pools of sticky
bl ood.

"Good fight," Barak commented as he carefully w ped his axe bl ade.

"I amin thy debt, Lord Barak," Mandorallen said gravely. "Thy aid was
fortuitous."

Barak shrugged. "It seemed appropriate.”
Hettar rejoined them his expression one of grimsatisfaction

"You did a nice job on Nachak," Barak conplinmented him
"I"'ve had a lot of practice," Hettar answered. "Mirgos always seemto make
that same mistake when they get into a fight. I think there's a gap in
their training somewhere."

"That's a shame, isn't it?" Barak suggested with vast insincerity.

Garion moved away from them Although he knew it was irrational, he
nevertheless felt a keen sense of personal responsibility for the carnage
he had just witnessed. The blood and violent death had conme about as the
result of his words. Had he not spoken, nmen who were now dead would stil

be alive. No matter how justified -how necessary - his speaking out had
been, he still suffered the pangs of guilt. He did not at the nmoment trust
hinself to speak with his friends. More than anything he w shed that he
could talk with Aunt Pol, but she had not yet returned to the throne room



and so he was left to westle alone with his wounded conscience.

He reached one of the enbrasures formed by the buttresses along the south
wal | of the throne room and stood alone in sonber reflection until a girl,
perhaps two years older than he, glided across the floor toward him her
stiff, crimson brocade gown rustling. The girl's hair was dark, even bl ack

and her skin was creany. Her bodice was cut quite low, and Garion found
some difficulty in finding a safe place for his eyes as she bore down on
hi m

"I would add nmy thanks to the thanks of all Arendia, Lord Garion," she
breathed at him Her voice was vibrant with all kinds of enmotions, none of
which Garion understood. "Thy tinmely revelation of the Mrgo's plotting
hath in truth saved the life of our sovereign.”

Garion felt a certain warmh at that. "I didn't do all that much, ny lady,"
he replied with a sonewhat insincere attenpt at nodesty. "M friends did
all the fighting."

"But it was thy brave denunciation which uncovered the foul plot," she
persisted, "and virgins will sing of the nobility with which thou protected
the identity of thy namel ess and m sguided friend."

Virgin was not a word with which Garion was prepared to deal. He blushed
and floundered hel pl essly.

"Art thou in truth, noble Garion, the grandson of Eternal Bel garath?"

"The relationship is a bit nmore distant. W sinplify it for the sake of
conveni ence. "

"But thou art in his direct Iine?" she persisted, her violet eyes gl ow ng.
"He tells ne | am"
"I's the Lady Pol gara perchance thy not her?"

"My aunt."

"A close kinship nonetheless,"” she approved warmly, her hand com ng to rest
l[ightly on his wist. "Thy blood, Lord Garion, is the noblest in the world.
Tell me, art thou perchance as yet unbetrothed?"

Garion blinked at her, his ears grow ng suddenly redder

"Ah, Garion," Mandorallen boomed in his hearty voice, striding into the
awkward monent, "1 had been seeking thee. WIt thou excuse us, Countess?"

The young |ady shot Mandorallen a look filled with sheer venom but the
knight's firmhand was al ready drawi ng Garion away.

"W will speak agai n, Lord Garion," she called after hi m

"I hope so, ny Lady," Garion replied back over his shoul der. Then he and
Mandorallen nerged with the crowd of courtiers near the center of the
throne room
"I wanted to thank you, Mandorallen,"
it alittle.

Garion said finally, struggling with



"For what, |ad?"

"You knew whom | was protecting when | told the King about Nachak, didn't
you?"

"Naturally," the knight replied in a rather offhand way.

"You could have told the king,- actually it was your duty to tell him
wasn't it?"

"But thou hadst given thy pledge."
"You hadn't, though."

"Thou art ny conpanion, |ad. Thy pledge is as binding upon me as it is upon
thee. Didst thou not know that?"

Garion was startled by Mndorallen's words. The exquisite involvenent of
Arendi sh ethics were beyond his grasp. "So you fought for nme instead."

Mandoral l en |aughed easily. "OF course," he answered, "though |I mnust
confess to thee in all honesty, Garion, that nmy eagerness to stand as thy
chanpi on grew not entirely out of friendship. In truth | found the Mirgo
Nachak of fensive and |liked not the cold arrogance of his hirelings. | was
inclined toward battle before thy need of chanpioning presented itself.
Perhaps it is | who should thank thee for providing the opportunity."”
"I don't understand you at all, Mandorallen," Garion admtted. "Sonetinmes I

think you're the nost conplicated man |'ve ever net."

"I?" Mandorallen seenmed amazed. "I am the sinplest of men."” He |ooked
around then and |l eaned slightly toward Garion. "I must advise thee to have
a care in thy speech with the Countess Vasrana," he warned. "It was that

whi ch inpelled me to draw t hee aside."
"Who?"

"The conely young lady w th whomthou wert speaki ng. She considers herself
the greatest beauty in the kingdomand is seeking a husband worthy of her."

"Husband?" Garion responded in a faltering voice.

"Thou art fair game, lad. Thy blood is noble beyond neasure by reason of
thy kinship to Belgarath. Thou woul dst be a great prize for the countess."

"Husband?" Garion quavered at.in, his knees beginning to trenble. "M?"

"I know not how things stand in m sty Sendaria," Mndorallen declared, "but
in Arendia thou art of marriageable age. Guard well thy speech, lad. The
nost i nnocent remark can be viewed as a promise, should a noble choose to
take it so."

Garion swall owed hard and | ooked around apprehensively. After that he did
his best to hide. Hs nerves, he felt, were not up to any nore shocks.

The Countess Vasrana, however, proved to be a skilled huntress. Wth
appalling determ nation she tracked him down and pinned him in another
enbrasure w th snoldering eyes and heaving bosom "Now perchance we nmay
continue our nmost interesting discussion, Lord Garion," she purred at him



Garion was considering flight when Aunt Pol, acconpanied by a now radi ant
Queen Mayaserana, reentered the throne room Mandorallen spoke briefly to
her, and she imedi ately crossed to the spot where the viol et-eyed countess
hel d Garion captive.

"Garion, dear," she said as she approached. "It's tinme for your nedicine."

"Medi ci ne?" he replied, confused

"A nost forgetful boy," she told the countess. "Probably it was all the
excitement, but he knows that if he doesn't take the potion every three
hours, the madness will return.”

"Madness?" the Countess Vasrana repeated sharply.

"The curse of his famly," Aunt Pol sighed. "They all have it-all the male
children. The potion works for a while, but of course it's only tenporary.
W'l have to find sone patient and self sacrificing |ady soon, so that he
can marry and father children before his brains begin to soften. After that
his poor wife will be doonmed to spend the rest of her days caring for him"
She | ooked critically at the young countess. "I wonder," she said. "Could
it be possible that you are as yet unbetrothed? You appear to be of a
sui tabl e age." She reached out and briefly took hold of Vasrana's rounded
arm "Nice and strong," she said approvingly. "I'll speak to ny father
Lord Bel garath, about this inmrediately."

The countess began to back away, her eyes wi de.

"Cone back," Aunt Pol told her. "Hs fits won't start for several m nutes
yet."

The girl fled.

"Can't you ever stay out of trouble?" Aunt Pol denmanded of Garion, |eading
himfirmy away.

"But | didn't say anything," he objected.
Mandorallen joined them grinning broadly. "I perceive that thou hast

routed our predatory countess, ny Lady. | should have thought she would
prove nore persistent.”

"I gave her something to worry about. |t danmpened her enthusiasm for
matri mony. "
"What matter didst thou discuss with our queen?" he asked. "I have not seen

her smle so in years."

"Mayaserana's had a problem of a female nature. | don't think you'd
under stand. "

"Her inability to carry a child to tern®"

"Don't Arends have anything better to do than gossip about things that
don't concern then? Why don't you go find another fight instead of asking
i nti mate questions?"

"The matter is of great concern to wus all, ny Lady," Mandorallen
apol ogi zed. "If our queen does not produce an heir to the throne, we stand
in danger of dynastic war. Al Arendia could go up in flanmes."



"There aren't going to be any flames, Mandorallen. Fortunately | arrived in
time - though it was very close. You'll have a crown prince before winter."

"I's it possible?"
"Wuld you like all the details?" she asked pointedly. "l1've noticed that
men usually prefer not to know about the exact nechanics involved in

chi | dbearing."

Mandoral len's face slowy flushed. "I will accept thy assurances, Lady
Pol gara," he replied quickly.

"I"'mso glad."

"I must informthe king," he decl ared.

"You must mind your own business, Sir Mndorallen. The queen wll tell
Korodul lin what he needs to know. Wy don't you go clean off your arnor?
You | ook as if you j ust wal ked t hr ough a sl aughterhouse."
He bowed, still blushing, and noved away.

"Men!" she said to his retreating back. Then she turned back to Garion. "I
hear that you' ve been busy."

"I had to warn the king," he replied.
"You seem to have an absolute genius for getting mxed up in this sort of
thing. Wiy didn't you tell me - or your grandfather.”

"I promised that I wouldn't say anything."

"Garion," she said firmy, "under our present circunstances, secrets are
very dangerous. You knew that what Lelldorin told you was inportant, didn't
you?"

"I didn't say it was Lelldorin."
She gave hima withering | ook. "Garion, dear," she told himbluntly, "don't
ever make the mstake of thinking that |I'mstupid."”

"I didn't," he floundered. "I wasn't. |I - Aunt Pol, | gave them ny word
that I wouldn't tell anybody."

She sighed. "We've got to get you out of Arendia," she declared. "The pl ace
seens to be affecting your good sense. The next time you feel the urge to
make one of these startling public announcenments, talk it over wth ne
first, all right?"

"Yes, ma'am " he munbl ed, enbarrassed.

"Ch, Garion, what am | ever going to do with you?" Then she | aughed fondly
and put her armabout his shoulder and everything was all right again.

The evening passed uneventfully after that. The banquet was tedious, and
the toasts afterward interm nable as each Arendish noble arose in turn to
salute Mster WIf and Aunt Pol with flowery and formal speeches. They went
to bed late, and Garion slept fitfully, troubled by nightmares of the
hot - eyed countess pursuing himthrough endl ess, flower-strewn corridors.



They were up early the next nmorning, and after breakfast Aunt Pol and
Mster Wlf spoke privately with the king and queen again. Garion, stil
nervous about his encounter with the Countess Vasrana, stayed close to
Mandor al | en. The M nbrate kni ght seemed best equi pped to hel p himavoid any
nore such adventures. They waited in an antechanber to the throne room and
Mandorallen in his blue surcoat explained at length an intricate tapestry
whi ch covered one entire wall.

About midnmorning Sir Andorig, the dark-haired knight Mster WIf had
ordered to spend his days caring for the tree in the plaza, cane |ooking

for Mandorallen. "Sir Knight," he said respectfully, "the Baron of Vo Ebor
hath arrived fromthe north acconpanied by his [ady. They have asked after
t hee and besought me that |  should seek thee out for them"

"Thou art nmost kind, Sir Andorig," Mandorallen replied, rising quickly from
t he bench where he had been sitting. "Thy courtesy becones thee greatly."

Andorig sighed. "Alas that it was not always so. | have this past night

stood vigil before that miraculous tree which Holy Bel garath comended to
my care. | thus had leisure to consider ny life in retrospect. | have not
been an admirable nman. Bitterly | repent ny faults and will strive

earnestly for amendnent.”

Wrdl essly, Mandorallen clasped the knight's hand and then followed him
down a long hallway to a roomwhere the visitors waited

It was not until they entered the sunlit roomthat Garion renenbered that
the wife of the Baron of Vo Ebor was the |ady to whom Mandorallen had
spoken on that wi ndswept hill beside the G eat West Road sone days before.

The baron was a solid-looking man in a green surcoat, and his hair and
beard were touched with white. His eyes were deep-set, and there seened to
be a great sadness in them "Mndorallen," he said, warmy enbracing the
younger knight. "Thou art unkind to absent thyself fromus for so long."

"Duty, ny Lord," Mandorallen replied in a subdued voice. "Cone, Nerina,"
the baron told his wife, "greet our friend."

The Baroness Nerina was nuch younger than her husband. Her hair was dark
and very long. She wore a rose-colored gown, and she was beauti ful -though
Garion thought, no nore so than any of a half dozen others he had seen at
the Arendi sh court.

"Dear Mandorallen," she said, kissing the knight with a brief, chaste
enbrace, "we have m ssed thee at Vo Ebor."

"And the world is desolate for me that | nust be absent fromits welll oved
halls."

Sir Andorig had bowed and then discreetly departed, |eaving Garion standing
awkwar dl y near the door

"And who is this likely-appearing |ad who acconpanies thee, ny son?" the
bar on asked.

"A Sendarian boy," Mandorallen responded. "H's nane is Garion. He and
di verse others have joined with nme in a perilous quest."

"Joyfully I gr eet ny son's conpani on, " t he bar on decl ar ed.



Garion bowed, but his mind raced, attenpting to find sone |egitimte excuse
to leave. The situation was terribly enbarrassing, and he did not want to
st ay.

"I nmust wait upon the king," the baron announced. "Custom and courtesy
demand that | present nyself to himas soon as possible upon ny arrival at
his court. WIt thou, Mandorallen, remain here wth nmy baroness until |
return?"

"I ' will, ny Lord."

"I'"ll take you to where the king is nmeeting with ny aunt and ny
grandfather, sir," Garion offered quickly.

"Nay, lad," the baron denurred. "Thou too nust remain. Though | have no
cause for anxiety, knowing full well the fidelity of my wife and ny dearest
friend, idle tongues woul d make scandal were they |l eft together unattended.
Prudent folk Ileave no possible foundation for false rumor and vile
i nnuendo. "

"I"ll stay then, sir," Garion replied quickly.
"Good lad," the baron approved. Then, wth eyes that seened sonehow
haunted, he quietly left the room

"WIt thou sit, nmy Lady?" Mndorallen asked Nerina, pointing to a
scul ptured bench near a w ndow.

"I will,"” she said. "Qur journey was fatiguing."
"It is along way fromVo Ebor," Mndorallen agreed, sitting on another
bench. "Didst thou and ny Lord find the roads passabl e?"

"Perhaps not yet so dry as to make travel enjoyable,” she told him They
spoke at sone length about roads and weather, sitting not far from each
ot her, but not so close that anyone chancing to pass by the open door could
have mi staken their conversation for anything less than innocent. Their
eyes, however, spoke nore intimately. Garion, painfully enbarrassed, stood
| ooki ng out a wi ndow, carefully choosing one that kept himin full view of
t he door.

As the conversation progressed, there were increasingly |ong pauses, and
Garion cringed inwardly at each agonizing silence, afraid that either
Mandoral l en or the Lady Nerina might in the extremty of their hopel ess
| ove cross that unspoken boundary and blurt the one word, phrase, or
sentence which would cause restraint and honor to crumble and turn their
lives into disaster. And yet a certain part of his mnd wshed that the
word or phrase or sentence m ght be spoken and that their |ove could flane,
however briefly.

It was there, in that quiet sunlit chanber, that Garion passed a small
crossroad. The prejudice against Mandorailen that Lelldorin's unthinking
partisanship had instilled in himfinally shattered and fell away. He felt
a surge of feelings - not pity, for they would not have accepted pity, but
conpassion rather. Mre than that, there was the faint beginning of an
understanding of the honor and towering pride which, though wutterly
selfless, was the foundation of that tragedy which had existed in Arendia
for uncounted centuries.



For perhaps a half hour nore Mandorallen and the Lady Nerina sat, speaking
hardly at all now, their eyes lost in each other's faces while Garion, near
to tears, stood his enforced watch over them And then Durnik came to tel

them that Aunt Pol and Mster WIf were getting ready to |eave.

PART TWO

[ I mage]

TOLNEDRA

Chapter Twel ve

A BRASSY CHORUS OF HORNS saluted themfromthe battlenents of Vo Mnbre as
they rode out of the city acconpanied by twoscore armored knights and by
King Korodullin hinself. Garion glanced back once and thought he saw the
Lady Nerina standing upon the wall above the arched gate, though he could
not be sure. The lady did not wave, and Mandorallen did not |[|ook back
Garion, however, very nearly held his breath until Vo Mnbre was out of
si ght.

It was mdafternoon by the time they reached the ford which crossed the
River Arend into Tolnedra, and the bright sun sparkled on the river. The
sky was very blue overhead, and the colored pennons on the |lances of the
escorting knights snapped in the breeze. Garion felt a desperate urgency,
an al most unbearabl e necessity to cross the river and to | eave Arendia and
the terrible things that had happened there behind.

"Hail and farewell, Holy Belgarath,” Korodullin said at the water's edge.
"I will, as thou hast advised me, begin ny preparations. Arendia will be
ready. | pledge ny life toit."

"And 1'Il keep you advised of our progress fromtinme to tinme," Mster Wl f
sai d.

"I will also exanmne the activities of the Mirgos within ny kingdom"
Korodullin said. "If what thou hast told me should prove true, as | doubt
not that it shall, then | will expell themfrom Arendia. I will seek them
out, one and all, and harry themout of the land. | will make their lives a
burden and an affliction to themfor sow ng discord and contention anong ny
subj ects. "



WIlf grinned at him "That's an idea that appeals to ne. Muirgos are an
arrogant people, and a little affliction now and then teaches them
humlity." He reached out and took the king's hand. "Good-bye, Korodullin.
| hope the world' s happier next time we neet."

"I will pray that it may be so," the young king said.

Then Mster WIf led the way down into the rippling water of the shallow
ford. Beyond the river |Inperial Tolnedra waited, and fromthe banks behind
them the Mnbrate knights saluted with a great fanfare on their horns.

As they emerged on the far side of the river, Garion | ooked around, trying
to see sone difference in terrain or foliage which mght distinguish
Arendia from Tolnedra, but there seened to be none. The |and, indifferent
to human boundaries, flowed on unchanged.

About a half nmile fromthe river they entered the forest of Vordue, an
extensive tract of well-kept woodl and which extended fromthe sea to the
foothills of the mountains to the east. Once they were under the trees,
t hey stopped and changed back into their traveling clothes.

"I think we mght as well keep the guise of nmerchants,"” Mster WIf said,
settling with obvious confort back into his patched rust-colored tunic and
m smat ched shoes. "It won't fool the Golins, of course, but it wll
sati sfy the Tol nedrans we neet along the way. We can deal with the Golins
i n other ways."

"Are there any signs of the Orb about?" Barak runbled as he stowed his
bearskin cl oak and hel net in one of the packs.

"A hint or two," WIf said, |ooking around. "I'd guess that Zedar went
t hrough here a few weeks ago."

"W don't seem to be gaining on him nuch,” Silk said, pulling on his
| eat her vest.

"We're holding our own at |east. Shall we go?"

They remounted and continued along the Tol nedran highway, which ran
straight through the forest in the afternoon sun. After a |eague or so,
they came to a wde place in the road where a single whitewashed stone
building, low and red-roofed, stood solidly at the roadside. Severa
soldiers lounged indolently about, but their arnmor and equi pnment seened
| ess well-cared-for than that of the |egionnaires Garion had seen before.

"Custonms station,” Silk said. "Tolnedrans like to put themfar enough from
the border so that they don't interfere with legitimte snuggling."

"Those are very slovenly |l egionnaires,"” Durnik said disapprovingly.

"They aren't legionnaires,” Silk explained. "They're soldiers of the
customs service-local troops. There's a great difference."

"l can see that," Durnik said.

A soldier wearing a rusty breastplate and carrying a short spear stepped
into the road and held up his hand. "Custons inspection,” he announced in a
bored tone. "Hi s excellency will be wth you in a nonment or twd. You can
take your horses over there." He pointed to a kind of vyard at the side of
t he buil di ng.



"I's trouble |Iikely?" Mandorallen asked. The knight had renoved his arnor
and now wore the mail suit and surcoat in which he customarily travel ed.

"No," Silk said. "The custons agent wll ask a few questions, and then
we' |l bribe himand be on our way."

"Bri be?" Durni k asked.

Silk shrugged. "OF course. That's the way things are

in Tol nedra. Better
| et me do the t al ki ng. |'ve been through al

this before. "

The custons agent, a stout, balding man in a belted gown of a rusty brown
color, cane out of the stone building, brushing crunmbs from the front of
his clothes. "Cood afternoon," he said in a businesslike manner

" Good day, your Excel l ency," Silk replied with a brief bow.

"And what have we here?" the agent asked, |ooking appraisingly at the
packs.

"I'"'m Radek of Boktor," Silk replied, "a Drasnian merchant. |'mtaking
Sendarian wool to Tol Honeth." He opened the top of one of the packs and
pul l ed out a corner of woven gray cloth.

"Your prospects are good, worthy nerchant,” the custonms agent said,
fingering the cloth. "It's been a chilly winter this year, and wool's
bringing a good price."

There was a brief clicking sound as several coins changed hands. The
custonms agent smiled then, and his manner grew nore relaxed. "I don't think
we'll need to open all the packs," he said. "You' re obviously an honorabl e
man, worthy Radek, and | wouldn't want to del ay you."

Silk bowed again. "Is there anything | should know about the road ahead,
your Excellency?" he asked, tying up the pack again. "l've learned to rely
on the advice of the custonms service."

"The road's good," the agent said with a shrug. "The |legions see to that."
"Of course. Any unusual conditions anywhere?"

"It mght be wise if you kept sonewhat to yourselves on your way south,”
the stout man advised. "There's a certain anmount of political turnoil in
Tol nedra just now. |'msure, though, that if you show that you're tending
strictly to business, you won't be bothered."

"Turnmoi | ?"  Silk asked, sounding a bit concerned. "I hadn't heard about
that."

"It's the succession. Things are a bit stirred up at the nmonent."
"I's Ran Borune ill?" Silk asked with surprise.

"No," the stout man said, "only old. It's a disease no one recovers from
Since he doesn't have a son to succeed him the Borune Dynasty hangs on his
feebl est breath. The great fam lies are already maneuvering for position
It's all terribly expensive of course, and we Tol nedrans get agitated when
there's noney invol ved."



Silk laughed briefly. "Don't we all? Perhaps it mght be to ny advantage to
make a few contacts in the right quarters. Wich famly would you guess is
in the best position at the monent?"

"I think we have the edge over the rest of them" the agent said rather
smugl y.

RV

"The Vorduvians. |'mdistantly related on my nother's side to the fanmly
The G and Duke Kador of Tol Vordue's the only logical choice for the
throne."

"I don't believe I know him" Silk said.
"An excellent nman," the agent said expansively. "A man of force and vigor
and foresight. If the selection were based on sinple nmerit, Gand Duke
Kador woul d be given the throne by general consent. Unfortunately, though,
the selection's in the hands of the Council of Advisers."

"Ah! "

"I ndeed," the agent agreed bitterly. "You wouldn't believe the size of the
bri bes some of those nen are asking for their votes, worthy Radek."

"It's an opportunity that cones only once in a lifetine, | suppose," Silk
sai d.

"I don't begrudge any man the right to a decent, reasonable bribe," the
stout agent conpl ai ned, "but some of the men on the council have gone nad
with greed. No matter what position | get in the new governnent, it's going
to take ne years to recoup what |'ve already been obliged to contribute.
It's the sane all over Tol nedra. Decent nen are being driven to the wall by
taxes and all these energency subscriptions. You don't dare let a list go
by that doesn't have your name on it, and there's a new |list out every day.
The expense is maki ng everyone desperate. They're killing each other in the
streets of Tol Honeth."

"That bad?" Silk asked.

"Wrse than you can inagine," the customs man said. "The Horbites don't
have the kind of noney it takes to conduct a political canpaign, so they've
started to poison off council nenbers. W spend millions to buy a vote, and
the next day our man turns black in the face and falls over dead. Then we
have to raise nore nillions to buy wup his successor. They're absolutely
destroying ne. | don't have the right kind of nerves for politics.”

"Terrible," Silk synpathized.

"If Ran Borune would only die, " the Tolnedran conplained desperately.
"W're in control now, but the Honeths are richer than we are. |If they
unite behind one candidate, they'll be able to buy the throne right out

fromunder wus. And all the while Ran Borune sits in the palace doting on
that little nmonster he calls a daughter and with so many guards around that
we can't persuade even the bravest assassin to nake an attenpt on him
Sonetinmes | think he intends to |live forever."

"Patience, Excellency," Silk advised. "The nmore we suffer, the greater the
rewards in the end."”



The Tol nedran sighed. "I'll be very rich someday then. But |'ve kept you
| ong enough, worthy Radek. | wish you good speed and cold weather in To
Honeth to bring up the price of your wool."

Silk bowed fornmally, remounted his horse and led the party at a trot away
fromthe custonms station. "It's good to be back in Tolnedra again," the
weasel -faced little man said expansively once they were out of earshot. "I
| ove the snell of deceit, corruption, and intrigue."

"You're a bad man, Silk," Barak said. "This place is a cesspool

"OF course it is." Silk laughed. "But it isn't dull, Barak. Tolnedra's
never dull."
They approached a tidy Tolnedran village as evening fell and stopped for

the night in a solid, well-kept inn where the food was good and the beds
were clean. They were up early the next norning; after breakfast they
clattered out of the innyard and onto the cobblestoned street in that
curious silver I'ight t hat comes just before t he sun rises.

"A proper sort of place," Durnik said approvingly, |ooking around at the
white stone houses with their red-tiled roofs. "Everything seens neat and
orderly."

"It's a reflection of the Tolnedran mnd," Mster WlIf explained. "They pay
great attention to details.”

"That's not an unseemy trait," Durnik observed.
Wl f was about to answer that when two brown-robed men ran out of a shadowy
si de street.

"Look out!" the one in the rear yelled. "He's gone nad!"

The man running in front was clutching at his head, his face contorted into
an expression of unspeakable horror. Garion's horse shied violently as the
madman ran directly at him and Garion raised his right hand to try to push
t he bul ging-eyed lunatic away. At the instant his hand touched the man's
forehead, he felt a surge in his hand and arm a kind of tingling as if the
arm were suddenly enormously strong, and his nind filled with a vast
roaring. The nadman's eyes went bl ank, and he coll apsed on the cobbl est ones
as if Garion's touch had been sone col ossal bl ow

Then Barak nudged his horse between Garion and the fallen man.

"What's this all about?" he denanded of the second robed man who ran up
gaspi ng for breath.

"We're from Mar Terrin," the man answered. "Brother Cbor couldn't stand the
ghosts anynore, so | was given pernmission to bring himhome wuntil his
sanity returned." He knelt over the fallen man. "You didn't have to hit him
so hard," he accused.

"I didn't," Garion protested. "I only touched him | think he fainted."

"You must have hit him" the nonk said. "Look at the mark on his face."
An ugly red welt stood on the unconscious man's forehead.

"Garion," Aunt Pol said, "can you do exactly what | tell you to do wi thout



aski ng any questions?"
Garion nodded. "I think so."

"CGet down off your horse. Go to the man on the ground and put the pal m of
your hand on his forehead. Then apologize to himfor knocking himdown."

"Are you sure it's safe, Pol gara?" Barak asked.

"It will be all right. Do as | told you, Garion."

Garion hesitantly approached the stricken man, reached out, and laid his
palm on the wugly welt. "lI'msorry," he said, "and | hope you get well
soon." There was a surge in his armagain, but quite different fromthe
first one.

The madman's eyes cl eared, and he blinked.

"Where am | ?" he asked. "What happened?" Hi s voi ce sounded very normal, and
the welt on his forehead was gone.

"It's all right now," Garion told him not knowi ng exactly why he said it.
"You' ve been sick, but you're better now "

"Come along, Garion," Aunt Pol said. "H's friend can care for himnow"
Garion went back to his horse, his thoughts churning.

"A mracle!" the second nonk excl ai ned.

"Hardly that," Aunt Pol said. "The blow restored your friend's mnd, that's
all. It happens sonetinmes." But she and M ster Wl f exchanged a | ong gl ance
that said quite plainly that sonething else had happened, sonething
unexpect ed.

They rode on, leaving the two nonks in the mddle of the street.

"What happened?" Durni k asked, a stunned | ook on his face.

Mster Wlf shrugged. "Polgara had to use @Garion," he said. "There wasn't
time to do it any other way."

Dur ni k | ooked unconvi nced.

"W don't do it often,” WIf explained. "It's alittle cunbersonme to go
t hrough someone else like that, but sonetines we don't have any choice."

"But Garion healed him" Durnik objected.

"It has to cone fromthe sanme hand as the blow, Durnik," Aunt Pol said.
"Pl ease don't ask so many questions."

The dry awareness in Garion's mnd, however, refused to accept any of their
explanations. It told him that nothing had cone from outside. Wth a
troubled face he studied the silvery mark on his palm It seened different
for some reason.

"Don't think about it, dear," Aunt Pol said quietly as they left the
village and rode south along the highway. "It's nothing to worry about.
["lIl explainit all later." Then, to the caroling of birds that greeted the



ri sing sun, she reached across and firmy closed his hand with her fingers.

Chapter Thirteen

IT TOOK THEM THREE DAYS to pass through the forest of Vordue. Garion
renenbering the dangers of the Arendish forest, was apprehensive at first
and watched the shadows beneath the trees nervously, but after a day or so
wi th nothing out of the ordinary occurring, he began to relax. Mster Wl f,
however, seemed to grow increasingly irritable as they rode south. "They're
pl anni ng somet hing," he nuttered. "I wish they'd get on with it. |I hate to
ride with one eye over ny shoul der every step of the way."

Garion had little opportunity along the way to speak with Aunt Pol about
what had happened to the crazy nonk from Mar Terrin. It seened alnost as if
she were deliberately avoiding him when he finally did nanage to ride
briefly beside her and question her about the incident, her answers were
vague and did little to quiet his wunease about the whole affair.

It was the middle of the norning on the third day when they energed from
the trees and rode out into open farm and. Unlike the Arendish plain where
vast tracts of land seened to lie fallow, the ground here was extensively
cultivated, and low stone walls surrounded each field. Although it was
still far frombeing warm the sun was very bright, and the well-turned
earth in the fields seened rich and black as it lay waiting for sow ng. The
hi ghway was broad and straight, and they encountered frequent travelers
along the way. Geetings between the party and these travelers were
restrai ned but polite, and Garion began to feel nore at ease. This country
appeared to be much too civilized for the kind of dangers they had
encountered in Arendia.

About midafternoon they rode into a sizable town where nerchants in
variously colored mantles called to them from booths and stalls which |ined
the streets, inploring themto stop and | ook at merchandi se.

"They sound al nost desperate,"” Durnik said.

"Tol nedrans hate to see a custoner get away," Silk told him "They're
greedy. "

Ahead, in a small square, a disturbance suddenly broke out. A half dozen
sl ovenly, unshaven sol diers had accosted an arrogant-1 ooking man in a green
mant| e.

" St and asi de, I say, " t he arr ogant man pr ot est ed sharply.

"We just want a word or two wth you, Lenbor," one of the.soldiers said
with an evil-looking leer. He was a lean man with a | ong scar down one side
of his face.

"What an idiot," a passer-by observed wth a callous laugh. "Lenbor's
gotten so inportant that he doesn't think he has to take any precautions.”

"I's he being arrested, friend?" Durnik inquired politely.

"Only temporarily," the passer-by said dryly.



"What are they going to do to hinP" Durnik asked.
"The usual ."
"What's t he usual ?"

"Watch and see. The fool should have known better than to cone out w thout
hi s bodyguards. "

The soldiers had surrounded the nman in the green mantle, and two of them
took hold of his arms roughly.

"Let me go," Lenbor protested. "Wat do you think you' re doi ng?"

"Just come along quietly, Lenbor," the scar-faced soldier ordered. "It wll
be a ot easier that way." They began pulling himtoward a narrow all eyway.

"Hel p!" Lenbor shouted, desperately trying to struggle.

One of the soldiers snashed the captive in the nouth with his fist, and
they pulled himinto the alley. There was a single, short scream and the
sounds of a brief scuffle. There were other sounds as well, a few grunts
and the grating sound of steel on bone, then a |ong, sighing nban. A wide
rivulet of bright blood trickled out of the mouth of the alley and ran into
the gutter. A minute or so later, the soldiers canme back out into the
square, grinning and wi ping their swords.

"W've got to do sonmething," Garion said, sick with outrage and horror
"No," Silk said bluntly. "What we have to do is mnd our own business.
W're not here to get involved in local politics."

"Politics?" Garion objected. "That was deliberate nurder. Shouldn't we at
| east see if he's still alive?"

"Not too likely," Barak said. "Six men with swords can usually do a pretty
t hor ough j ob."

A dozen other soldiers, as shabby-looking as the first group, ran into the
square with drawn swords.

"Too | ate, Rabbas." The scar-faced sol dier |aughed harshly to the | eader of
t he newconers. "Lenbor doesn't need you anynore. He just came down with a
bad case of dead. It |looks like you' re out of work."

The one called Rabbas stopped, his expression dark. Then a | ook of brutal
cunning spread across his face. "Maybe you're right, Kragger." H s voice
was al so harsh. "But then again we mght be able to create a few vacancies
in Elgon's garrison. I'm sure he'd be happy to hire good replacenents." He
began to nove forward again, his short sword swinging in a | ow, dangerous
arc.

Then there came the sound of a jingling trot, and twenty |l egionnaires in a
doubl e colum came into the square, their feet striking the cobblestones in
uni son. They carried short |ances, and they stopped between the two groups
of soldiers. Each colum turned to face one group, their lances |eveled.
The breastplates of the legionnaires were brightly burnished, and their
equi pnment was spotl ess.

"Al'l right, Rabbas, Kragger, that's enough," the sergeant in charge said



sharply. "l want bot h of you of f t he street i medi ately."
"These swine killed Lenmbor, Sergeant," Rabbas protested.

"That's too bad," the sergeant said w thout rnuch synpathy. "Now clear the
street. There's not going to be any brawing while I'm on duty."

"Aren't you going to do sonething?" Rabbas denanded.

"I am" the legionnaire said. "I'm clearing the street. Now get out of
here.”

Sul l enly, Rabbas turned and led his nmen out of the square.

"That goes for you too, Kragger," the sergeant ordered.

"OfF course, Sergeant," Kragger said with an oily smrk. "W were just
| eavi ng anyway. "

A crowd had gathered, and there were several boos as the |egionnaires
herded t he sl oppy-1ooking soldiers out of the square.

The sergeant |ooked around, his face dangerous, and the boos died
i medi at el y.

Durni k hissed sharply. "Over there on the far side of the square," he said
to WIf in a hoarse whisper. "lIsn't that Brill?"

"Agai n?" Wl f's voice held exasperation. "How does he keep getting ahead of
us like this?"

"Let's find out what he's up to," Silk suggested, his eyes bright.

"He'd recognize any of us if we tried to follow him" Barak warned.
"Leave t hat to nme, " Silk said, sliding out of his saddl e.
"Did he see us?" Garion asked.

"I don't think so," Durnik said. "He's talking to those nmen over there. He
isn'"t | ooking this way."

"There's an inn near the south end of town," Silk said quickly, pulling off

his vest and tying it to his saddle. "I'll nmeet you there in an hour or
so." Then the little man turned and disappeared into the crowd.
"CGet down off your horses,"” Mster WIf ordered tersely. "W'll lead them"

They all disnmounted and led their nmounts slowy around the edge of the
square, staying close to the buildings and keeping the ani mal s between t hem
and Brill as nmuch as possible.

Garion glanced once up the narrow alleyway where Kragger and his nmen had
dragged the protesting Lenbor. He shuddered and |ooked away quickly. A
green-mantled heap lay in a griny corner, and there was blood splashed
thickly on the walls and the filthy cobblestones in the alley.

After they had noved out of the square, they found the entire town seething
with excitement and in sone cases consternation. "Lenbor, you say?" an
ashen-faced nerchant in a blue mantle exclaimed to another shaken man.



"I npossi ble. "

"My brother just talked to a man who was there," the second nerchant said
"Forty of Elgon's soldiers attacked him in the street and cut himdown
right in front of the crowd."

"What's going to happen to us?" the first nman asked in a shaking voice.

"I don't know about you, but I'm going to hide. Now that Lenbor's dead,
El gon's soldiers are pr obabl y going to try to kill us all."

"They woul dn't dare.™
"Who's going to stop then? I'm going hone."

"Way did we listen to Lembor?" the first merchant wailed. "W could have
stayed out of the whol e business."

"It's too late now," the second man said. "I'mgoing to go home and bar ny
doors." He turned and scurried away.

The first man stared after himand then he too turned and fl ed.
"They play for keeps, don't they?" Barak observed.
"Why do the legions allow it?" Mandorall en asked.

"The |l egions stay neutral in these affairs,” WIf said. "lIt's part of their
oath."

The inn to which Silk had directed them was a neat, square building
surrounded by a low wall. They tied their horses in the courtyard and went
inside. "W mght as well eat, father,"” Aunt Pol said, seating herself at a
tabl e of well-scrubbed oak in the sunny conmon room

"I was just- " WIf |ooked toward the door which led into the taproom
"I know," she said, "but | think we should eat first."
Wl f sighed. "Al right, Pol."

The serving-man brought thema platter of snoking cutlets and heavy sl abs
of brown bread soaked in butter. Garion's stomach was still a bit shaky
after what he had witnessed in the square, but the snell of the cutlets
soon overcane that. They had nearly finished eating when a shabby-I ooki ng
little man in a linen shirt, |leather apron and a ragged hat cane in and
pl unked hi nself uncerenoniously at the end of their table. Hi s face | ooked
vaguely fam liar sonehow. "Wne!" he baw ed at the serving-nman, "and food."
He squinted around in the golden light stream ng through the yellow gl ass
wi ndows of the common room

"There are ot her t abl es, friend," Mandor al | en sai d coldly.
"I like this one," the stranger said. He peered at each of themin turn,
and then he suddenly |laughed. Garion stared in amazenent as the man's face
rel axed, the nuscles seening to shift under his skin back into their nornal
positions. It was Silk.

"How di d you do that?" Barak asked, startl ed.



Silk grinned at him and then reached up to nassage his cheeks wth his
fingertips. "Concentration, Barak. Concentration and lots of practice. It
makes my jaws ache a bit, though.”

"Useful skill, 1'd imgine - under the right circunstances," Hettar said
bl andl y.

"Particularly for a spy," Barak said.

Si | k bowed nockingly.

"Where did you get the clothes?" Durnik asked,
"Stole them" Silk shrugged, peeling off the apron

"What's Brill doing here?" Wl f asked.

"Stirring up trouble, the same as always," Silk replied. "He's telling
people that a Murgo naned Asharak is offering a reward for any infornmation
about us. He describes you quite well, old friend - not very flatteringly,

but quite well."

"I expect we'll have to deal with this Asharak before |long," Aunt Pol said.
"He's beginning to irritate nme."

"There's another thing." Silk started on one of the cutlets. "Brill's
telling everyone that Garion is Asharak's son - that we've stolen himand
that Asharak's offering a huge reward for his return.”

"Garion?" Aunt Pol asked sharply.

Silk nodded. "The kind of noney he's talking about is bound to make
everyone in Tol nedra keep his eyes open." He reached for a piece of bread.

Garion felt a sharp pang of anxiety.

"Why nme?" he asked.

"I't would delay us," WIf said. "Asharak-whoever he is - knows that Polgara
would stop to look for you. So would the rest of us, nost likely. That
woul d give Zedar tine to get away."

"Just who is Asharak?" Hettar asked, his eyes narrow ng.

"A Golim | expect," WIf said. "Hs operations are a little too
wi despread for himto be an ordinary Mirgo."

"How can one tell the difference?" Durni k asked.

"You can't," WIf answered. "They I|ook very much the same. They're two
separate tribes, but they're nuch nore closely related to each other than
they are to other Angaraks. Anyone can tell the difference between a Nadrak
and a Thull or a Thull and a Mallorean, but Miurgos and Golins are so nmuch
ali ke that you can't tell themapart.”

"I"'ve never had any problem" Aunt Pol said. "Their mnds are quite
different.”
"That will nake it nuch easier," Barak commented dryly. "We'IlIl just chop

open the head of the next Mirgo we nmeet, and you can point out the



differences to us."

"You've been spending too mnmuch time with Silk lately," Aunt Pol said
acidly. "You're starting to talk like him"

Bar ak | ooked over at Silk and w nked.

"Let's finish wup here and see if we can't get out of town quietly," Wl f
said. "lIs there a back alley out of this place?" he asked Sil k.

"Naturally," Silk said, still eating.

"Are you famliar with it?"

"Please!" Silk |looked a little offended. "Of course I'mfanmliar with it.
"Let it pass," WIf said.

The alleyway Silk led themthrough was narrow, deserted, and snelled quite
bad, but it brought themto the town's south gate, and they were soon on
t he hi ghway agai n.

"Alittle distance wouldn't hurt at this point," WIf said. He thunped his
heels to his horse's flanks and started off at a gallop. They rode unti
wel | after dark. The noon, |ooking swollen and unhealthy, rose slowy above
the horizon and filled the night with a pale light that seened to |eech
away all trace of color. WIf finally pulled to a stop. "There's really no
point in riding all night,” he said. "Let's nove off the road and get a few
hours' sleep. We'll start out again early. I'd Iike to stay ahead of Bril
this tine if we can.”

"Over there?" Durnik suggested, pointing at a small copse of trees |oom ng
bl ack in the noonlight not far fromthe road.

"It will do," Wl f decided. "I don't think we'll need a fire." They led the
horses in anong the trees and pulled their blankets out of the packs. The
moonlight filtered in anbng the trees and dappled the |eaf strewn ground.
Garion found a fairly level place with his feet, rolled up in his blankets
and, after squirmng around a bit, he fell asleep

He awoke suddenly, his eyes dazzled by the light of a half dozen torches. A
heavy foot was pushed down on his chest, and the point of a sword was set
firmy, unconfortably against his throat.

"Nobody nove!" a harsh voice ordered. "W'Ill kill anybody who noves."

Garion stiffened in panic, and the sword point at his throat dug in
sharply. He rolled his head fromside to side and saw that all of his
friends were being held down in the sanme way he was. Durni k, who had been
standi ng guard, was held by two rough-Iooking soldiers, and a piece of rag
was stuffed in his nouth.

"What does this nmean?" Silk demanded of the soldiers.

"You'll find out," the one in charge rasped. "CGet their weapons." As he
gestured, Garion saw that a finger was m ssing fromhis right hand.

"There's a m stake here," Silk said. "I'm Radek of Boktor, a nerchant, and
nmy friends and | haven't done anything wong."



"CGet on your feet," the three-fingered soldier ordered, ignoring the little
man's objections. "If any one of you tries to get away, we'll kill all the
rest."”

Silk rose and crammed on his cap. "You're going to regret this, Captain,"”

he said. "I've got powerful friends here in Tol nedra."
The sol di er shrugged. "That doesn't mean anything to nme," he said. "l take
ny orders from Count Dravor. He told me to bring you in."

"All right," Silk said. "Let's go see this Count Dravor, then. W'IIl get
this cleared up right now, and there's no need for waving your swords
around. We'll come along quietly. None of us is going to do anything to get
you excited."

The three-fingered soldier's face darkened in the torchlight. "I don't I|ike
your tone, nerchant.”

"You're not being paidto like my tone, friend," Silk said. "You re being
paid to escort us to Count Dravor. Now suppose we get noving. The quicker
we get there, the quicker | can give him a full report about your
behavi or."

"CGet their horses," the soldier grow ed.

Garion had edged over to Aunt Pol

"Can't you do anything?" he asked her quietly.

"No tal king!" the soldier who had captured hi m barked.

Garion stood helplessly, staring at the sword leveled at his chest.

Chapt er Fourteen

THE HOUSE OF Count Dravor was a large white building set in the center of a
broad lawn with clipped hedges and formal gardens on either side. The noon,
fully overhead now, illumnated every detail as they rode slowmy up a
whi te-gravel ed, curving road that |led to the house.

The soldiers ordered themto dismunt in the courtyard between the house
and the garden on the west side of the house, and they were hustled inside
and down a long hallway to a heavy, polished door

Count Dravor was a thin, vague-looking man w th deep pouches wunder his
eyes, and he sprawied in a chair in the center of a richly furnished room
He looked up with a pleasant, alnost dreany snmle on his face as they
entered. His mantle was a pale rose color with silver trimat the hem and
around the sleeves to indicate his rank. It was badly winkled and none too
clean. "And who are these guests?" he asked, his voice slurred and barely
audi bl e.

"The prisoners, ny Lord," the three-fingered soldier explained. "The ones
you ordered arrested.”

"Did | order soneone arrested?" the count asked, his voice still slurred.



"What a remarkable thing for nme to do. | hope | haven't inconvenienced you,
nmy friends."

"W wer e a bit surprised, that's all," Silk said careful ly.

"I wonder why | did that." The count pondered. "I rnust have had a reason -
I never do anything wthout a reason. Wat have you done wong?"

"W haven't done anything wong, ny Lord," Silk assured him
"Then why would | have you arrested? There nust be sone sort of m stake."
"That's what we thought, ny Lord," Silk said.

"Well, I'mglad that's all cleared up," the count said happily. "My I
of fer you sonme dinner, perhaps?"

"W've already eaten, my Lord."
"Ch." The count's face fell with disappointnment. "I have so fewvisitors."

"Perhaps your steward Y diss may renenber the reason these people were
det ai ned, 1% Lord, " t he three-fingered sol di er suggest ed.

"OfF course," the count said. "Way didn't | think of that? Y diss renenbers
everyt hing. Please send for himat once."

"Yes, nmy Lord." The soldier bowed and jerked his head curtly at one of his
nen.

Count Dravor dreanily began playing with one of the folds of his mantle,
hunmm ng tunel essly as they waited.

After a few nonents a door at the end of the room opened, and a man in an
iridescent and intricately enbroidered robe entered. H s face was grossly
sensual, and his head was shaved. "You sent for me, ny Lord?" His rasping
voi ce was al nost a hiss.

"Ah, Y diss," Count Dravor said happily, "how good of you to join us."

"It's my pleasure to serve you, ny Lord," the steward said with a sinuous
bow.

"I was wondering why | asked these friends to stop by," the count said. "I

seemto have forgotten. Do you by any chance recal | ?"

"It's just a small matter, ny Lord," Y diss answered. "I can easily handle
it for you. You need your rest. You nmustn't overtire yourself, you know "

The count passed a hand across his face. "Now that you mention it, | do
feel a bit fatigued, Y diss. Perhaps you could entertain our guests while
rest a bit."

"OfF course, ny Lord," Y diss said with another bow.

The count shifted around in his chair and alnost inmediately fell asleep
"The count is in delicate health,”" Y diss said wth an oily smle. "He

sel dom | eaves that chair these days. Let's nove away a bit so that we don't
disturb him"



"I"'monly a Drasni an nerchant, your Eninence," Silk said, "and these are ny
servants - except for nmy sister there. W're baffled by all of this."

Y di ss | aughed. "Why do you persist in this absurd fiction, Prince Kheldar?
I  know who you are. | know you all, and | know your mission."

"What's your interest in us, Nyissan?" Mster WIf asked bluntly.
"I serve ny mstress, Eternal Salmssra,"” Y diss said.

"Has the Snake Wbman beconme the pawn of the Golinms, then?" Aunt Pol asked,
"or does she bowto the will of Zedar?"

"My queen bows to no man, Polgara," Y diss denied scornfully.
"Real | y?" She rai sed one eyebrow. "It's curious to find her servant dancing
toa Golimtune."”

"I have no dealings with the Golins," Y diss said. "They' re scouring al
Tol nedra for you, but I'mthe one who found you."

"Finding isn't keeping, Y diss," Mster WIf stated quietly. "Suppose you
tell us what this is all about."

"1 tell you only what | feel like telling you, Belgarath.”

"I think that's about enough, father," Aunt Pol said. "W really don't have
time for Nyissan riddl e ganes, do we?"

"Don't do it, Polgara," Y diss warned. "I know all about your power. My
soldiers will kill your friends if you so much as raise your hand." Garion
felt himself roughly grabbed from behind, and a sword blade was pressed
firmy against his throat.

Aunt Pol's eyes blazed suddenly. "You're walking on dangerous ground!"

"I don't think we need to exchange threats,” Mster WIf said. "I gather
then, that you don't intend to turn us over to the Golins?"

"I"'mnot interested in the Golinms," Y diss said. "My queen has instructed
me to deliver you to her in Sthiss Tor."

"What's Salmissra's interest in this matter?" WIf asked. "It doesn't
concern her."

"I'"ll let her explain that to you when you get to Sthiss Tor. 1In the
nmeantime, there are a few things 1'll require you to tell ne."

"I think thou wilt have scant success in that," Mandorallen said stiffly.
"It is not our practice to discuss private nmatters with unwhol esone
strangers."

"And | think you're wong, ny dear Baron," Y diss replied with a cold
smle. "The cellars of this house are deep, and what happens there can be
nost unpleasant. | have servants highly skilled in applying certain
exqui sitely persuasive tornments."

"I do not fear thy torments, Nyissan,"” Mandorallen said contenptuously.



"No. | don't imagine you do. Fear requires imagination, and you Arends
aren't bright enough to be imaginative. The torments, however, wll wear
down your will - and provide entertai nnent for my servants. Good torturers
are hard to find, and they grow sullen if they aren't allowed to practice -
|"msure vyou understand. Later, after you've all had the chance to visit
with thema tine or two, we'll try sonething else. Nyissa abounds wth
roots and | eaves and curious little berries with strange properties. Qddly
enough, nmost nmen prefer the rack or the wheel to ny little concoctions.”

Y di ss | aughed then, a brutal sound with no mirth init. "W'IIl discuss al
this further after I have the count settled in for the night. For right
now, the guards will take you downstairs to the places |'ve prepared for
you all."

Count Dravor roused hinself and | ooked around dreamly. "Are our friends

departing so soon?" he asked.
"Yes, ny Lord," Y diss told him

"Well then," the count said with a vague smile, "farewell, dear people. |
hope you'll return soneday so that we can continue our delightful
conversation."

The cell to which Garion was taken was dank and clamy, and it snelled of
sewage and rotting food. Wrst of all was the darkness. He huddl ed beside
the iron door wth the blackness pressing in on himpal pably. Fromone
corner of the cell <came little scratchings and skittering sounds. He
thought of rats and tried to stay as near to the door as possible. Water
trickled somewhere, and hi s throat began to burn with thirst.

It was dark, but it was not silent. Chains clinked in a nearby cell, and
someone was noani ng. Further off, there was insane | aughter, a meaningl ess
cackl e repeated over and over again w thout pause, endlessly rattling in
the dark. Someone screamed, a piercing, shocking sound, and then again.
Garion cringed back against the sliny stones of the wall, his inmagination
i mediately manufacturing tortures to account for the agony in those
SCreans.

Time in such a place was nonexistent, and so there was no way to know how
I ong he had huddled in his cell, alone and afraid, before he began to hear
a faint nmetallic scraping and clinking that seemed to cone fromthe door
itself. He scranbled away, stumbling across the uneven floor of his cell to
the far wall.

"Go away!" he cried.

"Keep your voice down!" Silk whispered fromthe far side of the door

"I's that you, Silk?" Garion al nost sobbed with relief.

"Who were you expecting?"

"How di d you get | oose?"

"Don't talk so nuch,” Silk said from between clenched teeth. "Accursed
rust!" he swore. Then he grunted, and there was a grating click fromthe
door. "There!" The cell door creaked open, and the dimlight fromtorches

somewhere filtered in. "Come along," Silk whispered. "W have to hurry."

Garion alnmost ran from the cell. Aunt Pol was waiting a few steps down the
gl oony stone corridor. Wthout a word, Garion went to her. She |ooked at



himgravely for a nonment and then put her arms about him They did not
speak.

Sil k was working on another door, his face gleam ng with perspiration. The
| ock clicked, and the door creaked open. Hettar stepped out. "Wat took you
so | ong?" he asked Silk.

"Rust!" Silk snapped in a lowvoice. "I'd like to flog all the jailers in
this pl ace for letting t he | ocks get into this condition."

"Do you suppose we could hurry a bit?" Barak suggested over his shoul der
from where he stood guard

"Do you want to do this?" Silk demanded

"Just nmove along as quickly as you can," Aunt Pol said. "W don't have the
time for bickerin just now" She renoved her blue cloak over one arm

Silk grunted sourly and noved on to the next door
"I's all this oratory actually necessary?" Mster WIf, the last to be
rel eased, asked crisply as he stepped out of his cell. "You ve all been

babbling like a flock of geese out here."

"Prince Kheldar felt need to nmake observations about the condition of the
| ocks, " Mandorallen said lightly.

Silk scomed at himand led the way toward the end of the corridor where
the torches funed greasy onto the bl ackened ceiling.

"Have a care," Mandorallen whispered urgently. "There's a guard."

A bearded man in a dirty leather jerkin sat on the floor wth his back
agai nst the wall of the corridor, snoring.

" Can we get past wi t hout waki ng him up?" Dur ni k br eat hed.

"He isn't going to wake up for several hours," Barak said grinmy. The |arge
purple swelling on the side of the guard' s face immediately explained.

"Dost think there might be others?" Mandorallen asked, flexing his hands.
"There were a few," Barak said. "They're sl eeping too."

"Let's get out of here, then," WIf suggested.

"W'll take Y'diss with us, won't we?" Aunt Pol asked.
"What for?"
"I'd like to tal k with him" she sai d. "At great | ength. "

"It would be a waste of tine," WIf said. "Salmissra' s involved herself in
this affair. That's all we really need to know. Her notives don't really
interest me all that nuch. Let's just get out of here as quietly as we
can."

They crept past the snoring guard, turned a corner and noved softly down
anot her corridor.



"Did he die?" a voice, shockingly loud, asked frombehind a barred door
that emitted a snoky red light.

"No," another voice said, "only fainted. You pulled too hard on the |ever.
You have to keep the pressure steady. Ot herw se they faint, and you have to
start over."

"This is a lot harder than | thought," the first voice conpl ai ned.
"You're doing fine," the second voice said. "The rack's always tricky. Just
renenber to keep a steady pressure and not to jerk the lever. They usually
die if you pull their arnms out of the sockets."

Aunt Pol's face went rigid, and her eyes blazed briefly. She made a small
gesture and whi spered sonet hing. A brief, hushed sound nurnured in Garion's
m nd.

"You know," the first voice said rather faintly, "suddenly |I don't feel so
good. "

"Now that you nention it, | don't either," the second voice agreed. "D d
that nmeat we had for supper taste all right to you?"
"It seened all right."
all.”

There was a long pause. "I really don't feel good at

They tiptoed past the barred door, and Garion carefully avoi ded | ooking in.
At the end of the corridor was a stout oak door bound with iron. Silk ran
his fingers around the handle. "It's locked fromthe outside,"” he said.

"Someone's conming," Hettar warned.

There was the tranp of heavy feet on the stone stairs beyond the door, the
mur mur of voices and a harsh | augh

Wl f turned quickly to the door of a nearby cell. He touched his fingers to
the rusty iron lock, and it clicked snmoothly. "In here," he whispered. They

all crowded into the cell, and WIf pulled the door shut behind them
"When we've got sone leisure, I'lIl want to talk to you about that," Silk
sai d.

"You were having such a good time wth the locks that I didn't want to

interfere." WIf smled blandly. "Now listen. W're going to have to dea
with these nen before they find out that our cells are enpty and rouse the
whol e house. "

"W can do that," Barak said confidently. They waited.

"They' re openi ng the door," Durnik whispered.

"How many are there?" Mandorall en asked.

"I can't tell."

"Eight," Aunt Pol said firmy.

"Al'l right," Barak decided. "W'll let them pass and then junp on them from

behind. A screamor two won't matter much in a place like this, but let's
put them down quickly."



They waited tensely in the darkness of the cell.

"Y' diss says it doesn't mtter if sonme of them die under the questioning,"”
one of the men outside said. "The only ones wee have to keep alive are the
old man, the woman, and the boy."

"Let's kill the big one with the red whiskers then," other suggested. "He
| ooks Ilike he might be troublesome, and he's probably too stupid to know
anyt hi ng useful . "

"I want that one," Barak whispered.
The nmen in the corridor passed their cell
"Let's go," Barak said.

It was a short, ugly fight. They swarmed over the startled jailers in a
savage rush. Three were down before the others fully realized what was
happening. One made a startled outcry, dodged past the fight and ran back
toward the stairs. Wthout thinking, Garion dove in front of the running
man. Then he rolled, tangling the man's feet, tripping him up. The guard
fell, started to rise, then sagged back down in a linp heap as Silk neatly
ki cked himjust bel ow the ear

"Are you all right?" Silk asked.

Garion squirnmed out from under the unconscious jailer and scranbled to his
feet, but the fight was nearly over. Durnik was pounding a stout man's head
against the wall, and Barak was driving his fist into another's face.
Mandoral | en was strangling a third, and Hettar stal ked a fourth, his hands
out. The wi de-eyed man cried out once just as Hettar's hands closed on him
The tall Al gar straightened, spun about and slamed the man into the stone
wall with terrific force. There was the grating sound of bones breaking,
and the man went |inp.

"Nice little fight," Barak said, rubbing his knuckl es.
"Entertaining," Hettar agreed, letting the linp body slide to the floor

"Are you about through?" Silk demanded hoarsely fromthe door by the
stairs.
"Al nost," Barak said. "Need any hel p, Durnik?"

Durnik lifted the stout man's chin and examnined the vacant eyes critically.

Then he prudently banged the jailer's head against the wall once nore and
let himfall.

"Shall we go?" Hettar suggested.

"Mght as well," Barak agreed, surveying the littered corridor

"The door's wunlocked at the top of the stairs,” Silk said as they joined
him "and the hallway's enpty beyond it. The house seens to be asl eep, but
let's be quiet.”

They followed himsilently up the stairs. He paused briefly at the door
"Wait here a noment," he whispered. Then he di sappeared, his feet naking
absolutely no sound. After what seenmed a long tine, he returned with the



weapons the soldiers had taken fromthem "I thought we mght need these."

Gari on felt much better after he had bel t ed on his swor d.

"Let's go," Silk said and led them to the end of the hall and around a
corner.
"I think 1'd like some of the green, Y diss,” Count Dravor's voice cane

frombehind a partially open door

"Certainly, my Lord,” Y diss said in his sibilant, rasping voice. "The
green tastes bad," Count Dravor said drowsily, "but it gives ne such lovely
dreams. The red tastes better, but the dreans aren't so nice."

"Soon you'll be ready for the blue, nmy Lord," Y diss prom sed. There was a
faint clink and the sound of Iliquid being poured into a glass. "Then the
yellow, and finally the black. The black's best of all."

Silk led themon tiptoe past the half open door. The lock on the outside
door yielded quickly to his skill, and they all slipped out into the cool
moonlit night. The stars twi nkled overhead, and the air was sweet. "I'l|
get the horses,"” Hettar said.

"Go with him Mandorallen,” WlIlf said. "W'll wait over there." He pointed
at the shadowy garden. The two men di sappeared around the corner, and the
rest of them followed Mster WIf into the |oom ng shadow of the hedge
whi ch surrounded Count Dravor's garden.

They waited. The night was chilly, and Garion found hinmself shivering. Then
there was a click of a hoof touching a stone, and Hettar and Mandorall en
cane back, |eading the horses.

"W'd better hurry,” WIf said. "As soon as Dravor drops off to sleep
Y diss is going to go down to his dungeon and find out that we've left.
Lead the horses. Let's get away fromthe house before we start making any
noi se. "

They went down through the noonlit garden with the horses trailing along
after them until they energed on the open I|awn beyond. They nounted
careful ly.

"We'd better hurry," Aunt Pol suggested, gl ancing back at the house.

"I bought us a little time before | left,” Silk said with a short |augh

"How d you manage that?" Barak asked.

"When | went to get our weapons, | also set fireto the kitchen." Silk
smrked. "That will keep their attention for a bit."

A tendril of snoke rose fromthe back of the house.
"Very clever,"” Aunt Pol said with a certain grudging adm ration

"Why thank you, ny Lady." Silk made a nocking little bow Mster Wl f
chuckl ed and I ed them away at an easy trot.

The tendril of snpke at the back of the house becane thicker as they rode
away, rising black and oily toward the uncaring stars.



Chapter Fifteen

THEY RODE HARD for the next several days, stopping only |ong enough to rest
the horses and catch a few hours' sleep at infrequent intervals. Garion
found that he could doze in his saddl e whenever they wal ked the horses. He
found, indeed, that if he were tired enough, he could sleep alnpst
anypl ace. One afternoon as they rested fromthe driving pace WIf set, he
heard Silk talking to the old man and Aunt Pol. Curiosity finally won out
over exhaustion, and he roused hinself enough to listen

"I"d still Ilike to know nore about Salm ssra's involvenent in this," the
little man was sayi ng.

"She's an opportunist,” WIf said. "Any time there's turnoil, she tries to
turn it to her own advantage."

"That means we'll have to dodge Nyissans as well as Miurgos." Garion opened
his eyes. "Wy do they call her Eternal Sal m ssra?" he asked Aunt Pol. "Is
she very ol d?"

"No," Aunt Pol answered. "The Queens of Nyissa are always naned Sal m ssra,
that's all."

"Do you know this particul ar one?"

"I don't have to," she told him "They're always exactly the sane. They al
| ook alike and act alike. If you know one, you know themall."

"She's going to be terribly disappointed with Y diss,"” Silk observed,
gri nni ng.

"I imagine that Y diss has taken some quiet, painless way out by now " Wl f
said. "Salm ssra grows a bit excessive when she's irritated.”

"Is she so cruel then?" Garion asked.

"Not cruel exactly,"” WIf explained. "Nyissans admire serpents. If you
annoy a snake, he'll bite you. He's a sinple creature, but very I|ogical
Once he bites you, he doesn't hold any further grudges."

"Do we have to tal k about snakes?" Silk asked in a pained voice.

"I think the horses are rested now," Hettar said frombehind them "W can
go now. "

They pushed the horses back into a gallop and pounded south toward the
broad valley of the Nedrane River and Tol Honeth. The sun turned warm and
the trees along the way were budding in the first days of spring,

The gleaming Inperial Cty was situated on an island in the mddle of the
river, and all roads led there. It was clearly visible in the distance as
they crested the last ridge and | ooked down into the fertile valley and it
seened to grow larger wth each passing nile as they approached it. It was
built entirely of white narble and it dazzled the eye in the m dnorning
sun. The walls were high and thick, and towers soared above themw thin the
city.



A bridge arched gracefully across the rippled face of the Nedrane to the
bronze expanse of the north gate where a glittering detachnment of
| egi onnai res marched perpetual guard.

Silk pulled on his conservative cloak and cap and drew hinsel f up, his face
assum ng that sober, businesslike expression that neant that he was
undergoing a private internal transition that seenmed to make hi m al nost
believe himself that he was the Drasnian nerchant whose identity he
assuned.

"Your business in Tol Honeth?" one of the |egionnaires asked politely. "
am Radek of Boktor," Silk said with the preoccupied air of a nan whose m nd
was on business. "I have Sendarian woolens of the finest quality."

"You'll probably want to talk with the Steward of the Central Market,
then," the | egionnaire suggested.

"Thank you." Silk nodded and |l ed themthrough the gate into the broad and
crowded streets beyond.

"I think 1'd better stop by the palace and have a talk with Ran Borune,"
Mster WIf said. "The Borunes aren't the easiest enperors to deal wth,
but they're the nmpst intelligent. I shouldn't have too much trouble
convincing himthat the situation's serious."

"How are you going to get to see hinP" Aunt Pol asked him "It could take
weeks to get an appointment. You know how they are."

Mster Wlf made a sour face. "l suppose | could nmake a ceremonial visit of
it," he said as they pushed their horses through the crowd.

"And announce your presence to the whole city?"

"Do | have any choice? | have to nail down the Tol nedrans. W can't afford
to have themneutral ."

"Could | make a suggestion?" Barak asked.
"I'"ll listen to anything at this point."

"Why don't we go see Ginneg?" Barak said. "He's the Cherek Anbassador here
in Tol Honeth. He could get us into the palace to see the Enperor w thout
all that much fuss."

"That's not a bad idea, Belgarath," Silk agreed. "Ginneg's got enough
connections in the palace to get us inside quickly, and Ran Borune respects
him"

"That only |l eaves the problemof getting in to see the anbassador," Durnik
said as they stopped to let a heavy wagon pass into a side street.

"He's my cousin," Barak said. "He and Anheg and | used to play together
when we were children."” The big man | ooked around. "He's supposed to have a
house near the garrison of the Third Inperial Legion. I suppose we could
ask sonebody the way."

"That won't be necessary," Silk said. "I know where it is.

"I should have known." Barak grinned.



"W can go through the north marketplace,"” Silk said. "The garrison's
|l ocated near the main wharves on the downstream end of the island."

"Lead the way," WIf told him "I don't want to waste too much tine here."

The streets of Tol Honeth teemed with people from all over the world.
Drasni ans and Rivans rubbed el bows wth Nyissans and Thulls. There was a
sprinkling of Nadraks in the crowmd and, to Garion's eye, a disproportionate
nunber of Mirgos. Aunt Pol rode close beside Hettar, talking quietly to him
and frequently laying her hand lightly on his sword arm The |ean Algar's
eyes burned, and his nostrils flared dangerously each tinme he saw a scarred
Murgo face.

The houses along the wi de streets were inposing, with white marble facades
and heavy doors, quite often guarded by private mercenary soldiers, who
glared belligerently at passers-by.

"The Inmperial City seens awash with suspicion,” Mandorallen observed. "Do
they fear their neighbors so?"

"Troubled tines," Silk explained. "And the nerchant princes of Tol Honeth
keep a great deal of the world's wealth in their counting-roonms. There are
men along this street who could buy nost of Arendia if they wanted to."

"Arendia is not for sale," Mandorallen said stiffly.

"In Tol Honeth, ny dear Baron, everything's for sale," Silk told him
"Honor, virtue, friendship, love. It's a wicked city full of w cked people,
and noney's the only thing that matters.”

"I expect you fit right in, then," Barak said.

Silk laughed. "I like Tol Honeth," he adnmitted. "The people here have no
illusions. They're refreshingly corrupt.”

"You're a bad fan, Silk," Barak stated bluntly.

"So you've said before," the rat-faced little Drasnian said with a nocking
grin.

The banner of Cherek, the outline of a white war-boat on an azure
background, fluttered froma pole surmounting the gate of the anbassador's
house. Barak disnmounted a bit stiffly and strode to the iron grill which
bl ocked the gate. "Tell G&Ginneg that his cousin Barak is here to see him"
he announced to the bearded guards inside.

"How do we know you're his cousin?" one of the guards demanded roughly.

Bar ak reached through the grill alnost casually and took hold of the front
of the guard's mail shirt. He pulled the man up firmy against the barn

"Wuld you like to rephrase that question," he asked, "while you still have
your heal t h?"
"Excuse me, Lord Barak," the man apol ogi zed quickly. "Now that |'m cl oser

| do seemto recognize your face."

"I was al nost sure you would," Barak said.

"Let me unlock the gate for you," the guard suggested.



"Excellent idea," Barak said, letting go of the man's shirt. The guard
opened the gate quickly, and the party rode into a spaci ous courtyard.

Ginneg, the anbassador of King Anheg to the Inperial Court at Tol Honeth,
was a burly man alnost as big as Barak. His beard was trinmred very short,
and he wore a Tol nedran-style blue mantle. He came down the stairs two at a
time and caught Barak in a vast bear hug. "You pirate!" he roared. "Wat
are you doing in Tol Honeth?"

"Anheg's decided to invade the place,” Barak joked. "As soon as we've
rounded up all the gold and young wonmen, we're going to let you burn the
city."

Ginneg's eyes glittered with a nmomentary hunger. "Wuldn't that infuriate
t hen?" he said with a vicious grin.

"\What happened to your beard?" Barak asked.

Ginneg coughed and |ooked enbarrassed. "It's not inportant,"” he said
qui ckly.

"We've never had any secrets," Barak accused.

Ginneg spoke quietly to his cousin for a nonment, |ooking very ashamed of
hinsel f, and Barak burst out with a great roar of |aughter. "Wy did you
| et her do that?" he demanded.

"I was drunk," Ginneg said. "Let's go inside. |I've got a keg of good ale
inny cellar."”

The rest of them followed the two big nen into the house, and they went
down a broad hallway to a roomw th Cherek furnishings - heavy chairs and
benches covered with skins, a rush-strewn floor and a huge fireplace where
the butt end of a large |og snoldered. Several pitchsnmeared torches snoked
iniron rings on the stone wall.

"I feel nmore at hone here,"” Ginneg said.

A servant brought tankards of dark brown ale for themall and then quietly
left the room Garion quickly lifted his tankard and took a | arge swall ow
of the bitter drink before Aunt Pol coul d suggest something nore bl and. She
wat ched hi m wi t hout conment, her eyes expressionless.

Ginneg sprawied in a large, hand-hewn chair with a bearskin tossed over
it. "Why are you really in Tol Honeth, Barak?" he asked.

"Grinneg," Barak said serously, "this is Belgarath. |I'msure you' ve heard
of him"

The anbassador's eyes wi dened, and he inclined his head. "My house is
yours," he said respectfully.

"Can you get me in to see Ran Borune?" Mster WIlf asked, sitting on a
rough bench near the fireplace.

"Wthout any difficulty.”

"Good," WIf said. "I have to talk to him and | don't want to stir up any
fuss in the process.”



Barak introduced the others, and his cousin nodded politely to each of
t hem

"You've cone to Tol Honeth during a turbulent period," he said after the
anenities were over. "The nobility of Tolnedra are gathering in the city
i ke ravens on a dead cow. "

"We picked up a hint or two of that on our way south,” Silk told him "Is
it as bad as we heard?"

"Probably worse,” &inneg said, scratching one ear. "Dynastic succession
only happens a fewtimes in each eon. The Borunes have been in power now
for over six hundred vyears, and the other houses are anticipating the
changeover with a great deal of enthusiasm™

"Who's the nost likely to succeed Ran Borune?" M ster Wl f asked.

"Right at the nmoment the best would probably be the G and Duke Kador of To
Vordue," Ginneg answered. "He seens to have nore noney than the rest. The
Honeths are richer, of course, but they've got seven candi dates, and their
wealth is spread out a little too thin. The other famlies aren't really in
the running. The Borunes don't have anyone suitable, and no one takes the
Ranites seriously."

Garion carefully set his tankard on the floor beside the stool he sat on
The bitter ale didn't really taste that good, and he felt vaguely cheated
somehow. The half tankard he had drunk nade his ears quite warm though
and the end of his nose seened a little nunb.

"A Vorduvian we nmet said that the Horbites are using poison," Silk said.

"They all are." Ginneg wore a slightly disgusted |ook. "The Horbites are
just a little nore obvious about it, that's all. If Ran Borune dies
tomorrow, though, Kador will be the next Enperor."

Mster WIf frowned. "lI've never had nuch success dealing with the

Vor duvi ans. They don't really have inperial stature.”

"The old Enperor's still in pretty fair health," Ginneg said. "If he hangs
on for another year or two, the Honeths will probably fall into Iine behind
one candi date - whichever one survives - and then they'll be able to bring

all their noney to bear on the situation. These things take tinme, though
The candi dates thenselves are staying out of town for the npst part, and
they're all being extrenmely careful, so the assassins are having a great
deal of difficulty reaching them" He |aughed, taking a long drink of ale.
"They're a funny people.”

"Could we go to the pal ace now?" M ster Wl f asked.
"We'll want to change clothes first," Aunt Pol said firmy.
"Agai n, Polgara?" Wl f gave her a | ong-suffering | ook

"Just do it, father," she said. "I won't let you enbarrass us by wearing
rags to the pal ace."

"I"'mnot going to wear that robe again." The old nman's voice was stubborn

"No," she said. "It wouldn't be suitable. |I'msure the anmbassador can | end



you a mantle. You won't be quite so obvious that way."
"\What ever you say, Pol." Wl f sighed, giving up

After they had changed, Ginneg formed up his honorguard, a grim ooking
group of Cherek warriors, and they were escorted al ong the broad avenues of
Tol Honeth toward the palace. Garion, all benused by the opulence of the
city and feeling just a trifle giddy fromthe effects of the half tankard
of ale he had drunk, rode quietly beside Silk, trying not to gawk at the
huge buildings or the richly dressed Tolnedrans strolling with grave
decorumin the noonday sun

Chapt er Sixteen

THE | MPERI AL PALACE Sat on a high hill in the center of Tol Honeth. It
consi sted not of one building, but rather was a complex of many, |arge and
small, all built of wmarble and surrounded by gardens and |awns where
cypress trees cast a pleasing shade. The entire conmpound was encl osed by a
high wall, surnounted by statues spaced at intervals along its top. The
| egionnaires at the pal ace gate recogni zed the Cherek ambassador and sent
i mediately for one of the Enperor's chanberlains, a gray-haired official
in a brown mantle.

"I need to see Ran Borune, Lord Mrin," Ginneg told himas they al
dismounted in a marble courtyard just inside the palace gate. "It's a
matter of urgency.”

"OfF course, Lord Ginneg," the gray-haired nan assented. "H s Inperial
H ghness is always delighted to speak w th the personal envoy of King
Anheg. Unfortunately, his Hi ghness is resting just now | should be able to

get you into see himsonetime this afternoon - tonorrow norning at the
| atest."

"This won't wait, Mrin," Ginneg said. "W have to see the Enperor
i medi ately. You'd better go wake himup."

Lord Mrin |ooked surprised. "It <can't be that wurgent," he suggested
chillingly.

"I"'mafraid so," &inneg said.

Morin pursed his |I|ips thoughtfully as he |ooked at each nmenber of the
party.

"You know me well enough to realize that I wouldn't ask this lightly,
Morin," Ginneg said.

Morin sighed. "I'm trusting you a great deal, Ginneg. All right. Cone
al ong. Ask your soldiers to wait."

Ginneg made a curt gesture to his guards, and the party followed Lord
Morin through a broad courtyard to a columed gallery that ran al ong one of
t he buil di ngs.

"How s he been?" &inneg asked as they walked along the shady gallery.



"His health is still good," Mrin answered, "but his tenper's been
deteriorating lately. The Borunes have been resigning their posts in flocks
and returning to Tol Borune."

"That seens prudent under the circunstances,” Ginneg said. "l suspect that
a certain nunber of fatalities are likely to acconpany the succession.”

"Probably so," Morin agreed, "but his Hi ghness finds it a bit distressing
to be abandoned by nenbers of his own famly." He stopped by an arched
marbl e gate where two |egionnaires in gold-enbellished breastplates stood
stiffly. "Please |eave your weapons here. His Highness is sensitive about
such things - |I'msure you can understand."”

"OfF course," Ginneg said, pulling a heavy sword out fromunder his nantle
and |l eaning it against the wall.

They all followed his exanple, and Lord Mrin's eyes flickered slightly
with surprise when Silk renoved three different daggers fromvarious pl aces
beneath his garnments. Form dable eguipnent - the chanberlain's hands
flickered in the gestures of the secret |anguage.

-Troubled tines-Silk's fingers expl ai ned deprecatingly.

Lord Morin smiled faintly and led them through the gate into the garden
beyond. The lawn in the garden was neatly manicured. There were softly
spl ashing fountains, and the rosebushes were all well-pruned. Fruit trees
that seemed to be very old were budding, alnbst ready to burst into bl oom
in the warm sun. Sparrows bickered over nesting sites on the twi sted |inbs.
Ginneg and the others followed Mrin along a curving marble walk toward
the center of the garden.

Ran Borune XXI11, Enperor of Tolnedra, was a small, elderly man, quite bald
and dressed in a gold-colored mantle. He |lounged in a heavy chair beneath a
buddi ng grape arbor, feeding small seeds to a bright canary perched on the
arm of his chair. The Enperor had a little, beaklike nose and bright,
inquisitive eyes. "l said | wanted to be left alone, Mrin," he said in a
testy voice, |ooking up fromthe canary.

"A mllion apol ogi es, your Highness," Lord Mrin explained, bowi ng deeply.
"Lord Ginneg, the anbassador of Cherek, w shes to present you a matter of
gravest urgency. He convinced me that it sinmply could not wait."

The Enperor |ooked sharply at Ginneg. His eyes grew sly, alnost malicious.
"I see that your beard' s beginning to grow back, Ginneg."

Ginneg's face flushed slowy. "I should have known that your Hi ghness
woul d have heard of my little m sfortune.”

"I know everything that happens in Tol Honeth, Lord Ginneg," the Enperor
snapped. "Even if all ny cousins and nephews are running |like rats out of a
burning house, | still have a few faithful people around ne. Watever
possessed you to take up wth that Nadrak wonman? | thought you Al orns
despi sed Angar aks."

Gi nneg coughed awkwardly and gl anced quickly at Aunt Pol. "It was a kind
of joke, your Highness," he said. "I thought it m ght enbarrass the Nadrak
anbassador - and his wife is, after all, a handsonel ooking woman. | didn't

know she kept a pair of scissors under her bed."

"She keeps your beard in a little gold box, you know. " The enperor smirked.



"And she shows it to all her friends."

"She's an evil woman," Ginneg said nmournfully.
"Who are these?" the Enperor asked, waving one finger at the nenbers of the
party standing on the grass somewhat behi nd Anbassador Gi nneg.

"My cousin Barak and some friends," Ginneg said. "They're the ones who
have to talk to you."

"The Earl of Trellhein?" the Enmperor asked. "Wat are you doing in To
Honet h, ny Lord?"

"Passi ng through, your Hi ghness," Barak replied, bow ng.

Ran Borune | ooked sharply at each of the rest in turn as if actually seeing
themfor the first tine. "And this would be Prince Kheldar of Drasnia," he
said, "who left Tol Honeth in a hurry last tine he was here - posing as an
acrobat in a traveling circus, | believe, and about one junp ahead of the
police."

Silk al so bowed politely.

"And Hettar of Algaria," the Enmperor continued, "the man who's trying to
depopul ate Cthol Mirgos singl ehandedly."

Hettar inclined his head.

"Morin," the Enperor demanded sharply, "why have you surrounded nme with
Alorns? | don't like Alorns.”

"It's this matter of urgency, your H ghness," Mrin replied apol ogetically.
"And an Arend?" the Enperor said, |looking at Mandorallen. "A Mnbrate,
should say." Hi s eyes narrowed. "Fromthe descriptions |I've heard, he could
only be the Baron of Vo Mandor."

Mandoral | en's bow was gracefully el aborate. "Throe eye is nmpst keen, your
H ghness, to have read us each in turn w thout pronpting."

"Not all of you precisely,"
or the Rivan lad."

the Enperor said. "I don't recognize the Sendar

Garion's mind junped. Barak had once told himthat he resenbled a R van
nore than anything else, but that thought had been lost in the welter of
events which had followed the chance remark. Now the Enperor of Tol nedra,
whose eye seened to have an uncanny ability to penetrate to the true nature
of things, had also identified himas a Rivan. He glanced quickly at Aunt
Pol, but she seened absorbed in examning the buds on a rosebush.

"The Sendar is Durnik," Mster WIf said, "a snmith. In Sendaria that usefu
trade is considered somewhat akin to nobility. The lad is ny grandson
Garion."

The Enperor |ooked at the old man. "It seens that | should know who you
are. There's something about you-" He paused thoughtfully. The canary,
whi ch had been perched on the armof the Enperor's chair, suddenly burst
into song. He launched hinself into the air and fluttered directly to Aunt
Pol . She held out her finger, and the bright bird |l anded there, tipped back
his head and sang ecstatically as if his tiny heart were breaking with



adoration. She |listened gravely to his song. She wore a dark blue dress,
el aborately | aced at the bodice, and a short sabl e cape.

"What are you doing with nmy canary?" the Enperor demanded.
"Li stening," she said.

"How did you get himto sing? |'ve been trying to coax himinto song for
nont hs. "

"You didn't take him seriously enough."
"Who is this wonan?" the Enperor asked

"My daughter Polgara," Mster WIf said. "She has a particularly keen
under st andi ng of birds."

The Enperor |aughed suddenly, a harshly skeptical |augh. "Oh, come now. You
really don't expect me to accept that, do you?"

Wl f |ooked at him gravely. "Are you really sure you don't know ne, Ran
Borune?" he asked nmildly. The pale green mantle Ginneg had | ent hi mmade

him | ook al nost like a Tol nedran - al nost , but not quite.
"It's a clever ruse," the Enperor said. "You |look the part, and so does
she, but I"'mnot a child. | gave up fairy tales a long tine ago."

"That's a pity. 1'd guess that your life's been a little enpty since then."
Wl f | ooked around at the manicured garden with the servants and fountains
and the nenbers of the Enperor's personal guard posted unobtrusively here
and there anong the flowerbeds. "Even with all this, Ran Borune, a life

wi thout any wonder left init is flat and stale." H s voice was a little
sad. "I think that perhaps you gave up too much."
"Morin," Ran Borune denanded perenptorily, "send for Zereel. W'Ill settle

this i mediately."
"At once, your Hi ghness," Mrin said and beckoned to one of the servants.

"May | have ny canary back?" the Enperor asked Aunt Pol rather plaintively.

"OfF course." She noved across the grass toward the chair, stepping slowy
to avoid startling the trilling little bird.
"Sonmetines | wonder what they' re saying when they sing," Ran Borune said.

"Right now he's telling me about the day he learned to fly," Aunt Pol said.
"That's a very inmportant day for a bird." She reached out her hand, and the
canary hopped onto the Enperor's finger, still singing and with its bright
eye cocked toward Ran Borune's face.

"That's an anusing conceit, | suppose.” The little old man sniled, staring
out at the sunlight sparkling on the water in one of the fountains. "But
I"'mafraid | don't have tine for that kind of thing. R ght now the whole
nation is holding its breath in anticipation of nmy death. They all seemto
think that the greatest thing | can do for Tolnedra is to die i mediately.
Sone of them have even gone to the trouble of trying to help ne along. W
caught four assassins inside the palace grounds just |ast week. The
Borunes, my own famly, are deserting nme to the point that | scarcely have
enough people left to run the palace, nuch |l ess the Empire. Ah, here cones



Zereel ."

A lean, bushy-browed man in a red mantle covered wth nystic synbols
scurried across the I awn and bowed deeply to the enmperor. "You sent for ne,
your Hi ghness?"

"I aminformed that this woman is Pol gara the Sorceress," the Enperor said
"and that the old man there is Belgarath. Be a good fellow Zereel, and
have a |l ook into their credentials."”

"Belgarath and Polgara?" the bushy-browed nman scoffed. "Surely vyour
H ghness isn't serious. The nanmes are nythol ogical. No such people exist."
"You see," the Emperor said to Aunt Pol. "You don't exist. | have it on the
very best authority. Zereel's a wi zard hinself, you know "

"Real | y?"

"One of the very best," he assured her. "Of course npbst of his tricks are
just sleight of hand, since sorcery's only a sham but he amuses ne and he
takes himsel f very seriously. You may proceed, Zereel, but try not to raise
an awful stink, as you usually do."

"That won't be necessary, your Hi ghness," Zereel said flatly. "If they were
wi zards of any kind, 1'd have recognized themimedi ately. W have speci al
ways of communicating, you know. "

Aunt Pol | ooked at the wizard wth one eyebrow slightly raised. "I think
that you should ook a bit closer, Zereel," she suggested. "Sonetinmes we
mss things." She made an al nbst inperceptible gesture, and Garion seened
to hear a faint rush of sound.

The wi zard stared, his eyes fixed on open air directly in front of him His
eyes began to bulge, and his face turned deathly pale. As if his | egs had
been cut fromunder him he fell onto his face. "Forgive nme, Lady Pol gara,"”
he croaked, groveling.

"That's supposed to inpress ne, | assunme," the Enmperor said. "I've seen
men's mnds overwhel ned before, however, and Zereel's nmind isn't all that
strong to begin with."

"This is getting tiresone, Ran Borune," she said tartly.

"You really ought to believe her, you know. " The canary spoke in a tiny,
pi pi ng voice. "I knew who she was i mediately - of course we're nuch nore
perceptive than you things that creep around on the ground - why do you do
that? If you'd just try, I'm sure you' d be able to fly. And | wi sh you'd
stop eating so much garlic - it makes you snell awful ."

"Hush, now," Aunt Pol said gently to the bird. "You can tell himall about
it later."

The Enmperor was trenbling violently, and he stared at the bird as if it
were a snake.

"Why don't we all just behave as if we believed that Polgara and | are who
we say we are?" Mster Wl f suggested. "We could spend the rest of the day
trying to convince you, and we really don't have that nmuch time. There are
some things | have to tell you, and they're inportant no matter who I am"™



"I think 1 can accept that,
at the nowsilent canary.

Ran Borune said, still trenmbling and staring

M ster WIf clasped his hands behind his back and stared up at a cluster of
bi ckering sparrows on the linb of a nearby tree. "Early last fall," he
began, "Zedar the Apostate crept into the throne roomat R va and stole the
Ob of Adur."

"He did what?" Ran Borune demanded, sitting up quickly. "How?"

"W don't know, " Wl f answered. "When | catch up wth him nmaybe I'll ask
him |'msure, however, that you can see the inportance of the event."

"Cbviously," the Enperor said.

"The Alorns and the Sendars are quietly preparing for war," WIf told him
"War?" Ran Borune asked in a shocked voice. "Wth whonP"

"The Angaraks, of course.™

"What's Zedar got to do with the Angaraks? He could be acting on his own,
couldn't he?"

"Surely you're not that sinple,” Aunt Pol remarked.
"You forget yourself, Lady," Ran Borune said stiffly. "Were's Zedar now?"

"He went through Tol Honeth about two weeks ago," WIf replied. "If he can
get across the border into one of the Angarak kingdonms before | can stop
him the Alorns will march.”

"And Arendia with them" Mandorallen said firmy. "King Korodullin has al so
been advi sed. "

"You'll tear the world apart," the Emperor protested.

"Perhaps,” WIf admtted, "but we can't let Zedar get to Torak with the
Ob."

"I'I'l send emissaries at once," Ran Borune said. "This has to be headed off
before it gets out of hand."

"It's a little late for that," Barak said grimy. "Anheg and the others
aren't in any nood for Tol nedran dipl omacy right now "

"Your people have a bad reputation in the north, your Highness," Silk
pointed out. "They always seemto have a few trade agreenments wup their
sl eeves. Every tinme Tol nedra nediates a dispute, it seens to cost a great
deal . | don't think we can afford your good offices anynore."

A cloud passed in front of the sun, and the garden seened suddenly chilly
inits shadow.

"This is being blow all out of proportion," the Enperor protested. "The
Al orns and the Angaraks have been squabbling over that worthl ess stone for
t housands of years. You've been waiting for the chance to fall on each
ot her, and now you've got an excuse. Well, enjoy yourselves. Tol nedra's not

going to get involved as long as |I'm her Enperor."



"You're not going to be able to sit to one side in this, Ran Borune," Aunt
Pol said.

"Way not? The Ob doesn't concern nme one way or the other. Go ahead and
destroy each other if you want. Tolnedra will still be here when it's al
over."

"I doubt it," WIf told him "Your Enmpire's craming with Mirgos. They
could overrun you in a week."

"They' re honest merchants - here on honest business."

"Murgos don't have honest business," Aunt Pol told him "Every Mirgo in
Tolnedra is here because he was sent by the Golim Hgh Priest.”

"That's an exaggeration,”" Ran Borune said stubbornly. "The whole world
knows that you and your father have an obsessive hatred of all Angaraks,
but times have changed. "

"Cthol Murgos is still ruled from Rak Cthol," WIf said, "and Ctuchik is
master there. Ctuchi k hasn't changed, even if the world has. The nmerchants
from Rak Goska mght seemcivilized to you, but they all junp when Ctuchik
whi stles, and Ctuchik's the disciple of Torak."

"Torak's dead."

"Real | y?" Aunt Pol said. "Have you seen his grave? Have you opened the
grave and seen his bones?"

"My Enmpire's very expensive to run," the Enperor said, "and I need the
revenue the Miurgos bring nme. 1've got agents in Rak Goska and all al ong the
South Caravan Route, so I'd know if the Muirgos were getting ready for any
kind of nove against me. I'mjust a little suspicious that all this m ght

be the result of sonme internal contention wthin the Brotherhood of
Sorcerers. You people have your own nmotives, and I'm not going to let you
use ny Enpire as a pawn in your power struggles.”

"And if the Angaraks w n?" Aunt Pol said, "How do you plan to deal with
Tor ak?"

"I"'mnot afraid of Torak."
"Have you ever net hin?" Wl f asked.

"Cbviously not. Listen, Belgarath, you and your daughter have never been
friendly to Tolnedra. You treated us like a defeated eneny after Vo M nbre.

Your information's interesting, and 1'll consider it in its proper
per spective, but Tol nedran policy is not dom nated by Al orn preconceptions.
Qur econony relies heavily on trade along the South Caravan Route. |'m not

going to disrupt ny Enpire sinply because you happen to dislike Mirgos.”
"You're a fool then," WIf said bluntly.

"You'd be surprised at how many people think so," the Enmperor replied.
"Maybe you'll have better luck with nmy successor. If he's a Vorduvian or a
Honeth, you night even be able to bribe him but Borunes don't take

bri bes. "

"Or advice," Aunt Pol added.



"Only when it suits us, Lady Polgara," Ran Borune said.
"l t hi nk we' ve done everyt hi ng we can here, " Wl f deci ded.
A bronze door at the back of the garden slamred open, and a tiny girl with

flam ng hair storned through, her eyes ablaze. At first Garion thought she
was a child, but as she came closer, he realized that she was sonmewhat

ol der than that. Although she was very snall, the short, sleevel ess green
tunic she wore displayed |inbs that were nuch closer to maturity. He felt a
peculiar kind of shock when he saw her - alnpbst, but not quite, like

recognition. Her hair was a tunbled mass wth |long, elaborate «curls
cascadi ng down over her neck and shoulders, and it was a color that Garion
had never seen before, a deep, burnished red that seemed sonmehow to gl ow
fromw thin. Her skin was a golden color that seenmed, as she swept through
t he shadows of the trees near the gate, to have an al nost greenish cast to
it. She was in a state verging on sheer rage. "Whay am | being kept prisoner
here?" she demanded of the Enperor

"What are you tal king about?" Ran Borune asked.

"The |l egionnaires won't let ne | eave the pal ace grounds!"

"Ch," the Enperor said, "that."

"Exactly. That. "

"They're acting on nmy orders, Ce' Nedra," the Emperor told her

"So they said. Tell themtoo stop it."

"No. "

"No?" Her tone was incredulous. "No?" Her voice clinbed several octaves.
"What do you nean, no?"

"It's too dangerous for you to be out in the city just now " the Enperor
sai d placatingly.

"Nonsense," she snapped. "I don't intend to sit around in this stuffy
pal ace just because you're afraid of your own shadow. | need sone things
fromthe market."

"Send soneone. "
"I don't want to send anyone!" she shouted at him "I want to go myself."

"Well, vyou can't," he said flatly. "Spend your tine on your studies
instead. "

"I don't want to study," she cried. "Jeebers is a stuffy idiot, and he
bores me. | don't want to sit around tal king about history or politics or
any of the rest of it. | just want an afternoon to nyself."

"I"'msorry."

"Pl ease, father," she begged, her tone dropping into a wheedling note. She
took hold of one of the folds of his gold mantle and twisted it around one
of her tiny fingers. "Please." The | ook she directed at the Enperor through
her | ashes woul d have nelted stone.



"Absolutely not," he said, refusing to |look at her. "My order stands. You
will not |eave the pal ace grounds."

"I  hate you!"™ she cried. Then she ran from the garden in tears. "M
daughter,” the Emperor explained alnost apologetically. "You can't inagine
what it's like having a child like that."
"Ch, | can imagine, all right," Mster WIf said, glancing at Aunt Pol. She
| ooked back at him her eyes chall engi ng.

"Go ahead and say it, father," she told him "I'm sure you won't be happy
until you do."

Wl f shrugged. "Forget it."

Ran Borune | ooked thoughtfully at the two of them "It occurs to nme that we
mght be able to negotiate a bit here,” he said, his eyes narrow ng.

"What did you have in mnd?" WIf asked.

"You have a certain authority among the Alorns," the Enperor suggested.

"Some," WoIf admitted carefully.
"I'f you were to ask them I1'msure they'd be willing to overl ook one of the
nore absurd provisions of the Accords of Vo Mnbre."

"Whi ch one is that?"

"There's really no necessity for Ce' Nedra to journey to Riva, is there? |I'm
the last enperor of the Borune Dynasty, and when | die, she won't be an
Imperial Princess anynore. Under the circunstances, 1'd say that the
requi rement doesn't really apply to her. It's nonsense anyway. The line of
the Rivan King becane extinct thirteen hundred years ago, so there isn't
going to be any bridegroomwaiting for her in the Hall of the Rivan King.
As you've seen, Tolnedra's a very dangerous place just now Ce' Nedra's
sixteenth birthday's only a year or so off, and the date's well known. If |
have to send her to Riva, half the assassins in the Empire are going to be

lurking outside the palace gates, waiting for her to come out. |'d rather
not take that kind of risk. If you could see your way clear to speak to the
Alorns, I mght be able to make a few concessions regarding the Mirgos -
restrictions on their nunbers, closed areas, that sort of thing."

"No, Ran Borune," Aunt Pol said flatly. "Ce'Nedra will go to Riva. You've
failed to wunderstand that the Accords are only a formality. If your
daughter's the one destined to become the bride of the Rivan King, no force
on earth can prevent her frombeing in the throne roomat Riva on the
appointed day. M father's reconmendations about the Mirgos are only
suggestions - for your own good. Wat you choose to do about the matter is
your affair."

"l think we've just about exhausted the possibilities of this
conversation,"” the Enperor stated coldly.

Two inportant-looking officials came into the garden and spoke briefly to
Lord Morin.

"Your Highness,”" the gray-haired chanberlain said deferentially, "the
M nister of Trade wanted to inform you that he's reached an excellent
agreement with the trade deputation from Rak Goska. The gentlenmen from



Ct hol Murgos were nobst accommodati ng.”

"I"'mdelighted to hear it," Ran Borune said, throwi ng a meani ngful | ook at
Mster WIf.

"The contingent from Rak Goska would like to pay their respects before they
| eave,” Morin added.

"By all means," the Emperor said. "I'Il be delighted to receive them here."
Morin turned and nodded shortly to the two officials near the gate. The
officials turned and spoke to soneone outside, and the gate swing open

Five Murgos strode into the garden. Their coarse bl ack robes were hooded,
but the hoods were thrown back. The front of their robes were unclasped,
and the chain mail shirts they all wore gleaned in the sunlight. The Mirgo
in front was a bit taller than the others, and his bearing indicated that
he was the |eader of the deputation. A welter of images and partial
menories flooded Garion's mind as he | ooked at the scar-faced eneny he had
known all his life. The strange pull of the silent, hidden |inkage between
them touched him It was Asharak

Sonet hi ng brushed Garion's mnd, tentative only - not the powerful force
the Murgo had directed at himin the dimhallway in Anheg's palace at Va
Alorn. The anulet under his tunic becane very cold and yet seened to burn
at the sanme tine.

"Your Inperial Hi ghness," Asharak said, striding forward with a cold snile
"we are honored to be admitted into your august presence." He bowed, his
mai | shirt clinking.

Barak was holding Hettar's right armfirmy, and Mandoral |l en nmoved and t ook
t he ot her.

"I"'moverjoyed to see you again, worthy Asharak," the Enperor said. "I'm
told that an agreenment has been reached."

"Beneficial to both sides, your H ghness."

"The best kind of agreenent," Ran Borune approved.

"Taur Urgas, King of the Mirgos, sends greetings," Asharak said. "Hs
Maj esty feels nost keenly the desirability of cementing rel ati ons between
Cthol Murgos and Tol nedra. He hopes that one day he may call your Inperial
H ghness brother."

"W respect the peaceful intentions and |egendary wi sdom of Taur Urgas."
The Enperor smiled with a certain smugness.

Ashar ak | ooked around, his black eyes flat. "Well, Anbar," he said to Silk,
"your fortunes seemto have inproved since we net last in Mngan's counting
roomin Darine."

Silk spread his hands in an innocent-|ooking gesture. "The Gods have been
kind - nost of them anyway."

Asharak smiled briefly.

"You know each other?" the Enperor asked, a bit surprised.



"We've net, your HighneSs," Silk admtted.

"I'n another kingdom" Asharak added. He |ooked directly then at Mster
Wl f. "Belgarath," he said politely with a brief nod.

"Chandar," the old man replied.
"You're | ooking well."
"Thank you."

"It seens that I'mthe only stranger here," the Enperor said.

"Chandar and | have known each other for a very long tinme," Mster WlIf
told him He glanced at the Murgo with a faintly malicious twinkle in his
eyes. "I  see that you've managed to recover from your recent

i ndi sposition.”

Asharak's face flickered wth annoyance, and he | ooked quickly at his
shadow on the grass as if for reassurance.

Garion renmenbered what WIf had said atop the tor after the attack of the
Al groths - sonmething about a shadow returning by an "indirect route." For
some reason the information that Asharak the Mirgo and Chandar the G olim
were the sane man did not particularly surprise him Like a conplex nel ody
that had been faintly out of tune, the sudden nerging of the two seened
right sonmehow The know edge clicked in his mind like a key in a lock

"Sonmeday you'll have to show nme how you did that," Asharak was saying. "I
found the experience interesting. M horse had hysterics, however."

"My apol ogies to your horse.™

"Why is it that | feel as if |I'mmssing about half of this conversation?”
Ran Borune asked.

"Forgive us, your Highness," Asharak said. "Ancient Belgarath and | are
renewing an old enmty. W' ve seldomhad the opportunity to speak to each
other with any degree of civility." He turned and bowed politely to Aunt
Pol. "My Lady Polgara. You're as beautiful as ever." He eyed her with a
del i berately suggestive stare.

"You haven't changed much either, Chandar." Her tone was mld, even bl and,
but Garion, who knew her so well, recognized i mediately the deadly insult
she had just delivered to the Golim

"Charm ng," Asharak said with a faint snmile

"This is better than a play," the Enperor cried delightedly. "You people
are actually dripping with malice. I wsh I'd had the opportunity to see
the first act."”

"The first act was very long, your Highness," Asharak said, "and quite
often tedious. As you may have noticed, Belgarath sonetimes gets carried
away with his own cl everness."”

"I"'mcertain I'll be able to make up for that," Mster WIf told himwith a
slight smle. "I promise you that the last act will be extrenely short,
Chandar . "



"Threats, old man?" Asharak asked. "I thought we'd agreed to be civilized."

"I can't recall when we ever agreed on anything," WIf said. He turned to
the Enmperor. "I think we'll |eave now, Ran Borune," he said. "Wth your
perm ssion, of course.”

"OfF course," the Enperor replied. "lI'mpleased to have met youthough
still don't believe in you, naturally. M skepticism however, is
t heol ogi cal, not personal."

"I"'mglad of that," WIf said, and quite suddenly he grinned inpishly at
t he Emperor.

Ran Borune | aughed.
"l | ook forward to our next meeting, Belgarath,"” Asharak said.

"I wouldn't if I were you," WIf advised him then turned and | ed the way
out of the Enmperor's garden

Chapt er Seventeen

I T WAS M DAFTERNOON when t hey emerged fromthe pal ace gate. The broad | awns
were green in the warmspring sunlight, and the cypress trees stirred in a
faint breeze.

"I don't think we want to stay in Tol Honeth too much lIonger,"” WIf said.
"Do we | eave now, then?" Mandorallen asked.

"There's something | have to do first,” WIf replied, squinting into the
sunlight. "Barak and his cousin will come along with me. The rest of you go
on back to Ginneg's house and wait there."

"W'|l stop by the central market on our way," Aunt Pol told him "There
are a fewthings | need.”

"This isn't a shopping expedition, Pol."

"The Golins already know we're here, father,"” she said, "so there's no

point in creeping about |ike sneak thieves, is there?"
He sighed. "All right, Pol."
"I knew you'd see it ny way," she said.

M ster WIf shook his head helplessly and rode off with Barak and Ginneg.
The rest of them rode down the hill fromthe palace toward the gleaning
city below The streets at the foot of the hill were broad and |Iined on
either side by nagnificent houses-each almpst a palace in itself.

"The rich and the noble,"” Silk said. "In Tol Honeth, the closer you live to
t he pal ace, the nore inportant you are."

"'Tis oft tinmes thus, Prince Kheldar," Mandorallen observed. "Walth and
position sometinmes need the reassurance of proximity to the seat of power.



By ostentation and propinquity to the throne, small nen are able to avoid
facing their own inadequacy."

"I couldn't have said it better nyself,"” Silk said.

The central narketplace of Tol Honeth was a vast square filled wth
bri ght-col ored booths and stalls where a significant portion of the goods
of the world were on display. Aunt Pol dismounted, |left her horse with one
of the Cherek guards, and noved busily from booth to booth, buying, it
appeared, alnost everything in sight. Silk's face blanched often at her
pur chases, since he was paying for them

"Can't you talk to her?" the small man pleaded with Garion. "She's
destroying ne."

"What makes you think she'd listen to nme?" Garion asked.

"You could at least try, Silk said desperately.
Three richly mantled nen stood near the center of the narket, arguing
heat edl y.

"You're nmad, Haldor,” one of them athin man with a snub nose, said
agitatedly. "The Honeths would strip the Enpire for their own profit." H's
face was flushed, and his eyes bul ged dangerously.

"Wul d Kador of the Vorduvians be any better?" the stout man nanmed Hal dor
demanded. "You're the one who's mad, Radan. If we put Kador on the throne,
he'll grind us all under foot. There's such a thing as being too inperial."

"How dare you?" Radan al nost screamed, his perspiring face grow ng darker
"Grand Duke Kador is the only possible choice. 1'd vote for himeven if he
hadn't paid ne." He flung his arnms about wildly as he talked, and his
tongue seenmed to stunble over his words.

"Kador's a pig," Haldor said flatly, carefully watching Radan as if gauging
the inmpact of his words. "An arrogant, brutal pig with no nore right to the
throne than a nongrel dog. Hi s great-grandfather bought his way into the
House of Vordue, and 1'd sooner open a vein than bow to the offspring of a
sneak thief fromthe docks of Tol Vordue."

Radan's eyes alnost started fromhis head at Haldor's cal culated insults.
He opened his nmouth several tines as if trying to speak, but his tongue
seened frozen wth fury. H's face turned purple, and he clawed at the air
in front of him Then his body stiffened and began to arch backward.

Hal dor watched himwith an al nost clinical detachnent.

Wth a strangled cry, Radan toppled back onto the cobblestones, his arns
and legs threshing violently. Hs eyes rolled back in his head, and he
began to foam at the nouth as his convul sions becane nore violent. He began
to bang his head on the stones, and his twitching fingers clutched at his
t hr oat .

"Amazi ng potency,"” the third nantled nan said to Haldor. "Wwere did you
find it?"

"A friend of mne recently nmade a voyage to Sthiss Tor," Haldor said,
wat chi ng Radan's convulsions with interest. "The beautiful part of it is
that it's conpletely harm ess unl ess one gets excited. Radan wouldn't drink



the wine until | tasted it first to prove that it was safe."

"You' ve got the sane poison in your own stomach?" the other nan asked with
ast oni shnent .

"I'm quite safe," Haldor said. "My enotions never get the best of ne."

Radan' s convul sions had grown weaker. H's heels beat at the stones with a
rapid pattering sound; then he stiffened, gave a long, gurgling sigh, and
di ed.

"I don't suppose you've got any of the drug left, do you?" Haldor's friend
asked thoughtfully. "l1'd be willing to pay quite a bit for sonething like
that."

Hal dor | aughed. "Wy don't we go to my house, and we'll talk about it? Over
a cup of w ne, perhaps?"

The other man threw hima startled glance; then he | aughed too, although a
bit nervously. The two of themturned and wal ked away, |eaving the dead nan
sprawl ed on the stones.

Garion stared in horror at themand then at the bl ack-faced corpse lying so
grotesquely twisted in the center of the marketplace. The Tol nedrans near
the body seened to ignore its existence. "Wy doesn't sonebody do
somet hi ng?" he demanded.

"They're afraid,” Silk said. "If they show any concern, they mght be
nm staken for partisans. Politics here in Tol Honeth are taken very
seriously."

"Shoul dn't someone notify the authorities?" Durnik suggested, his face pale
and hi s voi ce shaking.

"I"'msure it's already been taken care of," Silk said. "Let's not stand
around staring. I don't think we want to get involved in this sort of
t hi ng. "

Aunt Pol came back to where they were standing. The two Cherek warriors
from &Ginneg's house who had been acconpanying her were |oaded down with
bundl es and both of them | ooked a little sheepi sh about it.
"What are you doi ng?" she asked Sil k.

"W were just watching a bit of Tolnedran politics in action,” Silk said,
pointing at the dead man in the center of the square.

"Poi son?" she asked, noting Radan's contorted |inbs.

Sil k nodded. "A strange one. It doesn't seemto work unless the victimgets
excited."

"At hsat," she said with a gri mnod.
"You' ve heard of it before?" Silk seened surprised.

She nodded. "It's quite rare, and very expensive. | didn't think the
Nyi ssans would be willing to sell any of it."

"I think we should nove away from here,"” Hettar suggested. "There's a squad



of legionnaires comng, and they might want to question any w tnesses."
"Good idea," Silk said and led themtoward the far side of the marketpl ace.

Near the row of houses that marked the edge of the square, eight burly nen
carried a heavily wveiled litter. As the litter approached, a slender
j ewel ed hand reached languidly out from behind the veil and touched one of
the porters on the shoulder. The eight nmen stopped i mediately and set the
litter down.

"Silk," a woman's voice called fromwithin the litter, "what are you doing
back in Tol Honeth?"

"Bethra?" Silk said. "lIs that you?"

The veil was drawn back, revealing a lushly endowed worman | oungi ng on
crimson satin cushions inside the litter. Her dark hair was elaborately
curled with strings of pearls woven into her tresses. Her pink silken gown
clung to her body, and golden rings and bracelets clasped her arns and
fingers. Her face was breathtakingly beautiful, and her |ong-Ilashed eyes
were w cked. There was about her a kind of overripeness and an al npbst
overpowering sense of self indulgent corruption. For sone reason Garion
felt himself blushing furiously.

"I thought you'd still be running," she said archly to Silk. "The nmen I
sent after you were very professional."

Silk bowed with an ironic little flourish. "They were quite good, Bethra,"
he agreed with a wy grin. "Not quite good enough, but very good, actually.
| hope you didn't need them anynore."

"I always wondered why they didn't come back." She |aughed. "I should have
known, of course. | hope you didn't take it personally."

"Certainly not, Bethra. It's just part of the profession, after all."
"I knew vyou'd understand,"” she said. "I had to get rid of you. You were

di srupting my entire plan."

Silk grinned wckedly. "I know," he gloated. "And after all you had to go
through to set it up - and with the Thullish anbassador, no less."

She made a di sgusted face.

"\What ever happened to hin?" Silk asked.

"He went swimring in the Nedrane."

"I didn't know that Thulls swamall that well."

"They don't - particularly not with large rocks tied to their feet. After
you'd destroyed the whole thing, | didn't really need him anynore, and
there were sone things | didn't want himmentioning in certain quarters.™
"You al ways were prudent, Bethra."

"What are you up to now?" she asked curiously.

Silk shrugged. "Alittle of this, alittle of that."



"The successi on?"

"Ch, no." He laughed. "I know better than to get involved in that. Wich
side are you on?"

"Wuldn't you like to know?"

Silk |ooked around, his eyes narrowing. "I could use sone information
Bethra - if you're free to talk about it, of course.”

"About what, Silk?"

"The city seens to be awash with Mirgos,"” Silk said. "If you're not
presently involved with them |'d appreciate anything you could tell ne."

She smiled at himarchly. "And what would you be willing to pay?" she
asked.

"Couldn't we just call it professional courtesy?"
She smled wckedly at hinm then she |laughed. "Wy not? | like you, Silk,
and | think 1'Il like you even nore if you owe nme a favor."

"I"l1l be your slave," he prom sed.

"Liar." She thought for a noment. "The Murgos have never really shown al
that much interest in trade," she said. "But a few years ago they began
arriving in tws and threes; and then Ilate |ast sumer, whole caravans
started comng in from Rak Goska."

"You think they want to influence the succession?" Silk asked.

"That would be my guess," she said. "There's a great deal of red gold in
Tol Honeth suddenly. My coin chests are full of it."

Silk grinned. "It all spends.”
"It does indeed."
"Have they picked any one candi date?"

"Not that |'ve been able to determine. They seemto be divided into two
different factions, and there's quite a bit of antagoni sm between them?"

"That could be a ruse, of course.”

"I don't think so. | think the antagonism has to do with the quarre
between Zedar and Cuchik. Each side wants to get control of the next
Enperor. They're spending noney |ike water."

"Do you know t he one call ed Asharak?"

"Ah, that one," she replied. "The other Miurgos are all afraid of him At
the nonent he seenms to be working for Ctuchik, but I think he's playing
some game of his own. He owns the G and Duke Kador out right, and Kador's
closest to the throne right now That puts Asharak in a very powerful
position. That's about all | really know. "

"Thank you, Bethra," Silk said respectfully.



"Are you planning to stay in Tol Honeth for |ong?" she asked.
"Unfortunately no."

"Pity. | was hoping you mght be able to come by for a visit. W could talk

over old times. I don't have many cl ose friends anynore - or dear enemnies,
like you."
Silk laughed dryly. "I wonder why," he said. "I don't imagine | could sw m

much better than the Thullish anbassador did. You' re a dangerous woman,
Bet hra. "

"In more ways than one," she adnmitted, stretching languidly. "But your
life's not really in any danger from nme, Silk - not anynore."

"It wasn't ny life | was worried about." Silk grinned.

"That's another matter, of course," she admtted. "Don't forget that you
owe ne a favor."

"I hunger for the opportunity to repay ny debt,"” he said inpudently.

"You're inpossible." She laughed, then gestured to her porters, and they
lifted her litter to their shoulders. "Good-bye, Silk," she said.

"Good-bye, Bethra," he replied with a deep bow

"Absolutely disgusting,” Durnik said in a voice strangled with outrage as
the porters marched away with the litter. "Wy is a wonan |like that even
permtted to stay in the city?"

"Bethra?" Silk asked in surprise. "She's the nost brilliant and fascinating
worman in Tol Honeth. Men come fromall over the world just for an hour or
two with her."”

"For a price, of course,” Durnik said.

"Don't msunderstand her, Durnik," Silk told him "Her conversation's
probably nore wvaluable than-" He coughed slightly with a quick glance at
Aunt Pol

"Real | y?" Dur ni k guesti oned in a voice heavy with sarcasm

Silk laughed. "Durnik," he said, "I love you like a brother, but you're a
terrible prude, do you know t hat?"

"Leave himalone, Silk," Aunt Pol said firmy. "I like himexactly the way
he is."

"I"'monly trying to inprove him Lady Polgara," Silk explained innocently.

"Barak's right about you, Prince Kheldar," she said. "You're a very bad
man. "

"It"'s all inthe line of duty. |I sacrifice ny nore delicate feelings for
t he sake of ny country."

"Of course!"

"Surely you don't imagine that | enjoy that sort of thing?"



"Why don't we just let it drop?" she suggested.

Ginneg, Barak, and Mster WIf returned to Ginneg's house not |long after
the others had arrived.

"Well?" Aunt Pol asked WIf as the old man cane into the room where they
had been waiting.

"He went south,” WIf said.
"South? He didn't turn east toward Chol Mirgos?"

"No," WIf said. "He's probably trying to avoid a neeting with Ctuchik's

people. He'll look for a quiet place to slip across the border. Either that
or he's headed for Nyissa. Perhaps he's nmade some arrangenment wth
Sal m ssra. W'll have to follow himto find out."

"I met an old friend in the marketplace,"” Silk said fromthe chair in which
he | ounged. "She tells ne that Asharak's been involved in the politics of
succession. It appears that he's managed to buy the G and Duke of Vordue.
If the Vorduvians get the throne, Asharak's going to have Tolnedra in the
pal m of his hand."

M ster WIf scratched thoughtfully at his beard. "W're going to have to do
somet hing about him sooner or later. He's beginning to nake ne just a
little tired."

"W could stop over for a day or so," Aunt Pol suggested. "Attend to it
once and for all."

"No," Wolf decided. "It's probably best not to do that sort of thing here
inthe city. The business is likely to be a bit noisy, and Tol nedrans get
excited about things they can't understand. |'msure he'll give us an
opportunity later - in some |ess-popul ated pl ace."

"Do we | eave now, then?" Silk asked.

"Let's wait wuntil early norning," WIf told him "W'IIl probably be
followed, but if the streets are enpty, it will make things a little nore
difficult for them™

"Il talk to my cook, then," Ginneg said. "The least | can do is send you
on your way with a good neal to help you face the road. Then, of course,
there's still that barrel of ale to be dealt with."

Mster WIf smiled broadly at that, then caught Aunt Pol's reproving frown.
"It would only go flat, Pol," he explained. "Once it's broached, you have

todrink it up fairly quickly. 1t would be a shane to waste it, wouldn't
it?"

Chapt er Ei ght een

THEY LEFT GRINNEG S HOUSE before dawn the next norning, dressed once nore
in their traveling clothes. They slipped quietly out a back gate and
proceeded through those narrow alleys and back streets Silk al ways seened



able to find. The sky to the east was beginning to lighten when they
reached the massive bronze gate on the south end of the island.

"How | ong until the gate opens?" M ster Wl f asked one of the |egionnaires.
"Not much Jlonger," the legionnaire told him "Just as soon as we can see
the far bank clearly."

Wl f grunted. He had grown quite nellow the evening before and he was
obviously troubled by a headache this norning. He disnounted, went to one
of the packhorses, and drank from a | eat her wat erskin.

"That isn't going to help, you know, " Aunt Pol told hima bit snugly. He
chose not to answer.

"I think it's going to be a lovely day today," she said brightly, |ooking
first at the sky and then at the men around her who slunmped in their
saddles in attitudes of miserable dejection

"You're a cruel wonman, Polgara," Barak said sadly.
"Did you talk to Ginneg about that ship?" Mster Wl f asked.

"I think so," Barak replied. "I seem to renmenber saying sonething about
it."

"It's fairly inmportant," Wl f said.
"What's this?" Aunt Pol asked.

"I thought it might not be a bad idea to have a ship waiting off the nmouth
of the River of the Wods," WIf said. "If we have to go to Sthiss Tor, it
woul d probably be better to sail there rather than wade through the swanps
in northern Nyissa."

"That's a very good idea, actually," she approved. "I'msurprised it
occurred to you - consi deri ng your condi tion | ast ni ght."

"Do you suppose we could talk about sonething else?" he asked sonewhat
pl ai ntively.

It grew inperceptibly lighter, and the command to open the gate canme from
t he wat chtower on the wall above. The | egionnaires slipped the iron bar and
swung the ponderous gate open. Wth Mandorallen at his side, Silk led them
out through the thick portal and across the bridge that spanned the dark
wat ers of the Nedrane.

By noon they were eight | eagues south of Tol Honeth, and Mster Wl f had
somewhat regained his conposure, though his eyes still seened a bit
sensitive to the bright spring sunlight, and he wi nced now and then when a
bird sang a bit too near.

"Riders conming up behind," Hettar said.

"How many?" Barak asked.

"Two. "

"Ordinary travel ers, perhaps,"” Aunt Pol said.



The two figures on horseback appeared from around a bend behind them and
stopped. They spoke together for a nonment or two and then cane on, their
beari ng sonewhat cautious. They were a peculiar pair. The man wore a green
Tol nedran mantle, a garnment not really suited for riding. H s forehead was
quite high, and his hair was carefully conbed to conceal his encroaching
bal dness. He was very skinny, and his ears stuck out fromthe side of his
head |ike flaps. H s conpanion appeared to be a child dressed in a hooded
traveling cloak and with a kerchief across her face to keep out the dust.
"Good day to you,"
al ongsi de.

the skinny man greeted thempolitely as the pair drew

"Hello," Silk returned.
"Warmfor so early in the year, isn't it?" the Tol nedran said.

"W noticed that," Silk agreed.

"I wonder," the skinny man asked, "do you have a bit of water you could
Spare?"
"OfF course," Silk said. He | ooked at Garion and gestured toward the pack

animal s. Garion dropped back and unhooked a |eather waterskin fromone of
t he packs. The stranger renmoved the wooden stopper and carefully w ped the
mouth of the skin. He offered the bag to his conpanion. She renoved her
kerchief and looked at the skin wth an expression of perplexity.

"Like this, your-uh-my Lady," the man explained, taking the skin back
raising it in both hands and dri nking.

"I see," the girl said.

Garion | ooked at her nore closely. The voice was fam liar for some reason
and there was sonet hi ng about her face. She was not a child, though she was
very small, and there was a kind of self indul ged petul ance about her tiny
face. Garion was alnobst certain he had seen her sonewhere before.

The Tol nedran handed the waterskin back to her, and she drank, making a
small face at the resinous taste. Her hair was a purplish black, and there
were faint dark smears on the collar of her traveling cloak that indicated
that the color was not natural.

"Thank you, Jeebers," she said after she had drunk. "And thank you, sir,"
she said to Silk.

Garion's eyes narrowed as a dreadful suspicion began to growin his mnd

"Are you going far?" the skinny nman asked SilKk.

"Quite a ways," Silk answered. "I'm Radek of Boktor, a Drasnian nerchant,
and |'mbound to the south with Sendarian woolens. This break in the
weat her destroyed the market in Tol Honeth, so I thought 1'd try Tol Rane.
It's in t he nmount ai ns, and it's pr obably still cold there."

"You're taking the wong road, then
Rane lies off to the east."

the stranger said. "The road to To

"I"ve had trouble on that road," Silk said glibly. "Robbers, you know. |
thought it'd be safer to go through Tol Borune."



"What a coincidence,"” the skinny man told him "My pupil and | are bound
for Tol Borune ourselves."

"Yes," Silk admitted. "Quite a coincidence."

"Perhaps we could ride along together."

Sil k | ooked doubt ful

"I don't see any reason why not," Aunt Pol decided before he could refuse.

"You're nmost kind, gracious lady," the stranger said. "I am Master Jeebers,
Fel l ow of the Inperial Society, a tutor by profession. Perhaps you' ve heard
of ne."

"I can't really say so," Silk told him "although that's not too
remar kabl e, since we're strangers here in Tol nedra."”

Jeebers | ooked a bit disappointed. "I suppose that's true,"” he said. "This
is my pupil, Lady Sharell. Her father's a grand master nerchant, the Baron
Rel don. |'m acconpanyi ng her to Tol Borune where she's to visit relatives."

Garion knew that was not true. The tutor's nane had confirmed his
suspi ci ons.

They rode several miles further, with Jeebers babbling animatedly at SilKk.
He spoke endl essly about his learning and continually prefaced his renmarks
with references to inportant people who seemed to rely on his judgnent.
Al t hough he was tiresone, he appeared to be quite harml ess. Hi s pupil rode
besi de Aunt Pol, saying very little.

"I think it's tinme we stopped for a bite to eat,"” Aunt Pol announced.
"Wl d you and your pupil care to join us, Master Jeebers? W have plenty."

"I'"'m quite overconme by your generosity," the tutor said. "W'd be
delighted."

They stopped the horses near a small bridge that crossed a brook and |ed
theminto the shade of a thick clunmp of willows not far fromthe road.
Durnik built a fire, and Aunt Pol began to unload her pots and kettles.
Mast er Jeebers' pupil sat in her saddle wuntil the tutor quickly stepped
over to help her down. She |ooked at the slightly marshy ground near the
br ook unent husi astically. Then she glanced inperiously at Garion
"You-boy," she called. "Fetch me a cup of fresh water."

"The brook's right there," he told her, pointing.

She stared at himin amazenent. "But the ground's all rmnuddy," she objected.

"It does seem that way, doesn't it?" he admtted and then quite
deliberately turned his back on her and went over to help his Aunt.

"Aunt Pol," he said after several nonents of debating with hinself.
"Yes, dear?"
"I don't think the Lady Sharell's who she says she is."

n O,]?n



"I"'mnot conpletely positive, but | think she's the Princess Ce' Nedra -the
one who cane into the garden when we were at the pal ace.™

"Yes, dear. | know "

"You know?"

"OfF course. Wuld you hand nme the salt, please?"
"Isn't it dangerous to have her with us?"

"Not really,"” she said. "I think we can manage it."
"Wn't she be a lot of bother?"

"An Inmperial Princess is supposed to be a |lot of bother, dear." After they
had eaten a savory stew which seened to Garion quite good but which their
little guest appeared to find distasteful, Jeebers began to approach a
subj ect which had obviously been on his mind since they had first net.
"Despite the best efforts of the legions, the roads are never entirely
safe," the fussy man said. "It's inprudent to travel alone, and the Lady
Sharell's been entrusted to ny care. Since |'mresponsi ble for her safety,
I was wondering if we mght travel along with you. We wouldn't be any
bother, and I'd be nore than happy to pay for whatever food we eat.”

Silk glanced quickly at Aunt Pol.
"Of course,” she said.
Sil k | ooked surprised.

"There's no reason we can't travel together,"
to the sane place, after all."

she went on. "W're all going

Si | k shrugged. "Anything you say."

Garion knew the idea was a mi stake so serious that it bordered on disaster.
Jeebers woul d not be a good traveling conmpanion, and his pupil showed every
sign of quickly becoming intolerable. She was obviously accustoned to
extensive personal service, and her demands were probably nade without
t hought. They were still denmands, however, and Garion knew i medi ately who
was nmost likely to be expected to attend to them He got up and wal ked
around to the far side of the clunmp of wllows.

The fields beyond the trees were pale green in the spring sunshine, and
small white clouds drifted lazily across the sky. Garion | eaned agai nst a
tree and gazed out at the fields without actually seeing them He would not
become a servant - no matter who their little guest mght be. He w shed
there were sone way he could get that firmly established right at the
outset - before things got out of hand.

"Have you | ost your senses, Pol?" he heard Mster WIf say sonewhere behind
hi manong the trees. "Ran Borune's probably got every Ilegion in Tol nedra
| ooki ng for her by now. "

"This is nmy province, Ad Wlf," Aunt Pol told him "Don't interfere. | can
manage things so that we won't be bothered by the |egions."

"We don't have the time to coddle her," the old man said. "I'msorry, Pol



but the child s going to be an absolute little nonster. You saw the way she
acted toward her father."

"It's no great chore to break bad habits," she said, unconcerned.

"Wwuldn't it be sinpler just to arrange to have her taken back to To
Honet h?"

"She's already run away once," Aunt Pol answered. "If we send her back
she'l'l  just run away again. 1'll feel much nore confortable having her
Imperial little H ghness where I can put nmy hands on her when | need her
When the proper tine comes, | don't want to have to take the world apart

| ooking for her."
Wl f sighed. "Have it your way, Pol."
"Naturally."

"Just keep the brat away from ne,’
any of the others know who she is?"

he said. "She sets nmy teeth on edge. Do

"CGarion does."
"Garion? That's surprising.”
" Not really,” Aunt Pol said. "He's bri ghter than he | ooks."

A new enotion began to grow in Garion's already confused m nd. Aunt Pol's
obvious interest in Ce'Nedra sent a sharp pang through him Wth a certain
amount of shame, he realized that he was jeal ous of the attention the girl
was receiving.

In the days that followed, Garion's fears quickly proved to be wellfounded.
An inadvertant remark about Faldor's farmhad revealed quite early to the
princess his former status as a scullery-boy, and she used the know edge
heartlessly to browbeat himinto a hundred stupid little errands every day.
To make it all worse, each tine he tried to resist, Aunt Pol would firmy
remnd himto pay nore attention to his manners. Inevitably, he becane
quite surly about the whol e business.

The princess devel oped a story about the reason for her departure from To
Honeth as they rode south. The story changed daily, growing nore wildly
i npl ausi ble with every passing |l eague. At first she seenmed content to be on
a sinple excursion to visit relatives; then she dropped dark hints about
flight froma marriage to an ugly old nmerchant. Next, there were even
darker hints about a plot to capture her and hold her for ransom Finally,
in acrowing effort, she confided to themthat the proposed ki dnappi ng was

politically notivated - a part of sonme vast scheme to gain power in
Tol nedr a.
"She's an awful Iliar, isn't she?" Garion asked Aunt Pol when they were

al one one eveni ng.

"Yes, dear," Aunt Pol agreed. "Lying is an art. A good Ilie shouldn't be
enbel | i shed so nuch. She'll need a lot nore practice if she plans to nmake a
career of it."

Finally, about ten days after they had left Tol Honeth, the city of To
Borune canme into sight in the afternoon sun.



"It looks like this is where we part conpany,"” Silk said to Jeebers with a

certain amount of relief.

"Aren't you going into the city?" Jeebers asked.

"I don't think so," Silk answered. "W don't really have any business to
take care of there, and the usual explanations and searches just waste
time-not to nmention the expense of the bribes. W'Il go around Tol Borune

and pick up the road to Tol Rane on the other side."

"W can ride a bit farther with you then,” Ce'Nedra said quickly. "M
relatives live on an estate to the south of the city."

Jeebers stared at her in amazenent.

Aunt Pol drew in her horse and |ooked at the snmall girl with a raised
eyebrow. "This seens like as good a place as any for wus to have a little
talk," she said.

Silk | ooked quickly at her and then nodded.

"I believe, little lady," Aunt Pol told the girl when they had al
di smounted, "that the tine has conme for you to tell wus the truth.”

"But | have," Ce' Nedra protested.

"Ch, cone now, child,” Aunt Pol said. "Those stories of yours have been
very entertaining, but you don't actually think anyone believed them do
you? Some of us already know who you are, but | really think we should get
it out in the open."

"You know?" Ce' Nedra faltered.

"OfF course, dear," Aunt Pol said. "Wuld you like to tell them or shal
| ?"

Ce'Nedra's little shoulders drooped. "Tell themwho | am Master Jeebers,”
she ordered quietly.

"Do you really think that's w se, your Ladyship?" Jeebers asked nervously.

"They al ready know anyway," she said. "If they were going to do anything to
us, they'd have done it a long time ago. W can trust them"

Jeebers drew in a deep breath and then spoke rather formally. "I have the
honor to introduce her Inperial H ghness, the Princess Ce' Nedra, daughter
to his Inperial Mjesty, Ran Borune XXl I, and the jewel of the House of
Borune. "

Silk whistled, and his eyes w dened nonentarily. The others showed simlar
signs of amazenent.

"The political situation in Tol Honeth had become far to volatile, too
nmenaci ng, for her Hi ghness to remain safely in the capital," Jeebers went
on. "The Enperor conmi ssioned ne to convey his daughter secretly here to
Tol Borune where the nenbers of the Borune family can protect her fromthe

pl ots and machinations of the Vordues, the Honeths, and the Horbites. I'm
proud to say that |'ve nmanaged to execute my conmission rather brilliantly
- with your help, of course. I'll nmention your assistance in ny report - a

f oot note, perhaps, or maybe even an appendi x."



Barak pulled at his beard, his eyes thoughtful. "An Inperial Princess
travels across half of Tolnedra with only a school naster for protection?"
he questioned. "At a tinme when they' re knifing and poi soning each other in
the streets?"

"It does seem a trifle ri sky, doesn' t it?" Hett ar agr eed.

"Did throe Enperor charge thee with this task in person?" Mandorall en asked
Jeebers.

"It wasn't necessary," Jeebers said stiffly, "Hi s Hi ghness has a great dea
of respect for my judgment and discretion. He knew that I'd be able to
devi se a safe disguise and a secure node of travel. The princess assured ne
of his absolute confidence in ne. It all had to be done in utnost secrecy,
of course. That's why she cane to ny chanbers in the niddle of the night to
advise ne of his instructions and why we left the palace without telling
anyone what we were-" Hs voice trailed off, and he stared at Ce' Nedra in
horror.

"You mght as well tell himthe truth, dear,"” Aunt Pol advised the little
princess. "I think he's guessed al ready."
Ce'Nedra's chin lifted arrogantly. "The orders cane fromne, Jeebers," she

told him "My father had nothing to do with it." Jeebers went deathly pale
and he nearly coll apsed.

"What idiocy made you decide to run away fromyour father's pal ace?" Barak
demanded of the tiny girl. "Al Tolnedra's probably |Iooking for you, and
we' re caught right in the mddle."

"Cently," WIf said to the hulking Cherek. "She nmay be a princess, but

she's still alittle girl. Don't frighten her."
"The question's to the point, though," Hettar observed. "If we're caught
with an Inperial Princess in our conmpany, we'll all see the inside of a

Tol nedran dungeon."” He turned to Ce' Nedra. "Do you have an answer, or were
you just playing games?"

She drew hersel f up haughtily. "I'm not accustoned to explaining nmy actions
to servants."

"We're going to have to clear up a few m sconceptions before long, | see,”
Wl f said.
"Just answer the question, dear," Aunt Pol told the girl. "Never m nd who
asked it."

"My father had inprisoned ne in the palace," Ce' Nedra said in a rather
of fhand way, as if that explained everything. "It was intolerable, so
left. There's another matter, too, but that's a matter of politics. You
woul dn't understand. "

"You'd probably be surprised at what we'd understand, Ce' Nedra," Mster
VoI f told her.
"I"maccustoned to being addressed as ny Lady," she said tartly, "
your Hi ghness."

or as

"And |1'm accustonmed to being told the truth."



"I thought you were in charge,"” Ce'Nedra said to Silk.

"Appearances are deceiving," Silk observed blandly. "lI'd answer the
guestion. "

"It's an old treaty," she said. "I didn't sign it, sol don't see why I
shoul d be bound by it. |I'm supposed to present myself in the throne room at

Riva on ny sixteenth birthday."
"We know that," Barak said inpatiently. "What's the probl enP"

"I"'mnot going, that's all,"” Ce'Nedra announced. "I won't go to Riva, and
no one can make nme go. The queen in the Wod of the Dryads is ny ki nswonan
and she'll give nme sanctuary."

Jeebers had partially recovered. "Wat have you done?" he denanded, aghast.
"I undertook this with the clear understanding that 1'd be rewarded - even
pr onot ed. You've put ny head on the block, vyou little idiot!"

"Jeebers!" she cried, shocked at his words.
"Let's get off the road a ways," Silk suggested. "W' ve obviously got quite
a bit to discuss, and we're likely to be interrupted here on the main
hi ghway. "

"Probably a good idea," WIf agreed. "Let's find sonme quiet place and set
up for the night. W'll decide what we're going to do and then we can start
out fresh in the norning."

They remounted and rode across the rolling fields toward a |ine of trees
that narked the course of a winding country |ane about a nmile away.

"How about there?" Durnik suggested, pointing at a broad oak which stood
beside the lane, its branches beginning to leaf out in the |ate afternoon
sunlight.

"That should do," WIf said.

It was pleasant in the dappl ed shade beneath the spreading 1inbs of the
oak. The lane was lined wth low stone walls, npssy and cool. A stile
stepped up over one of the walls just there, and a path neandered across
the field from it toward a nearby pond, sparkling in the sun

"We can put the fire down behind one of the walls,” Durnik said. "It won't
be seen fromthe main road that way."

"Il get some wood," Garion volunteered, l|ooking at the dead Iinbs
littering the grass beneath the tree.

They had by now established a sort of routine in the setting up of a
night's encanpnent. The tents were erected, the horses watered and
pi cketed, and the fire was started all within the space of an hour. Then
Durni k, who had noticed a fewtelltale circles on the surface of the pond,
heated an iron pinin the fire and carefully hamered it into a hook

"What's that for?" Garion asked him

"I thought some fish might be good for supper,” the smith said, w ping the
hook on the skirt of his leather tunic. He laid it aside then and lifted a



second pin out of the fire with a pair of tongs. "Wuld you like to try
your |uck too?"

Garion grinned at him

Bar ak, who sat nearby conbing the snarls out of his beard, |ooked up rather
wistfully. "I don't suppose you' d have tine to make another hook, would
you?" he asked.

Durni k chuckled. "It only takes a couple m nutes."
"We'll need bait," Barak said, getting up quickly. "Were's your spade?"

Not long afterward, the three of themcrossed the field to the pond, cut
sorme sapl i ngs for poles and settled down to serious fi shi ng.

The fish, it appeared, were ravenous and attacked the worm baited hooks in
schools. Wthin the space of an hour nearly two dozen respectable-sized
trout |ay in a gleaming row on the grassy bank of the pond.

Aunt Pol inspected their catch gravely when they returned as the sky turned
rosy overhead with the setting of the sun. "Very nice," she told them "but
you forgot to clean them"

"Ch," Barak said. He |ooked slightly pained. "W thought that well, what |
mean is - as long as we caught them He left it hanging.

"Go on," she said with a |level gaze.

Barak sighed. "I guess we'd better clean them" he regretfully told Durnik
and Garion.

"You' re probably right," Durnik agreed.

The sky had turned purple with evening, and the stars had begun to cone out
when they sat down to eat. Aunt Pol had fried the trout to a crisp, golden
brown, and even the sulky little princess found nothing to conplain about
as she ate.

After they had finished, they set aside their plates and took up the
probl em of Ce' Nedra and her flight from Tol Honeth. Jeebers had sunk into
such abject nelancholy that he could offer little to the discussion, and
Ce' Nedra adanmantly announced that even if they were to turn her over to the
Borunes in the city, she would run away again. In the end, they reached no
concl usi on.

"W're in trouble no matter what we do," Silk sunmed it all up ruefully.
"Even if we try to deliver her to her fanmly, there are bound to be sone
enbarrassing questions, and |'msure she can be counted on to invent a
col or ful story that wll put us in the worst possible light."

"We can talk about it some nore in the nmorning," Aunt Pol said. Her placid
tone indicated that she had already made up her mind about something, but
she did not el aborate.

Shortly before m dnight, Jeebers made his escape. They were all awakened by
the thudding of his horse's hooves as the panic-stricken tutor fled at a
gallop toward the walls of Tol Borune.

Silk stood in the flickering light of the dying fire, his face angry. "Wy



didn't you stop hin?" he asked Hettar, who had been standi ng watch.

"I was told not to," the leather-clad Algar said with a gl ance at Aunt Pol
"It solves the only real problem we had," Aunt Pol explained. "The
school master woul d only have been excess baggage."

"You knew he was going to run away?" Silk asked.

"Naturally. I helped himto arrive at the decision. He'll go straight to
the Borunes and try to save his owmm skin by informing them that the
princess ran away from the palace on her own and that we have her now "

"You have to stop himthen," Ce' Nedra said in a ringing voice. "Go after
him Bring himback!"

"After all the trouble |1 went to persuading himto | eave?" Aunt Pol asked.
"Don't be foolish."

"How dare you speak to ne like that?" Ce' Nedra demanded. "You seemto
forget who I am"

"Young lady," Silk said urbanely, "I think you'd be amazed at how little
Pol gara' s concerned about who you are."

"Pol gara?" Ce'Nedra faltered. "The Pol gara? |I thought you said that she was
your sister."

"I lied," Silk confessed. "It's a vice | have."

"You're not an ordinary merchant,” the girl accused him

"He's Prince Kheldar of Drasnia," Aunt Pol said. "The others have a sinmlar
em nence. |'msure you can see howlittle your title inpresses us. W have
our own titles, so we know how enpty they are.™

"If you're Polgara, then he nust be-" The princess turned to stare at
Mster Wl f, who had seated hinself on the | owest step of the stile to pul
on his shoes.

"Yes," Aunt Pol said. "He doesn't really look the part, does he?"

"What are vyou doing in Tol nedra?" Ce' Nedra asked in a stunned voice. "Are
you going to use magic of some kind to control the outcone of the
successi on?"

"Why should we?" Mster WIf said, getting to his feet. "Tol nedrans al ways
seemto think that their politics shake the whole world, but the rest of
the world' s really not all that concerned about who gains the throne in To

Honeth. We're here on a matter of much greater urgency." He | ooked off into
the darkness in the direction of Tol Borune. "It wll take Jeebers a
certain anmbunt of time to convince the people in the city that he's not a
lunatic," he said, "but it would probably be a good idea if we left the
ar ea. | imagine we'd better stay away from the mai n  hi ghway. "

"That's no problem" Silk assured him
"What about me?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"You wanted to go to the Wod of the Dryads,” Aunt Pol told her. "W're



going in that direction anyway, so you'll stay wth us. W ll see what
Queen Xant ha says when we get you there.”

"Am | to consider nyself a prisoner then?" the princess asked stifliy.

"You can if it makes you feel better, dear,"” Aunt Pol said. She |ooked at
the tiny girl critically in the flickering firelight. "I'"mgoing to have to
do somet hing about your hair, though. Wat did you use for dye? It |ooks
awful . "

Chapter Ni net een

THEY MOVED RAPIDLY SOQUTH for the next few days, traveling frequently at
night to avoid the nounted patrols of |egionnaires who were beating the
countryside in their efforts to | ocate Ce' Nedra.

"Maybe we shoul d have hung on to Jeebers," Barak nuttered sourly after one
near-brush with the soldiers. "He's roused every garrison fromhere to the
border. It m ght have been better to have dropped himoff in sone isolated
pl ace or sonething."

"That “or sonething' has a certainring of finality to it, old friend,"
Silk said with a sharp little grin.

Barak shrugged. "It's a solution to a problem"”

Silk laughed. "You really should try not to let your knife do all your
thinking for you. That's the one quality we find least attractive in our
Cherek cousins."”

"And we find this compulsion to make clever remarks which seens to
overwhel m our Drasnian brothers now and then al nbst equally unattractive,"”
Barak told himcoolly.

"Nicely put,” Silk said with nock admration

They rode on, watchful, always ready to hide or to run. During those days
they relied heavily on Hettar's curious ability. Since the patrols
searching for them were inevitably nounted, the tall, hawk-faced Al gar
swept their surroundings with his mnd, searching for horses. The warni ngs
he could thus provide usually gave them sufficient notice of the approach
of the patrols.

"What's it like?" Garion asked himone cloudy mdnorning as they rode al ong
a seldomused and weed-grown track to which Silk had led them "I nmean
being able to hear a horse's thoughts?"

"I don't think | can describe it exactly," Hettar answered. "I've always
been able to do it, so |l can't inmagine what it's |like not doing it. There's
a kind of reaching-out in a horse's mnd - a sort of inclusiveness. A horse
seens to think "we' instead of '"I'. | suppose it's because in their natura
condition they' re nenbers of a herd. After they get to know you, they think
of you as a herd mate. Sometines they even forget that you' re not a horse.”
He broke off suddenly. "Belgarath," he announced sharply, "there's another
patrol coming just beyond that hill over there. Twenty or thirty of them?"



M ster WIf |ooked about quickly. "Have we got time to reach those trees?"
He pointed at a thick stand of scrub rmaple about a half mle ahead.

"I'f we hurry."

"Then run!" Wbl f ordered, and they all kicked their horses into a sudden
burst of speed. They reached the trees just as the first few raindrops of
the spring shower that had been threatening all nmorning pattered on the
broad |eaves. They disnmounted and pushed in anobng the springy saplings,
wor m ng their way back out of sight, | eadi ng their hor ses.

The Tol nedran patrol came over the hilltop and swept down into the shall ow
valley. The <captain in charge of the legionnaires pulled in his horse not
far from the stand of maples and dispersed his nen wth a series of sharp
conmmands. They noved out in small groups, scouting the weedy road in both
directions and surveying the surrounding countryside fromthe top of the
next rise. The officer and a civilian in a gray riding cloak renained
behi nd, sitting their horses beside the track

The captain squinted distastefully up into the sprinkling rain. "It's going
to be a wet day," he said, dismounting and pulling his crinson cloak
tighter around him

H s conpani on al so swung down and turned so that the party hiding anong the
mapl es was able to see his face. Garion felt Hettar tense suddenly. The nman
in the cloak was a Miurgo

"Over here, Captain,"” the Murgo said, leading his horse into the shelter
provided by the outspreading linbs of the saplings at the edge of the
st and.

The Tol nedran nodded and followed the man in the riding cloak. "Have you
had a chance to think over nmy offer?" the Mirgo asked.

"I thought it was only speculation,” the captain replied. "W don't even
know that these foreigners are in this quadrant.”

"My information is that they're going south, captain," the Mirgo told him
"I think you can be quite certain that they're somewhere in your quadrant.”

"There's no guarantee that we'll find them though,"” the captain said. "And
even if we do, it'd be very difficult to do what you propose."”

"Captain," the Murgo explained patiently, "it's for the safety of the

princess, after all. If she's returned to Tol Honeth, the Vorduvians are
going to kill her. You' ve read those docunents | brought you."
"She'll be safe with the Borunes,” the captain said. "The Vorduvians aren't

going to conme into Southern Tol nedra after her."

"The Borunes are only going to turn her over to her father. You' re a Borune
yoursel f. Wuld you defy an Enperor of your own house?" The captain's face
was troubl ed.

"Her only hope of safety is with the Horbites," the Mirgo pressed.
"\What guar ant ees do | have t hat she' Il be safe with t henf"

"The best guarantee of all - politics. The Horbites are doing everything in
their power to block the Grand Duke Kador on his march to the throne. Since



he wants the princess dead, the Horbites naturally want to keep her alive.

It's the only way really to insure her safety - and you beconme a wealt hy
man in t he process.” He jingled a heavy purse suggesti vel y.
The captain still |ooked doubtful

"Suppose we double the anmpbunt,” the Mirgo said in a voice that alnopst
purred.

The captain swallowed hard. "It is for her safety, isn't it?"

"Of course it is.
"It's not as if | were betraying the House of Borune."

"You're a patriot, Captain,"” the Mrgo assured the officer with a cold
smile.

Aunt Pol was holding Ce'Nedra's armquite firnmy as they crouched together
anong the trees. The tiny girl's face was outraged, and her eyes were
bl azi ng.

Later, after the legionnaires and their Mirgo friend had departed, the
princess expl oded. "How dare they?" she raged. "And for rmoney!"

"That Tol nedran politics for you," Silk said as they led their horses out
of the stand of saplings into the drizzly norning.

"But he's a Borune," she protested, "a nember of nmy own fanily."

"A Tolnedran's first loyalty is to his purse,”™ Silk told her. "I'm
surprised you haven't discovered t hat by now, your H ghness. ™"

A few days later they topped a hill and saw the Wod of the Dryads
spreading like a green snudge on the horizon. The showers had bl own off,
and the sun was very bright.

"W'll be safe once we reach the Wod," the princess told them "The
| egions won't follow us there."

"What's to stop then?" Garion asked her
"The treaty with the Dryads," she said. "Don't you know anyt hi ng?"
Garion resented that.

"There's no one about," Hettar reported to Mster WIf. "W can go now or
wait for dark."

"Let's mmke a run for it," WIf said. "lI'mgetting tired of dodging
patrols." They started down the hill at a gallop toward the forest |ying
ahead of them

There seened to be none of the usual brushy margin which usually marked the
transition fromfields to woodlands. The trees sinply began. When WIf |ed
t hem beneath those trees, the change was as abrupt as if they had suddenly
gone inside a house. The Wod itself was a forest of incredible antiquity.
The great oaks spread so broadly that the sky was al nbst never visible. The
forest floor was nossy and cool, and there was very little undergrowth. It
seened to Garion that they were all quite tiny under the vast trees, and



there was a strange, hushed quality about the wood. The air was very still,
and there was a hum of insects and, from far overhead, a chorus of
bi r dsong.

"Strange," Durnik said, |ooking around, "I don't see any sign of
woodcutters. "

"Whodcutters?" Ce' Nedra gasped. "In here? They wouldn't dare cone into this
wood. "

"The wood is inviolate, Durnik," Mster WIf explained. "The Borune famly
has a treaty with the Dryads. No one has touched a tree here for over three
t housand years."

"This is a curious place,” Mndorallen said, looking around a bit
unconfortably. "Me thinks | feel a presence here - a presence not
altogether friendly."

"The Whod is alive," Ce' Nedra told him "It doesn't really like strangers -
but don't worry, Mndorallen, you're safe as long as you're with ne." She
sounded quite snug about it.

"Are you sure the patrols won't follow us?" Durnik asked Mster WlIf.
"Jeebers knew we were coning here, after all, and |'msure he told the
Bor unes. "

"The Borunes won't violate their treaty with the Dryads,"” Wl f assured him
"Not for any reason.”

"I"ve never known of a treaty a Tol nedran wouldn't step around if it was to
hi s advantage." Silk spoke skeptically.

"This one is a bit different,” WIf said. "The Dryads gave one of their
princesses to a young noble of the House of Borune. She became the nother
of the Emperor of the First Borune Dynasty. The fortunes of the Borunes are
very intimately tied up with the treaty. They're not going to ganble with
that - not for any reason.”

"What exactly is a Dryad?" Garion asked. The strange sense of a presence,
an awareness in the wood, made himwant to talk to cover the oppressive,
wat chful sil ence

"A small group,” Mster WIf said. "Quite gentle. |1've always rather |iked
them They aren't human, of course, but that's not all that inportant.”

"I"'ma Dryad," Ce' Nedra said rather proudly.
Garion stared at her.

"Technically she's right," WIf said. "The Dryad |ine seenms to breed true
on the female side of the House of Borune. That's one of the things that
keeps the family honest about the treaty - all those wives and nothers
who' d pack up and leave if it were ever broken."

"She | ooks human," Garion objected, still staring at the princess.

"The Dryads are so closely related to humans that the differences are
hardly significant," WIf said. "That probably explains why they didn't go
mad |ike the ot her nonsters did when Torak cracked the world."



"Monsters!" Ce' Nedra protested |oudly.

"Your pardon, Princess," WIf apologized. "It's an Ugo termused to
descri be the non-humans who supported Gorimat Prol gu when he net with the
God UL."

"Do | look like a nonster to you?" she denmanded, tossing her head angrily.

"A poor choice of words, perhaps,” WIf nurmured. "Forgive ne."

"Monsters indeed!" Ce' Nedra funed

Wl f shrugged. "There's a streamnot far ahead, if | remenber right. W'l

stop there and wait until word of our arrival reaches Queen Xantha. It's
not a good idea to go into the territory of the Dryads wi thout the queen's
per m ssion. They can get quite nasty i f they're provoked. "

"I thought you said they were gentle," Durnik said.

"Wthin reason,” WIf told him "But it's not a good idea to irritate
peopl e who comunicate with trees when vyou're in the mddle of a forest.
Unpl easant things have a way of happening."” He frowned. "That rem nds ne.
You'd better stow your axe away out of sight. Dryads have strong feelings
about axes - and fires. They're mpbst unreasonabl e about fire. W'll have to
keep our fires small and only for cooking."

They rode in under a colossal oak beside a sparkling stream purling over
nossy rocks, dismounted and set up their dun-colored tents. After they had
eaten, Garion wandered around feeling bored. Mster WIf was nappi ng, and
Silk had lured the others into a dice gane. Aunt Pol had seated the
Princess on a log and was stripping the purple dye fromher hair.

"I'f you don't have anything else to do, Garion," she said, "why don't you
go bat he?"

"Bat he?" he asked. "Where?"

"I'm sure you'll find a pool sonmewhere along the stream" she said,
carefully lathering Ce' Nedra's hair.

"You want nme to bathe in that water? Aren't you afraid I'll catch col d?"

"You're a healthy boy, dear,
wash. "

she told him "but a very dirty one. Now go

Garion gave her a dark ook and went to one of the packs for clean
clothing, soap, and a towel. Then he stanped off upstream grunbling at
every step.

Once he was al one under the trees, he felt even nore strongly that peculiar
sense of being watched. It was not anything definable. There seened to be
nothing specific about it, but rather it felt as if the oaks thenselves
were aware of himand were passing information about his nmovenents anong
t hensel ves with a kind of vegetative conmunication he could not begin to
understand. There seened to be no nenace in it, nerely a kind of
wat chf ul ness.

Sone distance fromthe tents he found a fairly |large pool where the stream
dropped in a waterfall fromthe rocks above. The water in the pool was very
clear, and he could see the bright pebbles on the bottom and several |arge



trout that eyed him warily. He tested the water wth his hand and
shuddered. He considered subterfuge - a quick splashing of water on his
body and a bit of soap on the nore obvious snudgesbut on reflection, he
gave up the notion. Aunt Pol would settle for nothing |l ess than a conplete
bat h. He sighed bitterly and began to take oft his clothing.

The first shock was awful, but after a few mnutes he found that he could
bear it. In a short tine it even becanme exhilarating. The waterfal
provided a convenient neans for rinsing off the soap, and before |long he
found that he was actually enjoying hinself.

"You're making an awful ot of noise," Ce' Nedra said, standing on the bank
and appraising himquite calmy.

Garion i medi ately dove to the bottom of the pool

Unless one was a fish, however, one could hardly remain underwater
indefinitely. After about a mnute, he struggled to the surface and popped
his head out of the water, gasping and sputtering.

"What ever are you doing?" Ce' Nedra asked. She was wearing a short white
tunic, sleeveless and belted at the waist, and open sandals with | aces that
crisscrossed her slender ankles and calves and tied just bel ow her knees.
She carried a towel in one hand.

"Go away," Garion spluttered.
"Don't be so silly," she said, sitting down on a |arge stone and begi nni ng
to unlace her sandals. Her coppery hair was still danmp and tunbled in a

heavy mass about her shoul ders.
"What are you doi ng?"
"I want to bathe," she said. "Are you going to be nuch | onger?"

"Go soneplace else,” Garion cried, starting to shiver, but remaining
determ nedly crouched over in the water with only his head sticking out.

"This pl ace | ooks j ust fine," she said. "How s the water?"
"Cold," he chattered, "but |I'mnot coming out until you go away."

"Don't be such a ninny," she told him

He shook his head stubbornly, his face flan ng

She sighed with exasperation. "Ch, very well,"” she said. "I won't |ook, but
I think you're being very silly. At the baths in Tol Honeth, no one thinks
anything at all about such things."

"This isn't Tol Honeth," he told her pointedly.

"Il turn ny back, if that'll make you feel better," she said, getting up
and standing with her back to the pool

Not entirely trusting her, Garion crept fromthe pool and, still dripping,
jerked on his drawers and hose. "All right," he <called, "you can have the
pool now." He nopped at his streamng face and hair wth his towel. "I'm

goi ng back to the tents."



"The Lady Polgara says that you're to stay with ne," she said, calny
untying the cord about her waist.

"Aunt Pol said what?" he demanded, terribly shocked.

"You're supposed to stay wth me to protect ne," she told him She took
hold of the hem of her tunic, obviously preparing to take it off.

Garion spun about and stared determinedly at the trees. H s ears flaned,
and his hands trenbl ed uncontroll ably.

She |aughed a small, silvery laugh, and he could hear splashing as she
entered the pool. She squeal ed fromthe shock of the cold water, and then
t here was nore spl ashing.

"Bring ne the soap," she conmanded.

Wt hout thinking, he bent to pick up the soap and caught one brief glinpse
of her standing waist-deep in the water before he shut his eyes tightly. He
backed toward the pool, his eyes closed and the hand holding the soap
t hrust out awkwardly behind him

She | aughed again and took the soap from his hand.

After what seenmed an eternity, the princess conpleted her bath, energed
fromthe pool, dried herself and put her clothes back on. Garion kept his

eyes firmy shut the entire tine.

"You Sendars have such curious notions," she said as they sat together in

t he sun-warnmed ¢l ade beside the pool. She was conbing her deep red hair,
her head inclined to one side and the conmb pulling down through the thick
danp tangles. "The baths in Tol Honeth are open to all, and athletic

contests are always conducted wi thout clothing. Just last sumer | nyself
ran against a dozen other girls in the Inperial Stadium The spectators
wer e nost appreciative."

"I can imagine," Garion said dryly.
"What's that?" she asked, pointing at the anulet resting against his bare
chest.

"My grandfather gave it to nme |last Erastide," Garion answered.

"Let nme see." She held out her hand.

He | eaned f orward.

"Take it off so | can see it," she ordered

"I"'mnot supposed to take it off," he told her. "Mster WIf and Aunt Pol
say I'm never supposed to take it off for any reason. | think there's a
spell of some kind on it."

"What a strange idea," she remarked as she bent to exami ne the anulet.
"They aren't really sorcerers, are they?"

"Mster WIf is seven thousand years old," Garion said. "He knew the God
Aldur. I've seen him neke a tree grow froma small twigin a matter of
m nutes and set rocks on fire. Aunt Pol cured a blind woman with a single
word, and she can turn herself into an ow."



"I don't believe in such things," Ce'Nedra told him "I'm sure there's
anot her expl anation. "

Garion shrugged and pulled on his linen shirt and brown tunic. He shook his
head and raked his fingers through his still-danp hair.

"You're making an awful mess of it," she observed critically. "Here." She
stood up and stepped behind him "Let me do it." She put the conmb to his
hair and began pulling it through <carefully. "You have nice hair for a
man, " she said.

"It's just hair," he said indifferently.

She conbed in silence for a monent or two, then took his chin in her hand,
turned his head and | ooked at himcritically. She touched his hair at the
sides atine or tw until it was arranged to her satisfaction. "That's
better," she deci ded.

"Thank you." He was a bit confused by the change in her

She sat down again on the grass, clasped her arns around one knee and gazed
at the sparkling pool. "Garion," she said finally.

"Yes?"

"What's it like to grow up as an ordi nary person?"’

He shrugged. "I've never been anything but an ordinary person,” he told
her, "so | wouldn't know what to conpare it to."

"You know what | nean. Tell ne about where you grew up - and what you did
and all."

So he told her about Faldor's farm about the kitchen and Durnik's smithy
and Doroon and Rundorig and Zubrette.

"You're in love with Zubrette, aren't you?" She asked it al nost accusingly.

"I thought | was, but so rmuch has happened since we left the farmthat
sonetines | can't even renenber what she [looks like. | think | could do
wi thout being in love anyway. From what |'ve seen of it, it's pretty

pai nful nost of the tine."

"You're inpossible," she said, and then she snmiled at him her little face
framed in the bl azing mass of her sun-touched hair.

"Probably," he admtted. "All right, now you tell ne what it's like to grow
up as a very special person.”

"I"'mnot that special."

"You're an Inperial Princess," he remnded her. "I'd call that pretty
speci al . "

"Ch, that," she said, and then giggled. "You know, sonetinmes since | joined
you people, | alnost forget that I'man Inperial Princess."

"Alnost," he said with a smle, "but not quite."



"No," she agreed, "not quite." She | ooked out across the pool again. "Mst
of the time being a princess is very boring. It's all cerenonies and
formalities. You have to stand around nost of the time listening to
speeches or receiving state visitors. There are guards around all the tine,
but sometines | sneak away so | can be by nyself. It makes them furious."
She giggled again, and then her gaze turned pensive. "Let me tell your
fortune," she said, taking his hand.

"Can you tell fortunes?" Garion asked.

"It's only make-believe," she admtted. "My maids and | play at it
sonmetines. We all promi se each other high-born husbands and nmany children.™
She turned his hand over and | ooked at it. The silvery mark on his pal mwas
very plain now that the skin was clean. "Watever is that?" she asked
"I don't know. "

"It's not a disease, is it?"

"No," he said. "It has always been there. | think it has something to do
with nmy family. Aunt Pol doesn't like to have people see it for sone
reason, so she tries to keep it hidden."

"How coul d you hide something |ike that?"

"She finds things for ne to do that keep ny hands dirty nost of the tine."

"How strange," she said. "I have a birthmark too - right over ny heart.
Wuld you like to see it?" She took hold of the neck of her tunic.

"Il take your word for it," Garion told her, blushing furiously.

She laughed a silvery, tinkling little laugh. "You're a strange boy,
Garion. You're not at all |ike the other boys |I've net."

"They were Tol nedrans probably," Garion pointed out. "I'ma Sendar - or at
least that's the way | was raised - so there are bound to be differences."

"You sound as if you're not sure what you are."
"Silk says I'mnot a Sendar," Garion said. "He says he isn't sure exactly
what | am and that's very odd. Silk can recognize anybody for what he is
i medi ately. Your father thought I was a Rivan."

"Since the Lady Polgara's your Aunt and Belgarath's your G andfather
you' re probably a sorcerer,” Ce' Nedra observed

Garion |aughed. "Me? That's silly. Besides, the sorcerers aren't a race -
not like Chereks or Tolnedrans or Rivans. It's nore like a profession,

think - sort of like being a |l awer or a merchant - only there aren't any
new ones. The sorcerers are all thousands of years old. Mster WIf says

that naybe people have changed in some way so that they can't becone
sorcerers anynore."

Ce' Nedra had | eaned back and was resting on her el bows, |ooking up at him
"Garion?"

"Yes?"

"Wuld you like to kiss ne?"



Garion's heart started to pound.

Then Durnik's voice called to themfromnot far away, and for one flaning
instant Garion hated his old friend.

Chapter Twenty

"M STRESS POL SAYS THAT IT'S TIME for you to conme back to the tents,”
Durnik told them when he reached the glade. There was a faint hint of
anusenment on his plain, dependable face, and he | ooked knowi ngly at the two
of them

Garion blushed and then grew angry wth hinself for blushing. Ce' Nedra,
however, showed no concern at all

"Have the Dryads cone yet?" she asked, getting to her feet and brushing the
grass fromthe back of her tunic.

"Not yet," Durnik answered. "Wl f says that they should find us soon. There
seens to be some kind of stormbuilding up to the south, and M stress Pol
t hought the two of you ought to cone back."

Garion glanced at the sky and saw a |l ayer of inky clouds noving up fromthe
south, staining the bright blue sky as they rolled ponderously northward.
He frowned. "l've never seen clouds like that, have vyou, Durnik?"

Durni k | ooked up. "Strange," he agreed.

Garion rolled up the two wet towels, and they started back down the stream
The clouds blotted out the sun, and the woods becane suddenly very dark

The sense of watchful ness was still there, that wary awareness they had al
felt since they had entered the wood, but now there was sonething el se as
well. The great trees stirred uneasily, and a mllion tiny messages seened

to pass anong the rustling | eaves.

"They're afraid,” Ce' Nedra whispered. "Sonething's frightening them?"
"What ?" Durni k asked.

"The trees - they're afraid of sonmething. Can't you feel it?"

He stared at her in perplexity.

Far above themthe birds suddenly fell silent, and a chill breeze began to
blow, carrying with it a foul reek of stagnant water and rotting
veget ati on.

"What's that snell?" Garion asked, |ooking about nervously.

"Nyissa is south of here," Ce'Nedra said. "It's nostly swanps."

"I's it that cl ose?" Garion asked.

"Not really," she said with a small frown. "It nust be sixty |eagues or
nore."



"Wuld a snell carry that far?"
"It's not likely," Durnik said. "At least it wouldn't be in Sendaria."

"How far is it to the tents?" Ce' Nedra asked

"About a half-mle," Durni k answered.

"Maybe we should run," she suggest ed.

Durni k shook his head. "The ground's uneven," he said, "and running in bad
light's dangerous. W can walk a bit faster, though." They hurried on
t hrough the gathering gloom The wind began to blow harder, and the trees
trenbled and bent with its force. The strange fear that seened to perneate
t he wood grew stronger.

"There's sonething noving over there," Garion whispered urgently and
poi nt ed at the dar k trees on the ot her side of the stream

"I don't see anything," Ce' Nedra said.
"There, just beyond the tree with the large white linb. Is it a Dryad?"

A vague shape slid fromtree to another in the half light. There was
something chillingly wong wth the figure. Ce' Nedra stared at it wth
revulsion. "It's not a Dryad," she said. "It's something alien.”

Durnik picked up a fallen linb and gripped it |like a cudgel wth both
hands. Garion |ooked quickly around and saw another linb. He too arned
hi nmsel f.

Anot her figure shanbled between two trees, a bit closer this tinme. "W'I
have to chance it," Durnik said grimy. "Be careful, but run. GCet the
ot hers. Now go!"

Garion took Ce' Nedra's hand, and they started to run along the streanbank
stunbling often. Durnik |agged farther and father behind, his two-handed
cl ub swi ngi ng warni ngly about him

The figures were now all around them and Garion felt the first surges of
pani c.

Then Ce' Nedra screaned. One of the figures had risen frombehind a | ow bush
directly in front of them It was large and ill-shaped, and there was no
face on the front of its head. Two eye-hol es stared vacantly as it shanbl ed
forward with its hal f-forned hands reaching out for them The entire figure
was a dark gray mud color, and it was covered with rotting, stinking npss
that adhered to its oozing body.

Wthout thinking, Garion thrust Ce' Nedra behind himand |eaped to the
attack. The first blow of his club struck the creature solidly in the side,
and the club nmerely sank into the body with no visible effect. One of the
out stretched hands touched his face, and he recoiled fromthat slimy touch
with revul sion. Desperately he swung again and struck the thing solidly on
the forearm Wth horror he saw the arm break off at the elbow The
creature paused to pick up the still-noving arm

Ce' Nedra screaned again, and Garion spun about. Another of the nud-nmen had
cone up behind her and had grasped her about the waist with both arms. It



was starting to turn, lifting the struggling princess fromthe ground when
Garion swng his club with all his mght. The bl ow was not ained at head or
back, but rather at the ankles.

The mud-man toppled backward wth both of its feet broken off. Its grip
about Ce' Nedra's wai st , however, did not | oosen as it fell.

Garion junped forward, discarding his club and drawi ng his dagger. The
substance of the thing was surprisingly tough. Vines and dead twi gs were
encased in the clay which gave it its shape. Feverishly, Garion cut away
one of the arms and then tried to pull the screamng princess free. The
other armstill clung to her. A nmpst sobbing with the need to hurry, Garion
started hacking at the remaining arm

"Look out!" Ce' Nedra shrieked. "Behind you!"

Garion | ooked quickly over his shoulder. The first mud-nman was reaching for
him He felt a cold grip about his ankle. The arm he had just severed had
inched its way across the ground and grasped him

"Grion!" Barak's voice roared froma short distance off.
"Over here!" Garion shouted. "Hurry!"

There was a crashing in the bushes, and the great, red-bearded Cherek
appeared, sword in hand, with Hettar and Mandorallen close behind. Wth a
m ghty swing, Barak cut off the head of the first nudman. It sailed through
the air and landed with a sickening thunp several yards away. The headl ess
creature turned and groped blindly, trying to put its hands on its
attacker. Barak paled visibly and then chopped away both outstretched arns.
Still the thing shanbl ed forward

"The | egs,"
hi s ankl e.

Garion said quickly. He bent and hacked at the clay hand about
Barak | opped off the nud-man's legs, and the thing fell. The di snenbered
pi eces crawl ed toward him

O her mud-nmen had appeared, and Hettar and Mandorailen were |aying about
themwith their swords, filling the air with chunks and pieces of living
cl ay.

Barak bent and ripped away the remaining arm which held Ce' Nedra.

Then he jerked the girl to her feet and thrust her at Garion. "Get her back
to the tents!" he ordered. "Were's Durnik?"

"He stayed behind to hold themoff,"” Garion said.

"We'll go help him" Barak said. "Run!"

Ce' Nedra was hysterical, and Garion had to drag her to the tents.

"What is it?" Aunt Pol denmanded.

"Monsters out there in the woods," Garion said, pushing Ce'Nedra at her
"They're made out of nud, and you can't kill them They've got Durnik." He

dove into one of the tents and emerged a second later with his sword in his
hand and fire in his brain.



"Garion!" Aunt Pol shouted, trying to disentangle herself fromthe sobbing
princess. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"I"ve got to help Durnik," he said.
"You stay where you are."

"No!" he shouted. "Durnik's ny friend." He dashed back toward the fight,
br andi shing his sword.

"CGarion! Conme back here!"
He ignored her and ran through the dark woods.

The fray was ragi ng about a hundred yards fromthe tents. Barak, Hettar and
Mandoral l en were systematically chopping the sline-covered nmnud-nen into
chunks, and Silk darted in and out of the nelee, his short sword |eaving
great gaping holes in the thick, noss-covered nonsters. Garion plunged into
the fight, his ears ringing and a kind of desperate exultation surging
t hrough him

And then Mster WIf and Aunt Pol were there wth Ce' Nedra hovering
ashen-faced and trenbling behind them Wlf's eyes blazed, and he seened to
tower over themall as he gathered his will. He thrust one hand forward,
pal mup. "Fire!" he commanded, and a sizzling bolt of |ightning shot upward
fromhis hand into the whirling clouds overhead. The earth trenbled with
the violence of the shattering thunderclap. Garion reeled at the force of
the roaring in his mnd.

Aunt Pol raised her hand. "Water!" she said in a powerful voice. The cl ouds
burst open, and rain fell so heavily that it seened that the air itself had
turned to water.

The nmud-men, still mndlessly stunbling forward, began to ooze and dissol ve
in the thundering downpour. Wth a kind of sick fascination, Garion watched
them di sintegrate into sodden |lunps of slime and rotten vegetation, surging
and heaving as the pounding rain destroyed them

Barak reached forward with his dripping sword and tentatively poked at the
shapel ess lunp of clay that had been the head of one of their attackers.
The [ unp broke apart, and a coil ed snake unwound fromits center. It raised
itself as if to strike, and Barak chopped it in two.

O her snakes began to appear as the nud which had encased them dissolved in
t he roari ng del uge.

"That one," Aunt Pol said, pointing at a dull green reptile struggling to
free itself fromthe clay. "Fetch it for ne, Garion."

"Me?" Garion gasped, his flesh craw ing.

"I"ll doit," Silk said. He picked up a forked stick and pinned the snake's
head down with it. Then he carefully took hold of the wet skin at the back
of the serpent's neck and lifted the twisting reptile.

"Bring it here," Aunt Pol ordered, wiping the water from her face. Silk
carried the snake to her and held it out. The forked tongue flickered

nervously, and the dead eyes fixed on her.

"What does this nmean?" she denanded of the snake.



The serpent hissed at her. Then in a voice that was a sibilant whisper it
replied, "That, Polgara, is the affair of ny mstress.™

Silk's face blanched as the dripping snake spoke, and he tightened his
grinp.

"l see," Aunt Pol said.

"Abandon this search,” the snake hissed. "My mistress will allow you to go
no further."”

Aunt Pol laughed scornfully. "Allow?" she said. "Your mstress hasn't the
power to allow nme anything."

"My mstress is the queen of Nyissa," the snake said in its whispering
hiss. "Her power there is absolute. The ways of the serpent are not the
ways of men, and ny mistress is queen of the serpents. You wll enter
Nyi ssa at your own peril. W are patient and not afraid. W will await you
where you |east expect us. Qur sting is a small injury, scarce noted, but
it is death."”

"What's Sal m ssra's interest in this mat t er ?" Aunt  Pol asked.

The serpent's flickering tongue darted at her. "She has not chosen to
reveal that to me, and it is not inny nature to be curious. | have
delivered ny message and already received ny reward. Now do with ne as you
wi sh."

"Very well,"” Aunt Pol said. She |ooked coldly at the snake, her face
stream ng in the heavy rain.

"Shall | kill it?" Silk asked, his face set and his fingers white-knuckl ed
fromthe strain of holding the thick-coiling reptile.

"No," she said quietly. "There's no point in destroying so excellent a
messenger." She fixed the snake with a flinty look. "Return wth these
others to Salmissra,"” she said. "Tell her that if she interferes again,
['"lI'l come after her, and the deepest sline-pit in all Nyissa won't hide her
frommy fury."

"And ny reward?" the snake asked.

"You have your life as a reward," she said.

"That's true," the serpent hissed. "I will deliver your message, Polgara."
"Put it down," Aunt Pol told Silk

The small man bent and lowered his armto the ground. The snake uncoil ed
fromabout his arm and Silk released it and junped back. The snake gl anced
once at him then slithered away.

"I think that's enough rain, Pol," WIf said, nmopping at his face. Aunt Pol
waved her hand al nmost negligently, and the rain stopped as if a bucket had
enptied itself.

"We have to find Durnik," Barak rem nded them

"He was behind us." Garion pointed back up the now overflow ng stream Hi s



chest felt <constricted with a cold fear at what they might find, but he
steeled hinmself and | ed the way back into the trees.

"The smith is a good companion,” Mandorallen said. "I should not care to
lose him" There was a strange, subdued quality in the knight's voice, and
his face seened abnormally pale in the dim light. The hand holding his

great broadsword, however, was rock-steady. Only his eyes betrayed a kind
of doubt Garion had never seen there before.

Wat er dripped around them as they wal ked through the sodden woods. "It was
about here," Garion said, |ooking around. "I don't see any sign of him"

"I'm up here." Durnik's voice cane from above them He was a goodly
distance wup a large oak tree and was peering down. "Are they gone?" He
careful ly began clinbing dowmm the slippery tree trunk. "The rain cane just
intinme," he said, junping down the last few feet. "I was starting to have
alittle trouble keeping themout of the tree."

Quickly, without a word, Aunt Pol enbraced the good man, and then, as if
enbarrassed by that sudden gesture, she began to scold him Durnik endured
her words patiently, and there was a strange expression on his face.

Chapter Twenty-one

GARION' S SLEEP THAT NI GHT WAS TROUBLED. He awoke frequently, shuddering at
the renenmbered touch of the nmud-nen. But in time the night, as all nights
must, cane to an end, and the norning dawned clear and bright. He drowsed
for a while, rolled in his blankets, until Ce' Nedra cane to get himup
"Garion," she said softly, touching his shoulder, "
opened his eyes and | ooked up at her. "Good norning."

are you awake?" He

"Lady Pol gara says that you're supposed to get up,"” she told him

Garion yawned, stretched and sat up. He glanced out the tent flap and saw
that the sun was shi ni ng.

"She's teaching me how to cook," Ce' Nedra said rather proudly.
"That's nice," Garion told her, pushing his hair out of his eyes.

She | ooked at himfor a long noment, her small face serious and her green
eyes intent. "Grion."

"Yes?"

"You were very brave yesterday."

He shrugged slightly. "I'Il probably get a scolding for it today."

"What for?"

"Aunt Pol and ny grandfather don't like it when | try to be brave," he

explained. "They think I'm still a child, and they don't want ne to get
hurt.”



"Garion!" Aunt Pol called fromthe small fire where she was cooking. "I
need nore firewood."

Garion sighed and rolled out of his blankets. He pulled on his half boots,
belted on his sword and went off into the woods.

It was still danp under the huge oaks fromthe downpour Aunt Pol had called
down the day before, and dry wood was hard to find. He wandered about,
pulling linmbs out fromunder fallen trees and from beneath overhanging

rocks. The silent trees watched him but they seemed sonehow |ess
unfriendly this norning.

"What are you doing?" a light voice cane from above him He |ooked up
qui ckly, his hand going to his sword.

A girl was standing on a broad linmb just over his head. She wore a belted
tunic and sandals. Her hair was a tawny col or, her gray eyes were curious,
and her pale skin had that faint greenish hue to it that identified her as
a Dryad. In her left hand she held a bow, and her right held an arrow
against the taut string. The arrow was pointed directly at Garion

He carefully took his hand away fromhis sword. "I'm gathering wood," he
sai d.

"What for?"

"My aunt needs it for the fire," he expl ai ned
"Fire?" The girl's face hardened, and she half drew her bow "A small one,"
he said quickly, "for cooking."

"Fire isn't permitted here," the girl said sternly.
"You'll have to explain that to Aunt Pol," Garion told her. "I just do what
["'mtold."

The girl whistled, and another girl came frombehind a nearby tree. She
also carried a bow Her hair was alnobst as red as Ce' Nedra's, and her skin
was al so touched with the col or of | eaves.

"It says it's gathering wood," the first girl reported, "for a fire. Do you
think | should kill it?"

"Xantha says we're supposed to find out who they are,” the redhaired one
said thoughtfully. "If it turns out that they don't have any busi ness here,
then you can kill it."

"Ch, very well,"” the tawny-haired girl agreed, wi th obvi ous di sappoi ntment.
"But don't forget that | found this one. Wen the tine cones, | get to kil
it."

Garion felt the hair beginning to rise on the back of his neck
The red-haired one whistled, and a half dozen other arned Dryads drifted
out of the trees. They were all quite small, and their hair was various
shades of reds and golds, not wunlike the <color of autum |eaves.

They gathered about Garion, giggling and chattering as they exam ned him

"That one is mne," the tawny-haired Dryad said, clinbing down fromthe



tree. "I found it, and Xera says that | get to kill it.

"It looks healthy," one of the others observed, "and quite tane. Maybe we
shoul d keep it. Is it a male?"

Anot her one giggled. "Let's check and find out."
"I'm a mle," Garion said quickly, blushing in spite of hinmself.

"It seens a shane to waste it," one remarked. "Maybe we could keep it for a

while and then kill it."
"It's mine," the tawny-haired Dryad stated stubbornly, "and if | want to
kill it. Iowill." She took hold of Garion's arm possessively.

"Let's go look at the others,"” the one called Xera suggested. "They're
building fires, and we'll want to stop that."

"Fires?" several of the others gasped, and they all glared at Garion
accusingly.

"Only a small one," Garion said quickly.

"Bring it along," Xera ordered and started off through the Wod toward the
tents. Far overhead the trees murmured to each other. Aunt Pol was waiting
cal My when they reached the clearing where the tents were. She | ooked at
the Dryads clustered around Garion without changing expression. "Wl cone,
| adi es, " she said.

The Dryads began whi spering to each ot her
"Ce' Nedra!" the one called Xera excl ai ned.
"Cousin Xera," Ce'Nedra replied, and the two ran to enbrace each other. The
other Dryads cane out a little farther into the clearing, |ooking nervously

at the fire.

Ce' Nedra spoke quickly with Xera, explaining to her cousin who they were,

and Xera notioned for the others to cone closer. "It seens that these are
friends," she said. "W'Il take them to ny nmother, Qeen Xantha."
"Does that nmean that | won't get to kill this one?" The tawny-haired Dryad

demanded petul antly, pointing a small finger at Garion

"I"'mafraid not," Xera answered.

The tawny one stanped away, pouting. Garion breathed a sigh of relief.

Then M ster WIf cane out of one of the tents and | ooked at the cluster of
Dryads with a broad smile.

"It's Belgarath!" one of the Dryads squealed and ran to him happily. She
threw her arns around his neck, pulled his head dowmn and kissed him
soundly. "Did you bring us any sweets?" she demanded.

The old man put on a sober expression and began rumagi ng t hrough his nmany
pockets. Bits of sweetnmeats began to appear just as quickly disappeared as
the Dryads gathered about him snatching themas fast as he took them from
hi s pockets.



"Have you got any new stories for us?" one of the Dryads asked.

"Many stories," WIf told her, touching one finger to the side of his nose
slyly. "But we ought to wait so your sisters can hear themtoo, shouldn't
we?"

"W want one just for ourselves," the Dryad said.

"And what would you give me for this special story?"

"Kisses," the Dryad offered pronptly. "Five kisses from each of us.

"I"ve got a very good story," Wl f bargained. "It's worth nore than five.
Let's say ten."

"Eight," the Tittle Dryad countered.
"All right," Wl f agreed. "Ei ght sounds about right."
"I see you've been here before, Od WIf," Aunt Pol remarked dryly.

"I visit fromtime to time," he adnitted with a bl and expression

"Those sweet s aren't good for them you know, " she chi ded.
"A little bit won't hurt them Pol," he said, "and they like themvery
much. A Dryad will do al nbst anything for sweets.™

"You're disgusting,"” she told him

The Dryads were all clustered around Mster Wl f, |ooking alnmost like a
garden of spring flowers - all, that 1is, except for the tawny one who'd
captured Garion. She stood a bit apart, sulking and fingering the point of
her arrow. She finally came over to @Garion. "You' re not thinking about
runni ng away, are you?" she asked hopeful ly.

"No," Garion denied enphatically.

She sighed with disappointnment. "I don't suppose you'd consider it, would
you - as a special favor to ne?"

"I"'msorry," he said.

She sighed again, bitterly this time. "l never get to have any fun," she

conpl ai ned and went to join the others.

Silk emerged froma tent, noving slowy and carefully; and after the Dryads
had becone accustomed to him Durni k appear ed.

"They're just children, aren't they?" Garion comented to Aunt Pol

"They seemto be," she said, "but they' re much older than they |ook. A
Dryad lives as long as her tree does, and oak trees live for a long tinme."

"Where are the boy Dryads?" he asked. "All | see are girls."
"There aren't any boy Dryads, dear," she explained, returning to her
cooki ng.

"Then how? | mean-" He faltered and felt his ears grow ng hot.



"They catch human nales for that," she said. "Travelers and the like."
"Ch." He delicately let the subject drop

After they had eaten breakfast and carefully quenched their fire with water
from the stream they saddled their horses and started off through the
Wod. Mster WlIf wal ked ahead with the tiny Dryads still gathered around
him laughing and chattering like happy children. The nurnuring of the
trees about them was no |onger unfriendly, and they noved through a kind of
wel coming rustle froma mllion | eaves.

It was late afternoon by the time they reached a large clearing in the
center of the Wod. Standing alone in the niddle of the clearing was an oak
so large that Garion could hardly accept the idea that anything so enornous
could be alive. Here and there in its nossy trunk were openings al nost |ike
caverns, and its lower |inbs were as broad as hi ghways and they spread out
to shade nearly the entire clearing. There was about the tree a sense of
vast age and a patient wi sdom Tentatively Garion felt a faint touch on his
m nd, alnost like the soft brush of a |eaf against his face. The touch was
unli ke anything he had ever felt before, but it also seened to wel conme him

The tree was literally alive with Dryads, clustering randomy on the |inbs
like blossoms. Their laughter and girlish chatter filled the air like
bi rdsongs.

"Il tell ny nother you've arrived," the one called Xera said and went
toward the tree.

Garion and the others disnbunted and stood uncertainly near their horses.
From overhead Dryads peered curiously down at them whispering anong
t hensel ves and gi ggling often.

For some reason the frank, mirthful stares of the Dryads nade Garion fee
very self conscious. He nmoved closer to Aunt Pol and noticed that the
others were also clustering around her as if unconsciously seeking her
protecti on.

"Where's the princess?" she asked.

"She's just over there, Mstress Pol,"'
group of Dryads."

Durni k answered, "visiting with that

"Keep your eye on her," Aunt Pol said. "And where's ny vagrant father?"

"Near the tree," Garion replied. "The Dryads seemvery fond of him
"The old fool ," Aunt Pol said darkly.

Then, froma hollow in the tree sone distance above the first broad |inbs,
anot her Dryad appeared. Instead of the short tunic the others wore, this
one was garbed in a flow ng green gown, and her golden hair was caught in
with a circlet of what appeared to be mistletoe. Gacefully she descended
to the ground.

Aunt Pol went forward to neet her, and the others trailed behind at a
respectful distance.

"Dear Polgara," the Dryad said warmy, "it's been so long."



"We all have our duties, Xantha," Aunt Pol expl ai ned.
The two enbraced fondly.

"Have you brought wus these as gifts?" Queen Xantha asked, |ooking
admringly at the nen standi ng behind Aunt Pol .

Aunt Pol laughed. "I'm afraid not, Xantha. 1'd be happy to give themto
you, but | think I may need themlater."

"Ah well," the queen said with a nock sigh. "Wlconme all," she greeted
them "You'll sup with us, of course.™

"We'd be delighted,"” Aunt Pol said. Then she took the queen's arm "Can we
talk for a nonent first, Xantha?" The two nmoved apart fromthe others and
spoke quietly together as the Dryads carried bundles and sacks down from
the hollows in the tree and began to lay a feast on the grass beneath the
broad |inbs.

The nmeal which was spread out |ooked peculiar. The comon food of the
Dryads seened to consist entirely of fruits, nuts and mushroons, al
prepared w t hout any cooki ng.

Barak sat down and |ooked sourly at what was offered. "No neat," he
grunbl ed.

"It heats up your bl ood anyway," Silk told him
Bar ak si pped suspiciously at his cup. "Water," he said with distaste.

"You mght findit a novelty to go to bed sober for a change," Aunt Pol
observed as she rejoi ned them

"I"'msure it's unhealthy,"” Barak said.

Ce' Nedra seated herself near Queen Xantha. She obviously wanted to talk to
her, but since there was no opportunity for privacy, she finally spoke out
in front of them all. "I have a favor to ask, your Highness."
"You may ask, child," the queen said, smling.

"It's only a small thing," Ce' Nedra explained. "I'll need sanctuary for a
few years. M father's growi ng unreasonable in his old age. 1'll have to
stay away fromhimuntil he comes to his senses.”

"I'n what way is Ran Borune grow ng unr easonabl e?" Xantha asked.
"He won't let me go out of the palace, and he insists that | go to Riva on
my sixteenth birthday," Ce'Nedra said in an outraged tone. "Have you ever
heard of such a thing?"

"And why does he want you to go to Riva?"

"Some foolish treaty. No one even renenbers the reason for it."

"If it's a treaty, it must be honored, dear," the queen said gently.

"I won't go to Riva," Ce' Nedra announced. "I'll stay here until after ny
si xteent h bi rt hday' s passed, and that'll be t he end of it."



"No, dear," the queen said firmy, "you won't."

"What ?" Ce' Nedra was stunned.
"W have a treaty too," Xantha explained. "Qur agreement with the House of
Borune is nost explicit. Qur Wod remains inviolate only for so long as the
femal e descendants of the Princess Xoria stay wth the Borunes. It's your
duty to remain with your father and to obey him"

"But 1'ma Dryad," Ce'Nedra wailed. "I belong here.™
"You're also human,"” the queen said, "and you belong with vyour father."
"I don't want to go to Riva," Ce' Nedra protested.

"It's degrading." Xantha | ooked at her sternly. "Don't be a foolish child,"
she said. "Your duties are clear. You have a duty as a Dryad, as a Borune,
and as an Inperial Princess. Your silly little whinms are quite beside the
point. If you have an obligation to go to R va, then you nust go."

Ce' Nedra appeared shaken by the finality of the queen's tone, and she
sul ked in silence after that.

Then the queen turned to Mster WIf. "There are many runors abroad," she

said, "and sone of themhave even reached us here. |I think sonething
nmonentous is happening out there in the world of the humans, and it may
even touch our lives in this Wod. | think I should know what this thing
is."

Wl f nodded gravely. "I expect you should," he agreed. "The Ob of Aldur

has been stolen from the throne in the Hall of the Rivan King by Zedar the
Apostate."

Xant ha caught her breath. "How?" she denanded.

Wl f spread his hands. "W don't know. Zedar's trying to reach the kingdons
of the Angaraks with the Ob. Once he's there, he'll try to use its power
to awaken Tor ak."

"That must never happen," the Queen said. "Wat's being done?"

"The Alorns and the Sendars are getting ready for war," WIf replied. "The
Arends have promi sed aid, and Ran Borune has been advi sed, though he didn't
make any promi ses. The Borunes can be difficult at times." He glanced at

t he pouting Ce' Nedra.

"Then it means war?" the queen asked sadly.

"I"'mafraid so, Xantha," he said. "I'mpursuing Zedar wth these others,
and | hope we can catch himand get the Orb back before he can reach Torak
withit. |If we're successful, |I think the Angaraks will attack the West

anyway out of desperation. Certain ancient prophecies are getting close to
their fulfillnment. There are signs everywhere, and even the twsted
perceptions of the Golins can read them™

The Queen sighed. "I've seen some of the signs nyself, Belgarath," she
said. "lI'd hoped I was wong. What does this Zedar | ook Iike?"
"A great deal like nme," WIf told her. "W served the same Mster for a

very long time, and that puts a certain mark on people."



"Sonmeone |ike that passed through the upper reaches of our Wod | ast week
and crossed over into Nyissa," Xantha said. "If we'd known, we m ght have
been able to detain him"

"We're closer than | thought, then. Was he al one?"

"No," Xantha reported. "He had two of the servants of Torak with himand a
smal | boy."

Wl f | ooked startled. "A boy?"
"Yes-about six years old or so."

The old man frowned, and then his eyes opened very wide. "So that's how he
didit," he exclained. "I never thought of that."

"W can show you where he crossed the river into Nyissa," the queen
offered. "I should warn you though that it's going to be dangerous for so
large a party to go there. Salm ssra has eyes everywhere in those swanps."”

"I"'ve already nmde plans for that," Mster WIf assured her. He turned to
Barak. "Are you sure that ship's going to be waiting at the nmouth of the
Ri ver of the Wods?" he asked.

"She'll be there," Barak runbled. "Her captain's a dependable man."

"Good," WIf said. "Silk and I'll pick up Zedar's trail then, and the rest
of you can followthe river to the sea. Take the ship down the coast and
then up the River of the Serpent to Sthiss Tor. W'Il meet vyou there."

"Dost thou think it wise to separate our party in so perilous a place as
Nyi ssa?" Mandoral | en asked.

"It's necessary," WIf said. "The snake people are at hone in their
jungles, and they don't |like outsiders. Silk and | can nove swiftly and
with greater stealth if we're alone.”

"Where do you want us to neet you?" Barak asked

"There's a Drasnian trade enclave near the wharves in Sthiss Tor," Silk
said. "Several of the nerchants there are nmy friends. Just ask for Radek of
Boktor. If we can't neet you there, we'll leave word of our whereabouts

with the nerchants.”

"What about nme?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"I think you'll have to stay with us," Aunt Pol answered.
"There's no reason for me to go to Nyi ssa,” Ce'Nedra  said.
"You'll go because | tell you to go," Aunt Pol told the tiny girl. "I'm not

your father, Ce'Nedra. Your pouting doesn't wing nmy heart, and your
fluttering eyel ashes don't really inpress ne."

"Il run away," Ce' Nedra threatened.
"That woul d be very foolish,” Aunt Pol said coldly. "I'd just have to bring

you back again, and you'd find that unpleasant. Affairs in the world just
now are rmuch too serious to allow the whins of one spoiled little girl to



have very much inportance. You'll stay with ne, and you will stand in the
Hall of the Rivan King on your sixteenth birthday even if | have to take
you there in chains. We're all much too busy to panper you any further."

Ce' Nedra stared at her, and then she suddenly burst into tears.

Chapter Twenty-two

THE NEXT MORNI NG before the sun rose and while filmy mst still hovered
beneath the linbs of the great oaks, Silk and Mster Wl f made preparations
to leave for Nyissa. @Garion sat on a log, sonberly watching the old man
bundl e up sone food.

"Why so glun?" Wl f asked him

"I wish we didn't have to separate this way," Garion said.

"It's only for a couple of weeks."

"I know, but | still wish-" Garion shrugged.

"Keep an eye on your Aunt for ne while I'mgone,"” WIf said, tying up his
bundl e.

"Al'l right."

"And keep your amul et on. Nyissa's a dangerous place."

"Il remenber, " Garion prom sed. "You'll be careful, won't  you,
gr andf at her ?"

The old man | ooked at himgravely, his white beard glistening in the msty
light. "1'"malways careful, Garion," he said.

"It's getting late, Belgarath," Silk called, |eading two horses up to where
the two of them were talking.

Wl f nodded. "We'll see you in two weeks in Sthiss Tor," he said to Garion

Garion enbraced the old man quickly and then turned away so that he
woul dn't have to watch the two of themleave. He crossed the clearing to
wher e Mandor al | en st ood pensi vel y | ooki ng out into t he m st.
"Parting is a nelancholy business,” the knight said noodily. He sighed.
"It's more than that though, isn't it, Mandorallen?" Garion asked

"Thou art a perceptive lad."

"What's been troubling you? You've been acting strangely for the last two
days. "

"I have discovered a strange feeling within nmyself, Garion, and | like it
not . "

"Ch? What is it?"



"Fear," Mandorallen said shortly.
"Fear? O what?"

"The clay nmen. | know not why, but their very existence struck a chill into
nmy soul ."

"They frightened us all, Mandorallen," Garion told him

"I have never been afraid before,” Mandorallen said quietly.

"Never ?"

"Not even as a child. The clay men made ny very flesh creep, and | wanted
nost desperately to run away."

"But you didn't," Garion pointed out. "You stayed and fought."

"That time vyes," Mandorallen admtted. "But what of next tinme? Now that
fear has found its way into ny spirit, who can say when it mght return? In
some desperate hour when the outcone of our quest hangs in the bal ance,
mght not vile fear lay its cold hand upon mny heart and unman nme? It is
that possibility which doth gnaw upon ny soul. | am sorely ashanmed of ny
weakness and ny fault."

"Ashamed? For being human? You're too hard on yoursel f, Mandorallen."

"Thou art kind thus to excuse ne, lad, but ny failing is too grievous for
such sinmple forgiveness. | have striven for perfection and struck, | think
not too far off the mark; but now that perfection, which was the marvel of
the world, is flawed. It is a bitter thing to accept." He turned, and
Garion was startled to see tears standing in his eyes. "WIt thou assist ne
into mine arnor?" he asked.

"Of course."

"I feel profoundly the need to be encased in steel. It wll perchance
strengthen ny cowardly heart."

"You're not a coward," Garion insisted.
Mandor al | en sighed sadly. "Only tinme can reveal that."

When it was tine to |eave, Queen Xantha spoke briefly to them "I w sh you
all well," she said. "I'd help you in your search if possible, but a
Dryad's bound to her tree by ties which can't be broken. My tree here is
very old, and | must care for him" She |ooked fondly up at the vast oak
rising into the norning mst. "We're in bondage to each other, but it's a
bondage of |ove."

Once again Garion felt that same faint touch on his mnd that he had
experi enced the day before when he had first seen the huge tree. There was
a sense of farewell in that touch, and what seened to be a warning.

Queen Xantha exchanged a startled glance with Aunt Pol and then | ooked at
Garion rather closely. "Sone of nmy younger daughters will guide you to the
river that marks the southern border of our Wod," she continued. "From
there your way to the seais clear." Her voice showed no sign of any
change, but her eyes seened thoughtful



"Thank you, Xantha," Aunt Pol said warmly, enbracing the Dryad queen. "If
you can send word to the Borunes that Ce'Nedra's safe and with me, it m ght
relieve the Enperor's nind somewhat."

"I will, Polgara," Xantha prom sed.

They nounted then and followed the half dozen or so Dryads who flitted
ahead of themlike butterflies, guiding themsouthward into the forest. For
some reason Garion felt profoundly depressed, and he paid little attention
to his surroundings as he rode beside Durnik along the w nding forest
trail.

About midmorning it began to grow darker under the trees, and they rode in
silence through the now sonmber wood. The warning Gari on had seenmed to hear
in Queen Xantha's clearing echoed somehow in the creak of Ilinbs and the
rustling of I|eaves.

"The weat her rnust be changing," Durnik said, looking up. "I wsh 1l could
see the sky."

Garion nodded and tried to shake off the sense of inpending danger
Mandorallen in his arnor and Barak in his mail shirt rode at the head of
the party, and Hettar in his horsehide jacket with steel plates riveted to
it rode at the rear. The om nous sense of foreboding seened to have reached
them all, and they rode warily wth their hands near their weapons and
their eyes searching for trouble.

Then quite suddenly Tol nedran |egionnaires were all around them rising
fromthe bushes or stepping out frombehind trees. They nade no attenpt to
attack, but stood in their brightly polished breastplates with their short
spears at the ready.

Barak swore, and Mandorallen reined in his charger sharply. "Stand aside!"
he ordered the soldiers, lowering his |ance.

"Easy," Barak cauti oned.

The Dryads, after one startled | ook at the soldiers, nmelted into the gl oony
woods.

"\What thinkest thou, Lord Barak?" Mandorallen asked blithely. "They cannot
be over a hundred. Shall we attack thenP"

"One of these days you and | are going to have to have a long tal k about a

few things," Barak said. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that
Hettar was edgi ng closer, then he sighed. "Well, | suppose we m ght as well
get on withit." He tightened the straps on his shield and |oosened his

sword in its sheath. "Wat do you think, Mandorallen? Should we give thema
chance to run away?"

"A charitable suggesti on, Lord Bar ak, " Mandor al | en agr eed.

Then, some distance up the trail, a body of horsemen rode out from under
the shadowy trees. Their |eader was a large nman wearing a blue cloak
trimmed with silver. Hs breastplate and helmet were inlaid with gold, and
he rode a prancing chestnut stallion whose hooves churned the danp | eaves
lying on the ground. "Splendid,” he said as he rode up. "Absolutely
spl endi d. "



Aunt Pol fixed the newconer with a cold eye. "Don't the |egions have
anyt hi ng better to do than to waylay travelers?" she demanded.

"This is ny |legion, Madam" the man in the blue cloak said arrogantly, "and

it does what | tell it to. | see that you have the Princess Ce' Nedra with
you. "
"Where | go and with whomis ny concern, your Gace," Ce' Nedra said

loftily. "It's of no concern to the G and Duke Kador of the House y of
Vor due. "

"Your father is nobst concerned, Princess," Kador said. "Al Tolnedra's
searching for you. Wo are these peopl e?"

Garion tried with a dark scowl and a shake of his head to warn her, but it
was too | ate.

"The two knights who |ead our party are Sir Mndorallen, Baron of Vo
Mandor, and Lord Barak, Earl of Trellheim" she announced. "The Al gar
warrior who guards our rear is Hettar, son of Cho-Hag, Chief of the
O an-Chiefs of Algaria. The |ady-"

"I can speak for nyself, dear,"” Aunt Pol said snobothly. "I'mcurious to
know what brings the Grand Duke of Vordue so far into southern Tol nedra.”

"l have interests here, Madam " Kador sai d.
"Evidently," Aunt Pol replied.

"All the Ilegions of the Enpire are searching for the princess, but it's I
who have found her."

"I'"'m anmazed to find a Vorduvian so willing to aid in the search for a
Borune princess,” Aunt Pol observed. "Especially considering the centunes
of enmty between your two houses."

"Shall we cease this idle banter?" Kador suggested icily. "My notives are
my own affair.”

"And unsavory, no doubt," she added.

"I think you forget yourself, Madam " Kador said. "I am after all, who
am - and nmore to the point, who I will becone."
"And who will you become, your G ace?" she inquired.

"I will be Ran Vordue, Enperor of Tol nedra," Kador announced.
"Ch? And just what's the future Enperor of Tolnedra doing in the Wod of
t he Dryads?"

"I"'mdoing what's necessary to protect ny interests,"” Kador said stifly.
"For the noment, it's essential that the Princess Ce' Nedra be in ny
cust ody. "

"My father may have sonmething to say about that, Duke Kador," Ce' Nedra
said, "and about this anbition of yours."

"What Ran Borune says is of no concern to me, your H ghness," Kador told
her. "Tolnedra needs ne, and no Borune trick is going to deny ne the



Imperial Crown. It's obvious that the old nan plans to marry you to a
Honeth or a Horbite to raise sone spurious claimto the throne. That could

conplicate matters, but | intend to keep things sinple."

"By marrying nme yourself?" Ce' Nedra asked scornfully. "You'll never live
that long."

"No," Kador said. "I wouldn't be interested in a Dryad wfe. Unlike the
Borunes, the House of Vordue believes in keeping its line pure and

uncont ani nat ed. "
"So you're going to hold me prisoner?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"That'd be inpossible, I'mafraid," Duke Kador told her. "The Enperor has

ears everywhere. It's really a shame you ran away just when you did, your
H ghness. I'd gone to a great expense to get one of ny agents into the
Imperial kitchen and to obtain a quantity of a rare Nyissan poison. |I'd

even taken the trouble to conpose a letter of synmpathy to your father."

"How consi derate of you," Ce' Nedra said, her face turning pale.

"Unfortunately, 1'Il have to be nore direct now," Kador went on. "A sharp
knife and a few feet of dirt should end your unfortunate involvenent in
Tol nedran politics. |I'mvery sorry, Princess. There's nothing personal in

it, you understand, but | have to protect ny interests."

"Thy plan, Duke Kador, hath one small flaw, " Mandorallen said, carefully
| eaning his |ance against a tree.

"I fail to see it, Baron," Kador said smugly.
"Throe error lay in rashly comng within reach of ny sword," Mandorallen
told him "Thy head is forfeit now, and a man with no head has little need

of a crown."

Garion knew that a part of Mandorallen's brashness arose from his desperate
need to prove to hinmself that he was no | onger afraid.

Kador | ooked at the knight apprehensively. "You wouldn't do that," he said
wi t hout nuch certainty. "You're too badly outnunbered.”

"Thou art inprudent to think so," Mandorallen said. "I am the hardiest
knight on Ilife and fully arned. Thy soldiers will be as blades of grass

before nme. Thou art dooned, Kador." And with that he drew his great sword.

"It was bound to happen," Barak said wyly to Hettar and drew his own
swor d.

"I don't think we'll do that," a new voice announced harshly. A faniliar
bl ack-robed man rode out from behind a nearby tree on a sabl ecol ored horse.
He nuttered a few quick words and gestured sharply with his right hand.
Garion felt a dark rush and a strange roaring in his mnd. Mandorallen's
sword spun fromhis grip.

"My thanks, Asharak," Kador said in a relieved tone. "I hadn't anti cipated
that."

Mandoral |l en pulled off his nmailed gauntlet and nursed his hand as if he had
been struck a heavy blow Hettar's eyes narrowed, and then went strangely
bl ank. The Miurgo's black mount glanced curiously at himonce and then



| ooked away al nbst cont enpt uously.

"Well, Sha-dar," Asharak gloated with an ugly smirk on his scarred face,
"would you like to try that again?"

Hettar's face had a sick ook of revulsion onit. "It's not a horse," he
said. "It looks like a horse, but it's sonething else."
"Yes," Asharak agreed. "Quite different, really. You can sink yourself into

its mind if you want, but | don't think you'll 1like what you find there."
He swng down from his saddl e and wal ked toward them his eyes burning. He
stopped in front of Aunt Pol and nade an ironic bow. "And so we neet again,
Pol gara. "

"You' ve been busy, Chandar," she replied.

Kador, in the act of dismounting, seened startled. "You know this woman,
Ashar ak?"

"His name is Chandar, Duke Kador," Aunt Pol said, "and he's a Golim
priest. You thought he was only buying your honor, but you'll soon find
that he's bought nuch nore than that." She straightened in her saddle, the
white lock at her brow suddenly incandescently bright. "You' ve been an

i nteresting opponent, Chandar. |'Il alnbst mss you."
"Don't do it, Polgara," the Golimsaid quickly. "I've got ny hand around
the boy's heart. The instant you start to gather your wll, he'll die.

know who he is and how rmuch you value him"
Her eyes narrowed. "An easy thing to say, Chandar."

"Wuld you like to test it?" he nocked.
"CGet down off your horses," Kador ordered sharply, and the |egionnaires all
took a threatening step forward.

"Do as he says," Aunt Pol ordered quietly.
"It's been a long chase, Polgara," Chandar said. "Were's Belgarath?"

"Not far," she told him "Perhaps if you start running now, you can get
away before he comes back."

"No, Polgara." He laughed. "1'd know if he were that close." He turned and
| ooked intently at Garion. "You' ve grown, boy. W haven't had a chance to
talk for quite sone time, have we?"

Garion stared back at the scarred face of his enemy, alert, but strangely
not afraid. The contest between them for which he had been waiting all his
life was about to begin, and sonething deep within his mnd told himthat
he was ready.

Chandar | ooked into his eyes, probing. "He doesn't know, does he?" he asked
Aunt Pol. And then he laughed. "How |li ke a worman you are, Polgara. You' ve
kept the secret fromhimsinmply for the sake of the secret itself. | should
have taken himaway fromyou years ago."

"Leave hi m al one, Chandar," she ordered.

He ignored that. "Wat's his real nane, Polgara? Have you told himyet.



"That doesn't concern you," she said flatly.

"But it does, Polgara. |'ve watched over himalnost as carefully as you
have." He | aughed again. "You' ve been his nother, but |'ve been his father
Between us we've raised a fine son - but | still want to know his real
name. "

She straightened. "I think this has gone far enough, Chandar," she said

coldly. "What are your terns?"

"No terns, Polgara," the Golimanswered. "You and the boy and | are going
to the place where Lord Torak awaits the monent of his awakening. My hand
will be about the boy's heart the entire tine, so you'll be suitably
docile. Zedar and Ctuchik are going to destroy each other fighting over the
Ob - unless Belgarath finds themfirst and destroys them hinmself - but the
Ob doesn't really interest nme. It's been you and the boy |I've been after
fromthe very begi nning."

"You weren't really trying to stop us, then?" she asked.

Chandar |aughed. "Stop you? |'ve been trying to help you. Ctuchik and Zedar
both have wunderlings here in the Wst. |'ve delayed and deceived them at
every turn just so you could get through. | knew that sooner or later
Bel garath would find it necessary to pursue the Orb alone, and when that
happened, | could take you and the boy."

"For what purpose?”

"You still don't see?" he asked. "The first two things Lord Torak sees when
he awakens will be his bride and his nortal eneny, kneeling in chains
bef ore him 1"l be exalted above all for so royal a gift."

"Let the others go then," she said.

"The others don't concern ne," Chandar said. "I'lIl leave them wth the
nobl e Kador, | don't imagine he'll find it convenient to keep them alive,
but that's up to him 1've got what | want."

"You Swi ne!" Aunt Pol raged hel pl essly. "You filthy Swi ne!"

Wth a bland smle Chandar slapped her sharply across the face. "You really
must learn to control your tongue, Polgara,"” he said. Garion's brain seened
to explode. Dimy he saw Durnik and the others being restrained by the
| egi onnaries, but no soldier seemed to consider hima danger. He started

t owar d hi s eneny wi t hout t hi nki ng, reachi ng for hi s dagger

"Not that way!" It was that dry voice in his mind that had always been
t here, but t he voi ce was no | onger passi ve, di si nt er est ed.
"Il kill him" Garion said silently in the vaults of his brain.

"Not that way!" the voice warned again. "They won't let you - not with your
knife. "

"How, then?"
"Remenber what Belgarath said - the WIl and the Wrd."

"l don't know how | can't do that.



"You are who you are. |I'Il show you. Look!" Unbidden and so clearly that it
was almpbst as if he were watching it happen, the imge of the God Torak
withing in the fire of Aldur's OWb rose before his eyes. He saw Torak's
face nelting and his fingers aflane. Then the face shifted and altered
until it was the face of the dark watcher whose nind had been |inked with
his for as long as he could renenber. He felt a terrible force building in
himas the inage of Chandar wapped in seething flame stood before him

"Nowl " the voice commanded him "Do it!"

It required a blow H's rage would be satisfied with nothing |ess. He
| eaped at the smirking Golim so quickly that none of the |egionnaires
could stop him He swung his right arm and at the instant his pal mstruck
Chandar's scarred left cheek, he felt all the force that had built in him
surge out fromthe silvery mark on his palm "Burn!" he comuanded, wlling
it to happen.

Taken off guard, Chandar jerked back. A nomentary anger began to appear on
his face, and then his eyes widened wth an awful realization. For an
instant he stared at Garion in absolute horror, and then his face contorted
with agony. "No!" he «cried out hoarsely, and then his cheek began to snoke
and seethe where the mark on Garion's hand had touched it. Wsps of snoke
drifted from his black robe as if it had suddenly been laid on a red-hot
stove. Then he shrieked and clutched at his face. Hs fingers burst into
flane. He shrieked again and fell withing to the danmp earth.

"Stand still!"™ It was Aunt Pol's voice this time, sounding sharply inside
Garion's head.

Chandar's entire face was engulfed in flames now, and his shrieks echoed in
the dim wood. The |legionnaires recoiled fromthe burning nan, and Garion
suddenly felt sick. He started to turn away.

"Don't weaken!" Aunt Pol's voice told him "Keep your will on him" Garion
stood over the blazing Golim The wet |eaves on the ground snoked and
snol dered where Chandar thrashed and struggled with the fire that was
consuming him Flanmes were spurting fromhis chest, and his shrieks grew
weaker. Wth an enornmous effort, he struggled to his feet and held out his
flam ng hands inploringly to Garion. His face was gone, and greasy bl ack
snoke rolled off his body, drifting lowto the ground. "Master," he
croaked, "have nercy!"

Garion's heart wenched with pity. All the years of that secret closeness
bet ween them pull ed at him

"No!" Aunt Pol's stern voice conmanded. "He'll kill you if you rel ease
him"

"I can't do it, " Garion said. "I'mgoing to stop it. " As once before, he
began to gather his will, feeling it build in him |ike some vast tide of

pity and conpassion. He half reached toward Chandar, focusing his thought
on heal i ng.

"Garion!" Aunt Pol's voice rang. "It was Chandar who killed your parents!”
The thought forming in his mnd froze.

"Chandar killed Geran and Il dera. He burned themalive just as he's burning
now. Avenge them Garion! Keep the fire on him™"



Al the rage and fury he had carried within himsince WIf had told him of
the deaths of his parents flamed in his brain. The fire, which a nonment
bef ore he had al nbost extingui shed, was suddenly not enough. The hand he had
begun to reach out in conpassion stiffened. In terrible anger he raised it,
pal mout. A strange sensation tingled in that palm and then his own hand
burst into flames. There was no pain, not even a feeling of heat, as a
bright blue fire burst fromthe nmark on his hand and w eathed up through
his fingers. The blue fire becane brighter - so bright that he could not
even |l ook at it.

Even in the extremty of his nortal agony, Chandar the Grolimrecoiled from
that blazing hand. Wth a hoarse, despairing cry he tried to cover his
bl ackened face, staggered back a few steps, and then, |ike a burning house,
he col |l apsed in upon hinmself and sank back to earth.

"It is done!" Aunt Pol's voice came again. "They are avenged!" And then her
voice rang in the wvaults of his mnd with a soaring exultation
"Bel garion!" she sang. "My Bel garion!"

Ashen-faced Kador, trenbling in every linb, backed in horror fromthe
still-burning heap that had been Chandar the Grolim "Sorcery!" he gasped.

"Indeed,"” Aunt Pol said coolly. "I don't think vyou're ready for this kind
of gane yet, Kador."

The frightened |egionnaires were also backing away, their eyes bul ging at
what they had just seen.

"I think the Enperor's going to take this whole affair rather seriously,"”
Aunt Pol told them "Wien he hears that you were going to kill his
daughter, he'll probably take it personally."

"It wasn't us," one of the soldiers said quickly. "It was Kador. W were
just follow ng orders.”

"He m ght accept that as an excuse," she said doubtfully. "If it were ne,
though, 1'd take him sone kind of gift to prove ny loyalty - sonething
appropriate to the circunstances.” She |ooked significantly at Kador

Several of the |egionnaires took her nmeaning, drewtheir swords and noved
into position around the G and Duke.

"What are you doi ng?" Kador demanded of them

"I think you've lost nore than a throne today, Kador," Aunt Pol said.

"You can't do this," Kador told the |egionnaires.

One of the soldiers put the point of his sword against the G and Duke's
throat. "We're loyal to the Enmperor, ny Lord,"” he said grimy. "W're
pl aci ng you under arrest for high treason, and if you give us any trouble,
we'll settle for just delivering your head to Tol Honeth - if you take ny
nmeani ng. "

One of the legion officers knelt respectfully before Ce' Nedra. "Your
| mperi al H ghness," he sai d to her, "how may we serve you?"

The princess, still pale and trenbling, drew herself up. "Deliver this
traitor to nmy father," she saidin aringing voice, "and tell him what



happened here. Informhimthat you have arrested the Grand Duke Kador at ny
comand. "

"At once, your Hi ghness," the officer said, springing to his feet. "Chain
the prisoner!" he ordered sharply, then turned back to Ce' Nedra. "My we
provi de you an escort to your destinati on, your H ghness?"

"That won't be necessary, captain," she told him "Just renove this traitor
frommy sight."

"As your Highness w shes," the captain said with a deep bow He gestured
sharply, and the soldiers | ed Kador away.

Garion was staring at the mark on his palm There was no sign of the fire
that had burned there.

Durni k, released now fromthe grip of the soldiers, |ooked at Garion, his
eyes wide. "I thought | knew you," he whispered. "Wo are you, Garion, and
how did you do this?"

"Dear Durnik," Aunt Pol said fondly, touching his arm "Still willing to
believe only what you can see. Garion's the sane boy he's always been.”

"You nmean it was you?" Durnik | ooked at Chandar's body and pulled his eyes
qui ckly away.

"OfF course," she said. "You know Garion. He's the nmpost ordinary boy in the
world."

But Garion knew differently. The WIIl had been his, and the Wrd had cone
fromhim

"Keep still!" her voice warned inside his head. "No one nust know. "

"Why did you call ne Bel gari on?" he demanded silently.
"Because it's your name, " her voice replied. "Now try to act natural and
don't bother me with guestions. W'Ill talk about it later. " And then her
voi ce was gone.

The others stood around awkwardly until the |legionnaires left wth Kador
Then, when the soldiers were out of sight and the need for inperial self
possessi on was gone, Ce'Nedra began to cry. Aunt Pol took the tiny girl in
her arms and began to confort her.

"I guess we'd better bury this," Barak said, nudging what was |eft of
Chandar with his foot. "The Dryads nmight be offended if we went off and
left it still snoking."

"Il fetch nmy spade,” Durnik said.

Garion turned away and brushed past Mandorallen and Hettar. Hi s hands were
trenbling violently, and he was so exhausted that his |l egs barely held him

She had called himBelgarion, and the nane had rung in his mnd as if he
had al ways known that it was his - as if for all his brief years he had
been inconplete wuntil in that instant the nanme itself had conpleted him
But Belgarion was a being who with WIIl and Wrd and the touch of his hand
could turn flesh into living fire.



"You did it!" he accused the dry awareness in one corner of his mnd. "No,
" the voice replied. "I only showed you how. The WII and the Wrd and the
touch were all yours. "

Garion knew that it was true. Wth horror he remenbered his eneny's fina
supplication and the flam ng, incandescent hand w th which he had spurned
t hat agoni zed appeal for mercy. The revenge he had wanted so desperately
for the past several nonths was dreadfully conmplete, but the taste of it
was bitter, bitter.

Then his knees buckled, and he sank to the earth and wept like a
br oken- hearted child.

Part Three

NYI SSA

[ I mage]

Chapter Twenty-three

THE EARTH WAS STILL THE SAME. The trees had not changed, nor had the sky.
It was still spring, for the seasons had not altered their stately march
But for Garion nothing would ever again be the way that it had been.

They rode down through the Wod of the Dryads to the banks of the R ver of
t he Wbods whi ch marked the southern boundary of Tolnedra, and fromtime to
time as they rode he caught strange glances fromhis friends. The | ooks
were specul ative, thoughtful, and Durnik - good, solid Durnik - behaved as
if he were alnost afraid. Only Aunt Pol seenmed unchanged, unconcer ned.
"Don't worry about it, Belgarion, " her voice murnured in his mind

"Don't call e that," he replied Wi th an irritated t hought .

"I't's your nane,
it.

the silent voice said. "You mght as well get used to

"Leave ne al one.
And then the sense of her presence in his mnd was gone.

It took them several days to reach the sea. The weather remained
intermttently cloudy, though it did not rain. A stiff onshore breeze was
bl owi ng when they rode out onto the wi de beach at the nouth of the river.
The surf boomed against the sand, and whitecaps flecked the tops of the
waves.

Qut beyond the surf, a |ean, black Cherek war-boat swung at anchor, the air
above her alive with screeching gulls. Barak pulled his horse in and shaded
his eyes. "She looks faniliar," he runmbled, peering intently at the narrow



shi p.
Hettar shrugged. "They all | ook the sane to ne."

"There's all the difference in the world," Barak said, sounding a bit
injured. "How would you feel if | said that all horses |ooked the sanme?"

"I'"d think you were going blind."
Bar ak grinned at him "It's exactly the same thing," he said.
"How do we | et them know we're here?" Durnik asked.

"They know already,"” Barak said, "unless they' re drunk. Sailors always
wat ch an unfriendly shore very carefully.”

"Unfriendl y?" Durni k asked.

"Every shore is unfriendly when a Cherek war-boat comes in sight," Barak
answered. "It's sone kind of superstition, | think."

The ship cane about and her anchor was raised. Her oars came out |ike |ong,
spidery legs, and she seened to walk through the froth-topped conbers
toward the mouth of the river. Barak |led the way toward the riverbank, then
rode along the broad flow until he found a spot deep enough so that the
ship could be noored next to the shore.

The fur-clad sailors who threw Barak a nooring line |ooked fanmliar, and
the first one who | eaped across to the riverbank was Geldik, Barak's old
friend.

"You're a long ways south,"” Barak said as if they had only just parted.

Greldi k shrugged. "I heard you needed a ship. | wasn't doing anything, so |
t hought 1'd cone down and see what you were up to."

"Did you talk to my cousin?"
"Ginneg? No. W made a run down fromKotu to the harbor at Tol Horb for
some Drasnian nerchants. | ran into Elteg - you remenber him - black beard,

only one eye?"

Bar ak nodded.

"He told ne that Ginneg was paying himto neet you here. | renenbered that
you and Elteg didn't get along very well, so | offered to come down
instead. "

"And he agreed?"

"No," Geldik replied, pulling at his beard. "As a matter of fact, he told
me to mnd ny own business."

"I"'m not surprised,” Barak said. "Elteg always was greedy, and Ginneg
probably offered hima | ot of nobney."

"More than likely." Geldik grinned. "Elteg didn't say how nuch, though."

"How di d you persuade himto change his nind?"



"He had sone trouble wth his ship," Geldik said with a straight face.
"What kind of trouble?"

"It seems that one night after he and his crew were all drunk, sone
scoundrel slipped aboard and chopped down his mast."

"What's the world com ng to?" Barak asked, shaking his head.

"My thought exactly," Geldik agreed.

"How did he take it?"

"Not very well, I'm afraid,” Geldik said sadly. "Wwen we rowed out of the
harbor, he sounded as if he was inventing profanities on the spot. You

could hear himfor quite sonme distance."

"He should learn to control his tenper. That's the kind of behavior that
gi ves Chereks a bad nanme in the ports of the world."

Greldi k nodded soberly and turned to Aunt Pol. "My Lady," he said with a
polite bow, "ny ship is at your disposal."

"Captain," she asked, acknow edging his bow. "How long will it take you to
get us to Sthiss Tor?"

"Depends on the weather," he answered, squinting at the sky. "Probably ten
days at the nost. W picked up fodder for your horses on the way here, but
we'll have to stop for water fromtinme to tine."

"We'd better get started then," she said.

It took a bit of persuading to get the horses aboard the ship, but Hettar
managed it without too rmuch difficulty. Then they pushed away fromthe
bank, crossed the bar at the mouth of the river and reached the open sea.
The crewraised the sails, and they quartered the w nd down along the
gray-green coastline of Nyissa.

Garion went forward to his customary place in the bow of the ship and sat
there, staring bleakly out at the tossing sea. The inage of the burning man
back in the forest filled his mnd

There was a firmstep behind himand a faint, famliar fragrance.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Aunt Pol asked.

"What's there to tal k about?"

"Many things," she told him

"You knew | could do that kind of thing, didn't you?"

"I suspected it," she said, sitting down beside him "There were severa
hints. One can never be sure, though, until it's wused for the first tine.
I've known any nunber of people who had the capability and just never used
it."

"I wish | never had," Garion said.

"I don't see that you really had nuch choice. Chandar was your eneny."



"But did it have to be that way?" he demanded. "Did it have to be fire?"

"The choice was yours," she answered. "If fire bothers you so nuch, don't
do it that way next tinme."

"There isn't going to be a next tine," he stated flatly. "Not ever."

"Bel gari on,
once. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

her voice snapped within his mnd, "stop this foolishness at

"Quit that," he said aloud. "Stay out of ny mnd - and don't call ne
Bel garion."

"You are Belgarion," she insisted. "Like it or not, you will use the power
again. Once it's been released, you can never cage it up. You'll get angry
or frightened or excited, and you'll use it w thout even thinking. You can

no more choose not to use it than you can choose not to use one of your
hands. The inmportant thing nowis to teach you howto control it. W can't
have you bl undering through the world uprooting trees and flattening hills
wi th random thoughts. You nust learn to control it and yourself. | didn't
rai se you to l et you becone a nonster."

"It's too late,"
back there?"

he said. "I'malready a nonster. Didn't you see what | did

"All this self pity is very tedious, Belgarion, her voice told him "I
don't think we're getting anywhere. " She stood up. "Do try to grow up a
little, dear," she said aloud. "It's very hard to instruct soneone who's so
sel f absorbed that he won't listen."

"I"ll never do it again," he told her defiantly.

"Ch yes, you will, Belgarion. You'll learn and you'll practice and you'l
develop the discipline this requires. If you don't want to do it willingly,
then we'll have to do it the other way. Think about it, dear, and nake up

your mind - but don't take too long. It's too inportant to be put off. "She
reached out and gently touched his cheek; then she turned and wal ked away.

"She's right, you know, " the voi ce in his mnd told hi m

"You stay out of this, Garion said.

In the days that followed, he avoided Aunt Pol as nuch as possible, but he
could not avoid her eyes. Werever he went on the narrow ship, he knew that
she was watching him her eyes calm specul ative.

Then, at breakfast on the third day out, she |ooked at his face rather
closely as if noticing sonething for the first time. "Grion," she said,
"you're starting to | ook shaggy. Wiy don't you shave?"

Garion blushed furiously and put his fingers to his chin. There were
definitely whiskers there - downy, soft, nore like fuzz than bristles, but
whi skers all the sane.

"Thou art truly approachi ng nmanhood, young Garion," Mndorallen assured him
rat her approvingly.

"The decision doesn't have to be made i mediately, Polgara,"” Barak said,
stroking his own luxuriant red beard. "Let the whiskers grow for a while.



If they don't turn out well, he can always shave themoff later."

"I think your neutrality in the matter is suspect, Barak," Hettar remarked.
"Don't nost Chereks wear beards?"

"No razor's ever touched ny face," Barak admitted. "But | just don't think
it's the sort of thing to rush into. It's very hard to stick whiskers back
on if you decide later that you wanted to keep them after all."
"I think they're kind of funny," Ce' Nedra said. Before Garion could stop
her, she reached out two tiny fingers and tugged the soft down on his chin.
He wi nced and bl ushed agai n.

"They come of f," Aunt Pol ordered firmy.

Wordl essly, Durni k went bel ow decks. Wien he cane back, he carried a basin,
a chunk of brown-col ored soap, a towel, and a fragnent of mirror. "It isn't
really hard, Garion," he said, putting the things on the table in front of
the young man. Then he took a neatly folded razor out of a case at his
belt. "You just have to be careful not to cut yourself, that's all. The
whol e secret is not to rush.”

"Pay close attention when you' re near your nose," Hettar advised. "A nman
| ooks very strange wi thout a nose."

The shaving proceeded with a great deal of advice, and on the whole it did
not turn out too badly. Mst of the bleeding stopped after a few m nutes,
and, aside from the fact that his face felt as if it had been peeled,
Garion was quite satisfied with the results.

"Much better," Aunt Pol said.

"He'll catch cold in his face now," Barak predicted.

"WIl you stop that?" she told him

The coast of Nyissa slid by on their left, a blank wall of tangled
vegetation, festooned wth creepers and long tatters of noss. Cccasiona
eddies in the breeze brought the foul reek of the swanps out to the ship.
Garion and Ce' Nedra stood together in the prow of the ship, |ooking toward

the jungle.

"What are those?" Garion asked, pointing at some large things wth | egs
slithering around on a rmud bank along a stream that enptied into the sea.

"Crocodiles," Ce' Nedra answer ed.

"What's a crocodil e?"

"A big lizard," she said

"Are they dangerous?"

"Very dangerous. They eat people. Haven't you ever read about then®?"
"I can't read," Garion admitted w thout thinking.

"\What ?"

"I can't read," Garion repeated. "Nobody ever taught ne how "



"That's ridicul ous!"

"I't's not ny fault," he said defensively.

She | ooked at himthoughtfully. She had seenmed al nost half afraid of him
since the neeting with Chandar, and her insecurity had probably been
increased by the fact that, on the whole, she had not treated himvery

well. Her first assunption that he was only a servant boy had gotten their
whole relationship off on the wong foot, but she was far too proud to
admit that initial mstake. Garion could alnost hear the Ilittle wheels

clicking around in her head. "Wuld you Iike to have ne teach you how?" she
offered. It was probably the closest thing he'd ever get to an apol ogy from
her .

"Wuld it take very | ong?"

"That depends on how cl ever you are."

"When do you think we could start?"

She frowned. "I've got a couple of books, but we'll need something to wite
on."

"I don't know that | need to learn howto wite," he said. "Readi ng 'ought
to be enough for right now "

She | aughed. "They're the sanme thing, you goose."

"I didn't know that," Garion said, flushing slightly. "I thought " He
floundered with the whole idea. "I guess | never really thought about it,"
he concluded lanely. "Wat sort of thing do we need to wite on?"

"Parchment's the best,"” she said, "and a charcoal stick to wite with - so
we can rub it off and wite on the parchnment again."

"I'"'ll go talk to Durnik," he decided. "He'll be able to think of
somet hi ng. "

Durni k suggested sailcloth and a charred stick. Wthin an hour Garion and
Ce'Nedra were sitting in a sheltered spot in the bow of the ship their
heads close together over a square of canvas nailed to a plank. Garion
gl anced up once and saw Aunt Pol not far away. She was watching the two of
themw th an indeci pherabl e expression. Then he |owered his eyes again to
the strangely conpelling synbols on the canvas.

Hs instruction went on for the next several days. Since his fingers were
naturally ninble, he quickly picked up the trick of formng the letter

"No, no," Ce'Nedra said one afternoon, "you' ve spelled it wong, used the
wong letters. Your nane's Garion, not Belgarion."

He felt a sudden chill and | ooked down at the canvas square. The nanme was
spelled out quite clearly - "Belgarion."

He | ooked wup quickly. Aunt Pol was standing where she wusually stood, her
eyes on him as al ways.

"Stay out of my mind!'" He snapped the thought at her



"Study hard, dear, " her voice urged himsilently. "Learning of any kind is
useful, and you have a great deal to learn. The sooner you get the habit,
the better. " Then she sniled, turned and wal ked away.

The next day, Geldik's ship reached the nouths of the River of the Serpent
in central Nyissa, and his men struck the sail and set their oars into the
| ocks along the sides of the ship in preparation for the |long pull upriver
to Sthiss Tor.

Chapter Twenty-four

THERE WAS NO AIR It seenmed as if the world had suddenly been turned into a
vast, reeking pool of stagnant water. The River of the Serpent had a
hundred nout hs, each creeping sluggishly through the jellied nuck of the
delta as if reluctant to join the boisterous waves of the sea. The reeds
which grew in that vast swanp reached a height of twenty feet and were as
thick as woven fabric. There was a tantalizing sound of a breeze brushing
the tops of the reeds, but down anong them all thought or nmenmory of breeze
was | ost. There was no air. The delta steamed and stank beneath a sun that
did not burn so nuch as boil. Each breath seenmed to be half water. Insects
rose in clouds from the reeds and settled in nmindless gluttony on every
i nch of exposed skin, biting, feeding on blood.

They were a day and a half anong the reeds before they reached the first
trees, low, scarcely nore than bushes. The main river channel began to take
shape as they nmoved slowy on into the Nyissan heartland. The sailors
sweated and swore at their oars, and the ship nmoved slowy against the
current, alnost as if she struggled against a tide of thick oil that clung
to her like sonme | oathsome gl ue.

The trees grew taller, then i Mmense. Great, gnarled roots tw sted up out of
the ooze along the banks |ike grotesquely nisshapen |egs, and trunks vast
as castles reached up into the steanming sky. Ropey vines undul ated down
fromthe |inbs overhead, noving, seenming to withe with a kind of vegetable
will of their own in the breathless air. Shaggy tatters of grayish npss
descended in hundred-foot-long streamers fromthe trees, and the river
wound spitefully in great coils that nmade their journey ten tines as |ong
as it needed to be.

"Unpl easant sort of place,"” Hettar grunbled, dispiritedly |ooking out over
the bow at the weedy surface of the river ahead. He had renoved his
horsehi de jacket and |inen undertunic, and his lean torso gleanmed with

sweat. Like nost of them he was covered with the angry welts of insect
bi t es.

"My very thought," Mandorall en agreed

One of the sailors shouted and junped up, kicking at his oar-handle.
Sonet hing long, slinmy, and bonel ess had crawl ed unseen up his oar, seeking
his flesh with an eyel ess voracity.

"Leech," Durnik said with a shudder as the hideous thing dropped with a wet
pl op back into the stinking river. "lI've never seen one so big. It nust be

a foot long or nore."

"Probably not a good place for swinmng," Hettar observed.



"I wasn't considering it," Durnik said

"Good." Aunt Pol, wearing a light linen dress, came out of the cabin
beneath the high stern where Geldik and Barak were taking turns at the
tiller. She had been caring for Ce' Nedra, who had drooped and wilted like a
flower in the brutal climate of the river

"Can't you do sonet hing?" Garion demanded of her silently.

" About what ?"

"Al'l of this."He | ooked around hel pl essly.

"What do you want nme to do?"

"Drive of the bugs, if nothing else."

"Why don't you do it yourself, Bel garion?"

He set his jaw "No!" It was alnpbst a silent shout.

"It isn't really very hard."

"No. "

She shrugged and turned away, |eaving himseething with frustration. It
took them three nore days to reach Sthiss Tor. The city was enbraced in a
wide coil of the river and was built of black stone. The houses and
buil di ngs were low and for the npst part were wi ndow ess. In the center of
the city a vast pile of a building rose with strangely shaped spires and
dones and terraces, oddly alien-Iooking. Wharves and jetties poked out into
the turbid river, and Geldik guided his ship toward one which was nuch
larger than the rest. "W have to stop at custonms,” he explained.
"Inevitably," Durnik said.

The exchange at custons was brief. Captain Geldi k announced that he was
delivering the goods of Radek of Boktor to the Drasnian trade enclave. Then
he handed a jingling purse to the shaven-headed custons official, and the

ship was allowed to proceed wi thout inspection

"You owe nme for that, Barak," Geldik said. "The trip here was out of
friendship, but the noney's something el se again."

"Wite it down soneplace,” Barak told him "I'Il take care of it when | get
back to Val Alorn."

" f you ever get back to Val Al orn," Geldik said sourly.

"I"'msure you'll renenmber me in your prayers, then," Barak said. "I know
you pray for me all the tinme anyway, but now you' ve got a bit nore
i ncentive."

"I's every official in the whole world corrupt?" Durnik demanded irritably.
"Doesn't anyone do his job the way it's supposed to be done wi thout taking
bri bes?"

"The world would cone to an end if one of themdid," Hettar replied. "You
and | are too sinple and honest for these affairs, Durnik. W're better off



leaving this kind of thing to others."
"It's disgusting, that's all."

"That may be true," Hettar agreed, "but |'mjust as happy that the customns
man didn't | ook bel ow decks. We m ght have had sone trouble explaining the
hor ses. "

The sailors had backed the ship into the river again and rowed toward a
series of substantial wharves. They pulled up beside the outer wharf,
shi pped their oars and |ooped the hawsers around the tar-blackened pilings
of a nooring spot.

"You can't noor here," a sweaty guard told themfrom the wharf. "This is
for Drasnian ships."

"I'"ll moor anyplace it suits ne," Geldik said shortly.
"I'"ll call out the soldiers,"” the guard threatened. He took hold of one of
their hawsers and pulled out a | ong knife.

"I'f you cut that rope, friend, I1'll cone down there and tear off your
ears,"” Geldik warned.

"Go ahead and tell him" Barak suggested. "It's too hot for fighting."

"My ship's carrying Drasnian goods," Geldik told the guard on the wharf,
"bel onging to a man named Radek-from Boktor, | think."

"Ch," the guard said, putting away his knife, "why didn't you say so in the
first place?"

"Because | didn't like your attitude," Geldik replied bluntly. "Were do
find the man in charge?"

"Drobl ek? His house is just up that street past the shops. It's the one
with the Drasnian enblemon the door."

"I"'ve got to talk with him" Geldik said. "Do | need a pass to go off the
wharf? |'ve heard some strange things about Sthiss Tor."

"You can nove around inside the enclave,” the guard informed him "You only
need a pass if you want to go into the city."

Greldik grunted and went below. A nonment |later he came back with several
packets of folded parchnent. "Do you want to talk to this official?" he
asked Aunt Pol. "Or do you want ne to take care of it?"

"We'd better come along," she decided. "The girl's asleep. Tell your nen
not to disturb her."

Grel di k nodded and spoke briefly to his first mate. The sailors ran a plank
across to the wharf, and Greldik led the way ashore. Thick clouds were
rolling in overhead, darkening the sun

The street which ran down to the wharf was lined on both sides with the
shops of Drasnian nmerchants, and Nyi ssans noved torpidly fromshop to shop
stoppi ng now and then to haggle with the sweating shop-keepers. The Nyissan
men all wore |loose-fitting robes of a light, iridescent fabric, and their
heads were all shaved conpletely bald. As he wal ked al ong behi nd Aunt Pol



Garion noticed with a certain distaste that the Nyissans wore el aborate
makeup on their eyes, and that their |[|ips and cheeks were rouged. Their
speech was rasping and sibilant, and they all seemed to affect a lisp.

The heavy clouds had by now conmpletely obscured the sky, and the street
seened suddenly dark. A dozen wetched, near-naked nen were repairing a
section of cobblestones. Their unkenpt hair and shaggy beards indicated
that they were not Nyissan, and there were shackl es and chains attached to
their ankles. A brutal-Iooking Nyissan stood over themw th a whip, and the
fresh welts and cuts on their bodies spoke mutely of the freedomw th which
he used it. One of the niserable slaves accidentally dropped an armn oad of
crudely squared-off stones on his foot and opened his nouth with an
animal -1i ke how of pain. Wth horror, Garion saw that the slave's tongue
had been cut out.

"They reduce nmen to the level of beasts,” Mandorallen grow ed, his eyes
burning with a terrible anger. "Wiy has this cesspool not been cl eansed?"

"It was once," Barak said grimy. "Just after the Nyissans assassi hated the
Rivan King, the Alorns came down here and killed every Nyissan they could
find. "

"Their nunbers appear undi m nished," Mandorallen said, |ooking around.

Barak shrugged. "It was thirteen hundred years ago. Even a single pair of
rats could reestablish their species in that |length of tine."

Durni k, who was wal king beside Garion, gasped suddenly and averted his
eyes, blushing furiously.

A Nyissan lady had just stepped froma litter carried by eight slaves. The
fabric of her pale green gown was so flinsy that it was nearly transparent
and left very little to the imagination. "Don't |ook at her, Garion,"
Durni k whispered hoarsely, still blushing. "She's a wcked wonan."

"I'd forgotten about that," Aunt Pol said wth a thoughtful frown. "Maybe
we should have left Durnik and Garion on the ship."

"Why's she dressed like that?" Garion asked, watching the nearly nude
worran.

"Undressed, you nean." Durnik's voice was strangled with outrage.
"It's the custom" Aunt Pol explained. "It has to do with the climate.
There are sone ot her reasons, of course, but we don't need to go into those

just now. Al Nyissan wonen dress that way."

Barak and Geldik were watching the woman also, their broad grins
appreci ative.

"Never mnd," Aunt Pol told themfirmy.

Not far away a shaven-headed Nyi ssan stood | eaning against a wall, staring
at his hand and giggling senselessly. "I can see right through ny fingers,"”
he announced in a hissing lisp. "Right through them™

"Drunk?" Hettar asked.

"Not exactly," Aunt Pol answered. "Nyissans have peculiar amusenents -
| eaves, bernes, certain roots. Their perceptions get nodified. It's a bit



nore serious than the common drunkenness one finds anbng Alorns.”

Anot her Nyissan shanbled by, his gait curiously jerky and his expression
bl ank.

"Doth this condition prevail w dely?" Mndorallen asked.

"I"ve never net a Nyissan yet who wasn't at |east partially drugged,” Aunt
Pol said. "It makes themdifficult to talk to. Isn't that the house we're
| ooking for?" She pointed at a solid building across the street.
There was an om nous runble of thunder off to the south as they crossed to
the I arge house. A Drasnian servant in a linen tunic answered their knock

let them into a dimy lighted antechanmber, and told them to wait.

"An evil city," Hettar said quietly. "I can't see why any Alorn in his
right mnd would cone here willingly."

"Money," Captain Geldik replied shortly. "The Nyissan trade is very
profitable."

"There are nore i mport ant things than noney, " Hettar muttered.

An enornmously fat nman canme into the dimroom "Mre |light," he snapped at
his servant. "You didn't have to |l eave themhere in the dark."

"You said that the lanps just nade it hotter," the servant protested in a
surly tone. "I wish you'd make up your nind."

"Never mind what | said; just do as | say."

"The climate's making you i ncoherent, Droblek," the servant noted acidly.
He it several lanps and left the roommuttering to hinself.

"Drasni ans make the world's worst servants,” Dr obl ek grunbl ed.

"Shall we get down to business?" He |lowered his vast bulk into a chair. The
sweat rolled continually down his face and into the damp collar of his
brown sil k robe.

"My name's Geldik," the bearded seaman said. "lI've just arrived at your
wharves with a shipload of goods belonging to the nerchant, Radek of
Boktor." He presented the fol ded packets of parchnent.

Drobl ek's eyes narrowed. "I didn't know that Radek was interested in the
southern trade. | thought he dealt nostly in Sendaria and Arendia."
Greldi k shrugged indifferently. "I didn't ask him He pays ne to carry his

goods in ny ship, not to ask questions about his business."

Drobl ek |ooked at themall, his sweating face expressionless. Then his
fingers noved slightly.-1s everything here what it seens to be? The
Dr asni an secret | anguage made his fat fingers suddenly ni nbl e.

Can we speak openly here? Aunt Pol's fingers asked him Her gestures were
stately, sonehow archaic. There was a kind of formality to her novenents
that Garion had not seen in the signs made by others.

As openly as anyplace in this pest-hole - Droblek replied,-You have a
strange accent, |ady. There's something about it that it seens | should



r enenber -

| learned the | anguage a very long time ago-she replied.-You know who Radek
of Boktor really is, of course-

"Naturally," Droblek said aloud. "Everyone knows that. Sometines he calls
hinself Anbar of Kotu - when he wants to have dealings that are not,
strictly speaking, legitimte."

"Shall we stop fencing with each other, Droblek?" Aunt Pol asked quietly.
"I"'mquite certain you' ve received instructions fromKing Rhodar by now.
Al'l this dancing about is tiresone."
Drobl ek's face darkened. "I'm sorry,"
nmore in the way of verification."

he said stiffly. "I'Il need a bit

"Don't be an idiot, Droblek," Barak runbled at the fat man. "Use your eyes.
You' re an Al orn; you know who the lady is."

Dr obl ek | ooked suddenly at Aunt Pol, his eyes going very wde. "It's not
possi bl e," he gasped.
"Wuld you like to have her prove it to you?" Hettar suggested. The house

shook with a sudden crash of thunder.

"No, no," Droblek refused hastily, still staring at Aunt Pol. "It just
never occurred to ne - | mean, | just never-" He floundered with it.

"Have you heard from Prince Kheldar or my father?" Aunt Pol asked crisply.
"Your father? You nean-? |Is he involved in this too?"

"Real ly, Droblek," she said tartly, "don't you believe the conmunications
Ki ng Rhodar sends you?"

Dr obl ek shook his head Ilike a man trying to clear his mnd. "lI'msorry,
Lady Polgara,"” he said. "You surprised ne, that's all. It takes a nonment to
get used to. We didn't think you'd be comng this far south."”

"It's obvious then that you haven't received any word from Khel dar or the
old man."

"No, ny Lady," Droblek said. "Nothing. Are they supposed to be here?"
"So they said. They were either going to neet us here or send word."

"It's very hard to get messages any place in Nyissa," Drobl ek explai ned.
"The people here aren't very reliable. The prince and your father could be
upcountry, and their messenger could very well have gone astray. | sent a
messenger to a place not ten |eagues fromthe city once, and it took six
months to arrive. The Nyissan who was carrying it found a certain berry
patch along the way. W found him sitting in the mddle of the patch,
smling." Droblek made a sour face. "There was nmpbss growing on him" he
added.

"Dead?" Durnik asked.
Dr obl ek shrugged. "No, just very happy. He enjoyed the berries very much. |

di smssed him at once, but he didn't seem to mnd. For all I know, he's
still sitting there."



"How extensive is your network here in Sthiss Tor?" Aunt Pol asked.

Drobl ek spread his pudgy hands nodestly. "I nmanage to pick up a bit of
i nformati on here and there. |'ve got a few people in the pal ace and a m nor
official at the Tol nedran enbassy. The Tol nedrans are very thorough." He
grinned inpishly. "It's cheaper to let themdo all the work and then buy

the information after they've gathered it."

" f you can bel i eve what they tell you, " Hett ar suggest ed.
"I never take what they say at face value," Droblek said. "The Tol nedran
anbassador knows that |'ve bought his man. He tries to trip me up with
fal se | eads now and then."

"Does the anbassador know that you know?" Hettar asked.

"Of course he does." The fat nan |aughed. "But he doesn't think that |'m
aware of the fact that he knows that | know. " He |laughed again. "It's al
terribly conmplicated, isn't it?"

"Mpst Drasni an games usually are," Barak observed.

"Does the nane Zedar nean anything to you?" Aunt Pol asked.

"I"ve heard it, naturally,"” Drobl ek said.

"Has he been in touch with Sal m ssra?"

Drobl ek frowned. "I couldn't say for sure. | haven't heard that he has, but
that doesn't nean that he hasn't. Nyissa's a nurky sort of place, and
Sal missra's palace is the nurkiest spot in the whole country. You woul dn't

bel i eve sone of the things that go on there."

"I"d believe them" Aunt Pol said, "and probably things you haven't even

begun to guess." She turned back to the others. "I think we're at a
standstill. We can't nmake any kind of nove until we hear from Silk and the
ad wlf."

"Could I offer you my house?" Drobl ek asked.

"I think we'll stay on board Captain Geldik's ship," she told him "As you
say, Nyissa's a nurky place, and |I'msure that the Tol nedran anbassadors
bought a few people in your establishnment."

"Naturally," Droblek agreed. "But | know who they are.™

"We'd better not chance it," she told him "There are several reasons for
our avoiding Tolnedrans just now. We'll stay aboard the ship and keep out
of sight. Let us know as soon as Prince Kheldar gets in touch with you."
"OfF course," Droblek said. "You'll have to wait until the rain lets up
t hough. Listen to it." There was the thundering sound of a downpour on the
roof overhead.

"WIl it last |ong?" Durnik asked.

Dr obl ek shrugged. "An hour or so usually. It rains every afternoon during
this season.”



"I imagine it helps to cool the air," the smth said.
"Not significantly," the Drasnian told him "Usually it just nakes things
worse." He nopped the sweat fromhis fat face.

"How can you live here?" Durnik asked.

Droblek smiled blandly. "Fat nen don't nove around all that ruch. I'm
maki ng a great deal of nobney, and the ganme |'mplaying with the Tol nedran
anbassador keeps ny mind occupied. It's not all that bad, once you get used
toit. It helps if | keep telling nyself that."

They sat quietly then, listening to the pounding rain.

Chapter Twenty-five

FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL DAYS they all remained aboard Greldik's ship, waiting
for word from Silk and Mster WIlf. Ce' Nedra recovered from her
i ndi sposition and appeared on deck wearing a pal ecol ored Dryad tunic which
seened to Garion to be only slightly less revealing than the gowns worn by
Nyi ssan worren. When he rather stiffly suggested that she ought to put on a
few nore clothes, however, she merely | aughed at him Wth a
si ngl e-m ndedness that made himwant to grind his teeth, she returned to
the task of teaching himto read and wite. They sat together in an out-of
t he-way spot on deck, poring over a tedious book on Tol nedran dipl omacy.
The whol e business seened to Garion to be taking forever, though in fact
his mnd was very quick, and he was learning surprisingly fast. Ce' Nedra
was too thoughtless to conplinent him though she seened to await his next
nm st ake al nost breathlessly, delighting it seened in each opportunity to
ridicule him Her proximty and her light, spicy perfume distracted him as
they sat close beside each other, and he perspired as much fromtheir
occasi onal touch of hand or armor hip as he did fromthe climte. Because
they were both young, she was intolerant and he was stubborn. The sticky,
hum d heat made them both short-tenpered and irritable, so the |essons
erupted into bickering nore often than not.

When they arose one norning, a black, square-rigged Nyissan ship rocked in
the river current at a nearby wharf. A foul, evil kind of reek carried to
them fromher on the fitful norning breeze.

"What's that snell?" Garion asked one of the sailors.

"Slaves," the sailor answered grimy, pointing at the Nyissan ship. "You
can snmell themtwenty miles away when you' re at sea."

Garion | ooked at the ugly black ship and shuddered.

Barak and Mandorallen drifted across the deck and joined Garion at the
rail. "Looks like a scow," Barak said of the Nyissan ship, his voice heavy
with contenpt. He was stripped to the waist, and his hairy torso ran with
sweat .

"It's a slave ship," Garion told him

"It smells like an open sewer," Barak conplained. "A good fire would
i mprove it trenendously."



"A sorry trade, ny Lord Barak," Mandorallen said. "Nyissa hath dealt in
human misery for untold centuries.”

"I's that a Drasni an wharf?" Barak asked with narrowed eyes.

"No," Garion answered. "The sailors say that everything on that side's
Nyi ssan. "

"That's a shane," Barak grow ed

A group of mail-shirted nen in black cl oaks wal ked out onto the wharf where
the slave ship was moored and stopped near the vessel's stern

"Ch-oh," Barak said. "Were's Hettar?"
"He's still below " Garion replied. "Wat's the natter?"
"Keep an eye out for him Those are Mirgos."

The shaven-headed Nyissan sailors pulled open a hatch on their ship and
barked a few rough orders down into the hold. Slowy, a Iline of
di spirited-1ooking men cane up. Each man wore an iron collar, and a |long
chain fastened them toget her

Mandoral | en stiffened and began to swear.
"What's wrong?" Barak asked.

"Arendi shnen!" the knight exclainmed. "I had heard of this, but 1 did not
believe it."

"Heard of what?"

"An ugly runor hath persisted in Arendia for some years," Mandorallen
answered, his face white with rage. "W are told that some of our nobles
have upon occasion enriched thenselves by selling their serfs to the
Nyi ssans. "

"Looks like it's nore than a runor," Barak said.

"There," Mandorallen grow ed. "See that crest upon the tunic of that one

there? It's the crest of Vo Toral. |I know the Baron of Vo Toral for a
not ori ous spendthrift, but had not thought hi m di shonorable. Upon ny return
to Arendia, | will denounce himpublicly."

"What good's that going to do?" Barak asked.

"He will be forced to challenge me," Mandorallen said grimy. "I will prove
his villainy upon his body."

Bar ak shrugged. " Serf or sl ave - what' s t he difi'erence?"

"Those men have rights, ny Lord," Mndorallen stated. "Their Lord is
required to protect them and care for them The oath of knighthood demands
it of us. This vile transaction hath stained the honor of every true
Arendi sh knight. | shall not rest wuntil | have bereft that foul baron of
his mserable life."

"Interesting i dea, " Bar ak sai d. "Maybe [ 11 go with you



Hettar came up on deck, and Barak noved i mediately to his side and began
talking quietly to him holding one of his arnms firmy

"Make them junp around a bit,"
to see how many are | ane."

one of the Mirgos ordered harshly. "I want

A heavy-shoul dered Nyissan wuncoiled a long whip and began to flick it
deftly at the legs of the chained nen. The sl aves began to dance feverishly
on the wharf beside the slave ship.

"Dog's blood!" Mandorallen swore, and his knuckles turned white as he
gripped the railing.

"Easy," Garion warned. "Aunt Pol says we're supposed to stay pretty nuch
out of sight."

"It cannot be borne!" Mandorallen cried.

The chain that bound the slaves together was old and pitted with rust. Wen
one slave tripped and fell, a link snapped, and the man found hi nsel f
suddenly free. Wth an agility born of desperation, he rolled quickly to
his feet, took two quick steps and plunged off the wharf into the murky
waters of the river.

"This way, man! " Mandor al | en called to t he SW mi ng sl ave.

The burly Nyissan with the whip | aughed harshly and pointed at the escaping
slave. "Watch," he told the Mirgos.

"Stop him you idiot," one of the Mirgos snapped. "I paid good gold for
him"

"It's too late.”" The Nyissan |ooked on with an ugly grin. "Watch." The
swi mming man suddenly shrieked and sank out of sight. Wen he canme up
again, his face and arms were covered with the sliny, footlong | eeches that
infested the river. Screamng, the struggling man tore at the withing
| eeches, ripping out chunks of his own flesh in his efforts to pull them
of f.

The Murgos began to | augh.

Garion's mnd exploded. He gathered hinmself with an awful concentration
pointed one hand at the wharf just beyond their own ship and said, "Be
there!" He felt an enornous surge as if some vast tide were rushing out of
him and he reeled al nost sensel ess against Mandorall en. The sound i nside
hi s head was deaf eni ng.

The slave, still withing and covered with the oozing | eeches, was suddenly
lying on the wharf. A wave of exhaustion swept over Garion; if Mandorallen
had not caught him he would have fallen

"Where did he go?" Barak demanded, still staring at the turbulent spot on
the surface of the river where the slave had been an instant before. "D d
he go under?"

Wrdlessly and with a shaking hand, Mandorallen pointed at the slave, who
lay still weakly struggling on the Drasnian wharf about twenty vyards in
front of the bow of their ship.



Barak | ooked at the slave, then back at the river. The big man blinked wth
surprise

A small boat with four Nyissans at the oars put out fromthe other wharf
and noved deliberately toward Geldik's ship. A tall Mirgo stood in the
bow, his scarred face angry.

"You have ny property,"” he shouted across the intervening water. "Return
the slave to ne at once."

"Why don't you cone and claimhim Mrgo?" Barak called back. He rel eased
Hettar's arm The Algar noved to the side of the ship, stopping only to
pi ck up a |l ong boat hook

"W I I be unnol est ed?" the Mur go asked a bi t doubt ful ly.

"Why don't you conme alongside, and we'll discuss it?" Barak suggested
pl easantly.

"You're denying me ny rights to ny own property,” the Mrgo conplai ned.

"Not at all,"” Barak told him "O course there m ght be a fine point of |aw
i nvol ved here. This wharf is Drasnian territory, and slavery isn't legal in
Drasnia. Since that's the case, the man's not a slave anynore.”

"Il get ny men," the Murgo said. "We'll take the slave by force if we
have to."

"I think we'd have to |look on that as an invasion of Alorn territory,"”
Barak warned wth a great show of regret. "In the absence of our Drasnian
cousins, we'd alnost be conpelled to take steps to defend their wharf for
them What do you think, Mndorallen?"

"Thy perceptions are nbst acute, ny Lord," Mandorallen replied. "By comopn
usage, honorable nmen are norally obliged to defend the territory of kinsnen
in their absence."

"There," Barak said to the Murgo. "You see howit is. My friend here is an
Arend, so he's totally neutral in this matter. | think we'd have to accept
his interpretation of the affair.”

Geldik's sailors had begun to clinmb the rigging by now, and they clung to
the ropes Ilike great, evil-looking apes, fingering their weapons and
grinning at the Mirgo.

"There is yet another way," the Miurgo said om nously.

Garion could feel a force beginning to build, and a faint sound seened to
echo inside his head. He drew hinmself up, putting his hands on the wooden
rail in front of him He felt a terrible weakness, but he steeled hinself
and tried to gather his strength.

"That's enough of that," Aunt Pol said crisply, comng up on deck with
Durni k and Ce' Nedra behind her.

"W were nerely having a little |egal discussion,"” Barak said innocently.

"I know what you were doing," she snapped. Her eyes were angry. She | ooked
coldly across the intervening stretch of river at the Mirgo.



"You'd better |eave," she told him

"I have sonmething to retrieve first," the man in the boat called back

"I'"d forget about it!"

"We'l | see," he said. He straightened and began nmuttering as if to hinself,
his hands moving rapidly in a series of intricate gestures. Garion felt
somet hing pushing at him alnost |ike a wind, though the air was conpletely
still.

"Be sure you get it right," Aunt Pol advised quietly. "If you forget even
the tiniest part of it, it'll explode in your face."

The man in the boat froze, and a faintly worried frown crossed his face.
The secret wind that had been pushing at Garion stopped. The man began
again, his fingers weaving in the air and his face fixed wth
concentration.

"You do it like this, Golim" Aunt Pol said. She nmoved her hand slightly,
and Garion felt a sudden rush as if the wind pushing at him had turned and
begun to blow the other way. The Grolimthrew his hands up and reel ed back
stunbling and falling into the bottomof his boat. As if it had been given
a heavy push, the boat surged backward several vyards.

The G olimhalf raised, his eyes wide and his face deathly pale.

"Return to your master, dog," Aunt Pol said scathingly. "Tell himto beat
you for not |earning your |essons properly."

The G olimspoke quickly to the Nyissans at the oars, and they immediately
turned the boat and rowed back toward the slave ship.

"W had a nice little fight brewing there, Polgara," Barak conpl ai ned. "Wy
did you have to spoil it?"

"Grow up," she ordered bluntly. Then she turned on Garion, her eyes blazing
and the white lock at her browlike a streak of fire. "You idiot! You
refuse any kind of instruction, and then you burst out |ike a raging bull
Have you the slightest conception of what an uproar translocation causes?
You' ve alerted every Golim in Sthiss Tor to the fact that we're here.”
"He was dying," Garion protested, gesturing helplessly at the slave |lying
on the wharf. "I had to do sonething."

"He was dead as soon as he hit the water," she said flatly. "Look at him"

The slave had stiffened into an arched posture of nortal agony, his head
twi sted back and his mouth agape. He was obviously dead.

"\What happened to hi nP" Garion asked, feeling suddenl y si ck
"The | eeches are poisonous. Their bites paralyze their victim so that they
can feed on themundisturbed. The bites stopped his heart. You exposed us

to the Golins for the sake of a dead nman."

"He wasn't dead when | did it!" Garion shouted at her. "He was scream ng
for help." He was angrier than he had ever been in his life.

"He was beyond hel p." Her voice was cold, even brutal



"What kind of nonster are you?'" he asked from between clenched teeth.
"Don't you have any feelings? You' d have just Ilet himdie, wuldn't you?"

"I don't think this is the tine or place to discuss it."

"No! This is the tine-right now, Aunt Pol. You're not even hunman, did you
know that? You left being human behind so long ago that you can't even
renenber where you lost it. You re four thousand years old. Qur whole lives
go by while you blink your eyes. W're just an entertainnent for you - an
hour's diversion. You manipulate us |like puppets for your own anusemnent.
Vell, I'm tired of being manipulated. You and | are finished!"

It probably went further than he'd intended, but his anger had finally run
away with him and the words seemed to rush out before he could stop them

She | ooked at him her face as pale as if he had suddenly struck her. Then
she drew hersel f up. "You stupid boy," she said in a voice that was all the
nore terrible because it was so quiet. "Finished? You and |7? How can you
even begin to understand what |I've had to do to bring you to this world?

You' ve been nmny only care for over a thousand years. |'ve endured anguish
and | oss and pain beyond your ability to understand what the words nean -
all for wyou. I've lived in poverty and squal or for hundreds of years at a
time - all for you. | gave up a sister | loved nore than ny life itself -
all for wyou. |I've gone through fire and despair worse than fire a dozen
times over - all for you. And you think this has all been an entertai nment
for me? - sone idle anusenent? You think the kind of care |I've devoted to
you for a thousand years and nore cones cheaply? You and | will never be
finished, Belgarion. Never! W will go on together until the end of days if
necessary. W will never be finished. You owe mnme too much for that!"

There was a dreadful silence. The others, shocked by the intensity of Aunt
Pol ' s words, stood staring first at her and t hen at  Garion.

W thout speaking further, she turned and went bel ow decks again. Garion
| ooked around helplessly, suddenly terribly ashamed and terribly alone.

"I had to doit, didn't I?" he asked of no one in particular and not
entirely sure exactly what it was that he neant.

They al | | ooked at him but no one answered his question

Chapter Twenty-siXx

BY M DAFTERNOCON THE CLOUDS had rolled in again, and the thunder began to
runble off in the distance as the rain swept in to drown the steamng city
once nore. The afternoon thunderstorm seened to cone at the sanme tine each
day, and they had even grown accustoned to it. They all mnoved bel ow deck
and sat sweltering as the rain roared dowmn on the deck above them

Garion sat stifliy, his back planted against a rough-hewn oak rib of the
ship and watched Aunt Pol, his face set stubbornly and his eyes
unf or gi vi ng.

She ignored himand sat talking quietly with Ce' Nedra.



Captain Geldik came through the narrow conpani onway door, his face and
beard streaming water. "The Drasnian-Droblek-is here,” he told them "He
says he's got word for you."

"Send himin," Barak said.

Drobl ek squeezed his vast bulk through the narrow door. He was totally
drenched from the rain and stood dripping on the Hoor. He w ped his face.
"It's wet out there," he commented.

"We noticed," Hettar said.

"I"'ve received a nessage," Droblek told Aunt Pol. "It's from Prince
Khel dar . "

"Finally," she said.

"He and Bel garath are comi ng downriver," Droblek reported. "As closely as |
can nake out, they should be here in a few days - a week at the nost. The
nmessenger isn't very coherent.”

Aunt Pol | ooked at himinquiringly.

"Fever," Droblek explained. "The nan's a Drasnian, so he's reliable - one
of my agents at an upcountry trading post - but he's picked up one of the
di seases that infest this stinking swanp. He's a little delirious just now.
W hope we can break the fever in a day or so and get sone sense out of
him | cane as soon as | got the general idea of his message. | thought
you'd want to know i nmedi ately."

"W appreciate your concern," Aunt Pol said.

"I'd have sent a servant," Drobl ek expl ained, "but messages sonetines go
astray in Sthiss Tor, and servants sonetimes get things tw sted around." He
gri nned suddenl y. "That's not t he real reason, of course. "
Aunt Pol smiled, "OF course not."

"Afat man tends to stay in one place and let others do his wal ki ng around

for him Fromthe tone of King Rhodar's nessage, | gather that this
busi ness mi ght be the npbst inportant thing happening in the world just now
I wanted to take part init." He made a wy face. "W all Ilapse into
childi shness fromtine to tinme, | suppose.”

"How serious is the condition of the nmessenger?" Aunt Pol asked.

Dr obl ek shrugged. "Wo can say? Half of these pestilential fevers in Nyissa
don't even have nanes, and we can't really tell one from another. Sonetines
peopl e die very quickly fromthem sonetinmes they linger for weeks. Now and
then someone even recovers. About all we can do is nmake them confortable
and wait to see what happens.”

"I'"ll come at once,” Aunt Pol said, rising. "Durnik, would you get ne the
green bag from our packs? |[|'ll need the herbs | have in it."

"I't's not always a good idea to expose oneself to sone of these fevers, ny
Lady," Drobl ek cautioned.

"I won't be in any danger," she said. "I want to question your nessenger
closely, and the only way I'Il be able to get any answers fromhimis to



rid himof his fever."
"Durnik and I'Il come along," Barak offered.
She | ooked at him

"It doesn't hurt to be on the safe side,’
swor d.

the big man said, belting on his

"I'f you wish." She put on her cloak and turned up the hood. "This may take
nost of the night," she told Geldik. "There are Grolins about, so have
your sailors stay alert. Put a few of the nore sober ones on watch."

"Sober, my Lady?" Greldik asked innocently.

"I"ve heard the singing coning fromthe crew s quarters, Captain," she said
a bit primy, "Chereks don't sing unless they're drunk. Keep the lid on
your al e-barrel tonight. Shall we go, Droblek?"

"At once, ny Lady," the fat man assented with a sly look at GeldiKk.

Garion felt a certain relief after they had gone. The strain of maintaining
his rancor in Aunt Pol's presence had begun to wear on him He found
hinself in a difficult position. The horror and self-loathing which had
gnawed at him since he had unl eashed the dreadful fire upon Chandar in the
Wod of the Dryads had grown until he could scarcely bear it. He | ooked
forward to each night with dread, for his dreans were always the sanme. Over
and over again he saw Chandar, his face burned away, pleading, "Master
have nercy." And over and over again he saw the awful blue flane that had
conme from his own hand in answer to that agony. The hatred he had carried
since Val Alorn had died in that flane. H s revenge had been so absol ute
that there was no possible way he could evade or shift the responsibility
for it. His outburst that nmorning had been directed al nbst nore at hinself
than at Aunt Pol, He had called her a nonster, but it was the nonster
within himself he hated. The dreadful catal ogue of what she had suffered
over uncounted years for himand the passion with which she had spoken -
evi dence of the pain his words had caused her - twi sted searingly in his
mnd. He was ashaned, so ashamed that he could not even bear to ook into
the faces of his friends. He sat alone and vacant-eyed with Aunt Pol's
wor ds thundering over and over in his mnd

The rain slackened on the deck above themas the storm passed. Swirling
little eddies of raindrops ran across the nuddy surface of the river in the
fitful wnd. The sky began to clear, and the sun sank into the roiling
cl ouds, staining theman angry red. Garion went up on deck to westle al one
with his troubl ed conscience.

After a while he heard a light step behind him "I suppose you're proud of
yoursel f?" Ce' Nedra asked acidly.

"Leave ne al one."

"I don't think so. | think I want to tell you just exactly how we all felt
about your little speech this morning."

"l don't want to hear about it."
"That's too bad. I'mgoing to tell you anyway."

"I won't listen."



"Ch yes, you will," She took himby the armand turned himaround. Her eyes
were blazing and her tiny face filled with a huge anger. "What you did was
absol utely inexcusable," she said. "Your Aunt raised you froma baby. She's
been a nother to you."

"My nother's dead."

"The Lady Polgara's the only nother vyou ever knew, and what did you give
her for thanks? You called her a nonster. You accused her of not caring.”

"I"'mnot listening to you," Garion cried. Knowing that it was childish -
even infantile - he put his hands over his ears. The Princess Ce' Nedra
al ways seened to bring out the worst in him

"Move your hands!" she conmanded in a ringing voice. "You re going to hear
nme even if | have to scream"”

Garion, afraid that she nmeant it, took his hands away.

"She carned you when you were a baby," Ce' Nedra went on, seem ng to know
exactly where the sorest spot on Garion's wounded conscience |ay. "She
wat ched your very first steps. She fed you; she watched over you; she held
you when you were afraid or hurt. Does that sound like a nonster? She

watches vyou all the time, did you know that? If you even so nuch as
stunbl e, she al nbost reaches out to catch you. |'ve seen her cover you when
you're asl eep. Does that sound Iike sonmeone who doesn't care?"

"You're talking about sonething you don't understand,"” Garion told her
"Pl ease, just |eave nme alone.”

"Pl ease?" she repeated nockingly. "What a strange tine for you to renenber
your manners. | didn't hear you saying please this norning. | didn't hear a
single please. | didn't hear any thank you's either. Do you know what you
are, Garion? You're a spoiled child, that's what you are."
That did it! To have this pampered, willful little princess call hima

spoiled child was nore than Garion could bear. Infuriated, he began to
shout at her. Mst of what he said was wildly incoherent, but the shouting
made himfeel better.

They started wth accusations, but the argunent soon degenerated into
nane-cal ling. Ce' Nedra was screeching like a Canmar fishwife, and Garion's
voi ce cracked and warbl ed between a manly baritone and a boyi sh tenor. They
shook their fingers in each other's faces and shouted. Ce' Nedra stanped her
feet, and Garion waved his arms. All in all, it was a splendid little
fight. Garion felt nmuch better when it was over. Yelling insults at
Ce' Nedra was an innocent diversion conpared to some of the deadly things
he'd said to Aunt Pol that norning, and it allowed him to vent his
confusi on and anger harm essly.

In the end, of course, Ce' Nedra resorted to tears and fled, |eaving him
feeling nore foolish than ashanmed. He funed a bit, muttering a few choice
insults he hadn't had the opportunity to deliver, and then he sighed and
| eaned pensively on the rail to watch night settle in over the dank city.

Though he would not have cared to admit it, evento hinself, he was
grateful to the princess. Their descent into absurdity had cleared his
head. Quite clearly now he saw that he owed Aunt Pol an apol ogy. He had
| ashed out at her out of his own sense of deep-seated guilt, trying sonehow



to shift the blane to her. Quite obviously there was no way to evade his
own responsibility. Having accepted that, he seenmed for sone reason to fee
better.

It grew darker. The tropical night was heavy, and the snell of rotting
vegetation and stagnant water rolled in out of the trackless swanps. A
vicious little insect craw ed down inside his tunic and began to bite him
sonewher e bet ween hi s shoul ders wher e he could not reach

There was absolutely no warning - no sound or lurch of the ship or any hint
of danger. H's arns were seized from behind and a wet cloth was pressed
firmy over his mouth and nose. He tried to struggle, but the hands hol di ng
himwere very strong. He tried to twist his head to get his face clear
enough to shout for help. The cloth snelled strange - cloying, sickeningly
sweet, thick somehow. He began to feel dizzy, and his struggles grew
weaker. He nmade one |ast effort before the dizziness overcane himand he
sank down into unconsci ousness.

Chapter Twenty-seven

THEY WERE | N A LONG HALLWAY of some sort. Garion could see the flagstone
floor quite clearly. Three nen were carrying himface down, and his head
bobbed and swung on his neck wunconfortably. His nmouth was dry, and the
thick, sweet smell that had inpregnated the cloth they had crushed to his
face I i ngered. He rai sed hi s head, trying to | ook ar ound.

"He's awake," the nman hol ding one of his arnms said.
"Finally," one of the others nmuttered. "You held the cloth to his face too
| ong, Issus."

"I know what |'mdoing," the first one said.

"Put hi mdown."

"Can you stand?" Issus asked Garion. H s shaved head was stubbled, and he
had a long scar running fromhis forehead to his chin directly through the
puckered vacancy of an enpty eye-socket. H's belted robe was stained and
spot t ed.

"CGet up," Issus ordered in a hissing kind of voice. He nudged Garion with
his foot. Garion struggled to rise. H's knees were shaky, and he put his
hand on the wall to steady hinself. The stones were danp and covered with a
ki nd of nol d.

"Bring him" Issus told the others. They took Garion's arms and
hal f dragged, half-carried himdown the danp passageway behind the oneeyed
man. VWhen they cane out of the corridor, they were in a vaulted area that

seened not so nmuch like a roombut rather a |arge roofed place. Huge
pillars, covered wth carvings, supported the soaring ceiling, and small
oil lamps hung on 1ong chains fromabove or sat on little stone shelves on

the pillars. There was a confused sense of novenment as groups of men in
varicolored robes drifted from place to place in a kind of |angorous
st upor.

"You," Issus snapped at a plunp young man with dreamy eyes, "tell Sadi, the



chi ef eunuch, that we have the boy."
"Tell him vyourself,” the young man said in a piping voice. "I don't take
orders fromyour kind, Issus."

| ssus sl apped t he pl ump young man sharply across t he face.

"You hit nme!" the plunp one wailed, putting his hand to his mouth. "You
made ny lip bleed - see?" He held out his hand to show the bl ood.

"If you don't do what | tell you to do, I'll cut your fat throat," |ssus

told himin a flat, unenotional voice.
"I"'mgoing to tell Sadi what you did."

"Go ahead. And as long as you're there, tell himthat we've got the boy the
gueen wanted."

The plunp young man scurried away.

"Eunuchs!" One of the men holding Garion's arm spat.

"They have their uses, " the other said wth a coarse |augh
"Bring the boy," Issus ordered. "Sadi doesn't like to be kept waiting."
They pulled Garion across the lighted area.

A group of wetched-1ooking men wth unkenpt hair and beards sat chai ned
together on the floor. "Water," one of them croaked. "Please." He stretched
out an inploring hand.

| ssus stopped and stared at the slave in amazenent. "Wy does this one
still have its tongue?" he demanded of the guard who stood over the sl aves.

The guard shrugged. "W haven't had tine to attend to that vyet."

"Take time," |Issus told him "If one of the priests hear it talk, they'l
have you questioned. You wouldn't like that."

"I"'mnot afraid of the priests,” the guard said, but he |ooked nervously
over his shoul der.

"Be afraid," |Issus advised him "And water these animals. They're no good
to anybody dead." He started to lead the nmen holding Garion through a
shadowy area between two pillars, then stopped again. "Get out of nmy way,"
he said to something lying in the shadows. G udgingly, the thing began to
nmove. Wth revul sion Garion realized that it was a large snake.
"Cet over there with the others,"” Issus told the snake. He pointed toward a
dimMy lighted corner where a |large mass seened to be undul ating, noving
with a kind of sluggish seething. Faintly Garion could hear the dry hiss of
scal es rubbing together. The snake which had barred their way flicked a
nervous tongue at I ssus, then slithered toward the dim corner

"Someday you're going to get bitten, Issus,"” one of the nmen warned. "They
don't like being ordered around."

| ssus shrugged indifferently and noved on



"Sadi wants to talk to you," the plunp young eunuch said spitefully to
| ssus as they approached a |large polished door. "I told himthat you hit
me. Maas is with him"

"Good," Issus said. He pushed the door open. "Sadi," he called sharply,
"tell your friend I'm conming in. I don't want him making any m stakes."

"He knows vyou, Issus," a voice on the other side of the door said. "He
won't do anything by m stake."

I ssus went in and closed the door behind him
"You can |eave now," one of the men holding Garion told the young eunuch

The plump one sniffed. "I go where Sadi tells nme to go."

"And cone runni ng when Sadi whistles, too.

"That's between Sadi and nme, isn't it?"

"Bring himin," Issus ordered, opening the door again.
The two men pushed Garion into the room "We'll wait out here," one of them
sai d nervously.

I ssus | aughed harshly, pushed the door shut with his foot, and pulled
Garion to the front of a table where a single oil lanp flickered with a
tiny flame that barely held back the darkness. A thin man with deadl ooki ng
eyes sat at the table, lightly stroking his hairless head wth the |ong
fingers of one hand.

"Can you speak, boy?" he asked Garion. His voice had a strange contralto
quality to it, and his silk robe was a solid crinmson rather than
vari col or ed.

"Could | have a drink of water?" Garion asked.
"In a mnute."

"Il take nmy nmoney now, Sadi," I|ssus said.
"As soon as we're sure this is the right boy," Sadi replied.

"Ask it what its nane is," a hissing whisper said fromthe darkness behind
Gari on.

"I will, Muas." Sadi |ooked faintly annoyed at the suggestion. "I've done
this before.”

"You're taking too long," the whisper said.
"Say your nane, boy," Sadi told Garion
" Dor oon, " Garion lied qui ckly. "I'm really very thirsty."

"Do you take me for a fool, Issus?" Sadi asked. "Did you think just any boy
woul d satisfy me?"

"This is the boy you told ne to fetch," |Issus said. "I can't help it if
your information was wong."



"You say your name i s Doroon?" Sadi asked.

"Yes," Garion said. "I'mthe cabin-boy on Captain Greldik's ship. Were are
we?"

"I"1l ask the questions, boy," Sadi said.

"It's lying," t he si bi | ant whi sper cane from behind Garion

"I know that, Maas," Sadi replied calmy. "They always do at first."

"W don't have tine for all this," the hiss said. "Gve it oret. | need the
truth i nmedi ately."

"\What ever you say, Maas," Sadi agreed. He rose to his feet and di sappeared
monentarily into the shadows behind the table. Garion heard a clink and
then the sound of water pouring. "Renmenbering that this was your idea,
Maas. |If she becones angry about it, I don't want to be the one she
bl armes. "

"She'll understand, Sadi."

"Here, boy," Sadi offered, comng back into the light and holding out a
brown earthenware cup.

"Uh-no, thank you," Garion said. "I guess |I'mnot really thirsty after
all.”

"You mght as well drink it, boy," Sadi told him "If you don't, Issus wll
hold you, and I'Il pour it down your throat. It isn't going to hurt you.

"Drink," the hissing voice commanded.

"Better do as they say," |ssus advised.

Hel pl essly Garion took the cup. The water had a strangely bitter taste and
seenmed to burn his tongue.

"Much better," Sadi said, resumng his seat behind the table. "Now, you say
your name i s Doroon?"

"Yes."

"Where are you from Doroon?"
"Sendaria."

"Where exactly in Sendaria?"
"Near Darine on the north coast."

"What are you doing on a Cherek ship?"

"Captain Geldik's a friend of my father," Garion said. For sone reason he
suddenly wanted to explain further. "My father wanted ne to |earn about
ships. He says that being a sailor's better than being a farner. Captain
Geldik agreed to teach me what 1'd need to knowto be a sailor. He says
"Il be good at it because | didn't even get seasick, and |'mnot afraid to
climb wup the ropes that hold the sails in place, and I'm alnpbst strong



enough to pull an oar already, and-"

"What did you say your nanme was, boy?"

"Garion - | mean - uh - Doroon. Yes, Doroon, and-"
"How ol d are you, Garion?"

"Fifteen last Erastide. Aunt Pol says that people who are born on Erastide
are very lucky, only I haven't noticed that |I'mluckier than-"

"And who is Aunt Pol ?"

"She's ny aunt. W used to live on Faldor's farm but Mster WIf cane and
we- "

"Do people call her something besides Aunt Pol ?"

"King Fulrach called her Polgara - that was when Captain Brendig took us
all to the palace in Sendar. Then we went to King Anheg's palace in Va
Al orn, and-"

"Who's M ster Wbl f?"

"My grandfather. They call himBelgarath. | didn't used to believe it, but
| guess it has to be true because one tinme he-"

"And why did you all |eave Faldor's farn"

"I didn't know why at first, but then | found out that it was because Zedar
stole the Ob of A dur off the pommel of the Sword of the Rivan King, and
we've got to get it back before Zedar can take it to Torak and wake hi m up
and-"

"This is the boy we want," the hissing voi ce whi spered.

Garion turned around slowy. The room seened brighter now, as if the tiny
flame were putting out nmore light. |In the corner, rearing out of its own
coils and with a strangely flattened neck and gl owi ng eyes was a very | arge
snake.

"We can take it to Salmissra now," the snake hissed. It lowered itself to
the floor and craw ed across to Garion. He felt its cold, dry nose touch
his leg, and then, though a hidden part of his mnd shrieked, he stood
unresisting as the scaly body slowy mounted his |leg and coiled upward
until the snake's head reared beside his face and its flickering tongue
touched his face. "Be very good, boy," the snake hissed in his ear, "very,
very good." The reptile was heavy, and its <coils thick and cold.

"This way, boy," Sadi told Garion, rising to his feet.
"I want my noney," |ssus denanded.

"Ch," Sadi said alnost contenptuously, "that. It's in that pouch there on
the table.” Then he turned and led Garion fromthe room

"Garion." The dry voice that had always been in his mnd spoke quietly to
him "I want you to listen carefully. Don't say anything or |et anything
show on your face. Just listen to ne. "



"Who are you?" Garion asked silently, struggling with the fog in his brain.
"You know nme, " the dry voice told him "Now listen. They've given you
somet hing that makes you do what they want you to do. Don't fight against
it. Just relax and don't fight it. "

"But - | said things | shouldn't have. I-"
"That doesn't matter now. Just do as | say. |f anything happens and it
starts to get dangerous, don't fight. I'Il take care of it - but I can't do

it if youre struggling. You have to relax so that | can do what has to be
done. If you suddenly find yourself doing things or saying things you don't
understand, don't be afraid and don't try to fight. It won't be them it
will be me."

Conforted by this silent reassurance, Garion wal ked obedi ently besi de Sadi
the eunuch while the <coils of the snake, Maas, |ay heavily about his chest
and shoulders and the bluntly pointed reptilian head rested, alnopst
nuzzling, against his cheek

They entered a large roomwhere the walls were heavily draped and crysta
oil lamps hung glittering on silver chains. An enornpus stone statue, its
upper third lost in the shadows high above, raised its nass titanically at
one end of the room and directly in front of the statue was a | ow stone
platform carpeted and strewn with cushions. Upon the platform stood a
heavy divan that was not quite a chair and not quite a couch

There was a woman on the divan. Her hair was raven black, cascading in
| oose coils down her back and across her shoul ders. About her head was an
intricately wought golden crown sparkling with jewels. Her gown was white
and spun of the filmest gauze. It did not in any way conceal her body, but
rather seened to be worn only to provide a material to which her jewels and
adornments could be attached. Beneath the gauze, her skin was an al npst
chalky white, and her face was extraordinarily beautiful. Her eyes were
pal e, even colorless. Alarge, gold-framed mrror stood on a pedestal at
one side of the divan, and the wonan | ounged at ease, admring herself in
t he gl ass.

Two dozen shaven- headed eunuchs in crinmson robes knelt in a cluster to one
side of the dais, resting on their haunches and gazing at the worman and the
statue behind her w th worshipful adoration.

Among the cushions at the side of the divan lolled an indolent,
panper ed-1 ooking young man whose head was riot shaved. Hs hair was
el aborately curled, his cheeks were rouged, and his eyes were fantastically
made up. He wore only the briefest of loincloths, and his expression was
bored and sul ky. The woman absently ran the fingers of one hand through his
curls as she watched herself in the mirror

"The queen has visitors,"” one of the kneeling eunuchs announced in a
si ngsong voi ce.

"Ah," the others chanted in unison, "visitors."

"Hail, Eternal Salnissra," Sadi the eunuch said, prostrating hinself before
the dais and the pal e-eyed wonan.

"What is it, Sadi ?" she demanded. Her voice was vibrant and had a strange,
dark tinbre.



"The boy, ny Queen," Sadi announced, his face still pressed to the floor
"On your knees before the Serpent Queen," the snake hissed in Garion's ear
The coils tightened about Garion's body, and he fell to his knees in their
sudden crushing grip.

"Cone here, Maas," Salmissra said to the snake.
"The queen sunmons the beloved serpent,” the eunuch intoned. "Ah."

The reptile wuncoiled itself from about Garion's body and wundulated up to
the foot of the divan, reared half its I ength above the reclining wonan and
then lowered itself upon her body, its thick length curving, fitting itself
to her. The blunt head reached up to her face, and she kissed it
af fectionately. The Iong, forked tongue flickered over her face, and Mas
began to whisper sibilantly in her ear. She lay in the enbrace of the
serpent, listening to its hissing voice and looking at Garion wth
heavy-1idded eyes.

Then, pushing the reptile aside, the queen rose to her feet and stood over
Garion. "Welcome to the land of the snake-people, Belgarion," she said in
her purring voice.

The name, which he had heard only from Aunt Pol before, sent a strange
shock through Garion, and he tried to shake the fog fromhis head.

"Not yet,"the dry voice in his mnd warned him

Sal m ssra stepped down from the dais, her body noving with a sinuous grace
beneat h her transparent gown. She took one of Garion's arnms and drew him
gently to his feet; then she touched his face lingeringly. Her hand seened
very cold. "A pretty young nman," she breathed, alnpst as if to herself. "So
young. So warm" Her | ook seemed sonehow hungry.

A strange confusion seened to fill Garion's mind. The bitter drink Sadi had
given himstill lay on his consciousness |like a blanket. Beneath it he felt
at once afraid and yet strangely attracted to the queen. Her chal ky skin
and dead eyes were repellent, yet there was a kind of lush invitation about
her, an overripe prom se of unspeakable delights. Unconsciously he took a
step backward.

"Don't be afraid, nmy Belgarion," she purred at him "I won't hurt you - not
unl ess you want nme to. Your duties here will be very pleasant, and | can
teach you things that Polgara hasn't even dreanmed of."

"Come away from him Salmssra,” the young man on the dais ordered
petulantly. "You know | don't like it when you pay attention to others.”

A flicker of annoyance showed in the queen's eyes. She turned and | ooked
rather coldly at the young man. "What you like or don't |ike doesn't really
concern me anynore, Essia," she said.

"What ?" Essia cried incredul ously.

"Do as | say at once!"

"No, Essia," she told him

"I'"1l punish you," he threatened.



"No," she said, "you won't. That sort of thing doesn't amuse ne anynore,
and all your pouting and tantrums have begun to grow boring. Leave now "

"Leave?" Essia's eyes bulged wi th disbelief.

"You're dism ssed, Essia."

"Di sm ssed? But you can't live without ne. You said so yourself."

"We all say things we don't mean sometines.”

The arrogance went out of the young man |ike water poured froma bucket. He
swal | owed hard and began to trenmble. "Wien do you want ne to cone back?" he
whi ned.

"1 don't, Essia."

"Never?" he gasped

"Never," she told him "Now go, and stop making a scene."

"What's to becone of nme?" Essia cried. He began to weep, the makeup around
his eyes running in grotesque streaks down his face.

"Don't be tiresonme, Essia," Salmssra said. "Pick up your bel ongi ngs and
| eave-nowt | have a new consort." She stepped back up on the dais.

"The queen has chosen a consort," the eunuch intoned.

"Ah," the others chanted. "Hail the consort of Eternal Sal m ssra, nost
fortunate of nen."

T' he sobbing young man grabbed up a pink robe and an ornately carved jewel

box. He stunbled down fromthe dais. "You did this," he accused Garion
"It's all vyour fault." Suddenly, out of the folds of the robe draped over
his arm he pulled a small dagger. "I'll fix you," he screamed, raising the

dagger to strike

There was no thought this time, no gathering of will. The surge of force
cane Wwithout warning, pushing Essia away, driving himback. He slashed
futilely at the air wth his little knife. Then the surge was gone.

Essia lunged forward again, his eyes insane and his dagger raised. The
surge came again, stronger this time. The young man was spun away. He fell
and his dagger clattered across the floor

Sal mi ssra, her eyes ablaze, pointed at the prostrate Essia and snapped her
fingers twice. So fast that it seened alnost |like an arrow | oosed froma
bow, a small green snake shot from beneath the divan, its nouth agape and
its hiss a kind of snarl. It struck once, hitting Essia high on the |eg,
then slithered quickly to one side and watched with dead eyes.

Essia gasped and turned white with horror. He tried to rise, but his Iegs
and arms suddenly sprawl ed out from under himon the polished stones. He
gave one strangled cry and then the convul sions began. H s heels pattered
rapidly on the floor, and his arns flailed wldly. Hs eyes turned vacant
and staring, and a green froth shot I|ike a fountain from his mouth. Hs
body arched back, every nuscle withing beneath his skin, and his head
began to pound on the floor. He gave one thrashing, convulsive |leap, his
entire body bounding up fromthe floor. Wen he cane down, he was dead.



Sal mi ssra watched himdie, her pale eyes expressionless, incurious, with no
hi nt of anger or regret.

"Justice is done," the eunuch announced.
"Swift is the justice of the Queen of the Serpent People," the others
replied.

Chapter Twenty- ei ght

THERE WERE OTHER THI NGS they made himdrink - sonme bitter, some sickeningly
sweet - and his nmind seened to sink deeper with each cup he raised to his
lips. Hs eyes began to play strange tricks on him It seened sonmehow t hat
the world had suddenly been drowned and that all of this was taking place
under water. The walls wavered and the figures of the kneeling eunuchs
seened to sway and undul ate |like seaweed in the endless wash and eddy of

tide and current. The |anps sparkled like jewels, casting out brilliant
colors in slowfalling showers. Garion slunped, all bemused, on the dais
near Salmissra's divan, his eyes filled with 1light and his head washed
clean of all thought. There was no sense of tinme, no desire, no will. He

briefly and rather vaguely remenbered his friends, but the know edge that
he would never see them again brought only a brief, passing regret, a
temporary nelancholy that was rather pleasant. He even shed one crystal
tear over his loss, but the tear |anded on his wist and sparkled with such
an unearthly beauty that he lost hinself utterly in contenplating it.

"How did he do it?" the queen's voice said somewhere behind him Her voice
was so beautifully nusical that the sound of it pierced Garion's very soul

"I't has power," Maas replied, his serpent voice thrilling Garion's nerves,
vibrating them like the strings of a lute. "Its power is untried,
undirected, but it is very strong. Beware of this one, beloved Sal m ssra.
It can destroy quite by accident.”

"I wll control him" she said.

"Perhaps," the snake replied.

"Sorcery requires will," Salmssra pointed out. "I will take his will away
fromhim Your blood is cold, Maas, and you' ve never felt the fire that
fills the veins with the taste of oret or athal or kal diss. Your passions
are also cold, and you can't know how nuch the body can be used to ensl ave
the will. 1I'Il put his mnd to sleep and then snother his will with |ove."

"Love, Sal m ssra?" t he snhake asked, soundi ng faintly anused.

"The termserves as well as any other," she replied. "Call it appetite, if

you wi sh."

"That | can understand,"” Maas agreed. "But don't underestinmate this one -
or overestimate your own power. It does not have an ordinary mnd. There's
sormet hi ng strange about it t hat I can't quite penetrate.”

"W'l| see," she said. "Sadi," she called the eunuch



"Yes, my Queen?"

"Take the boy. Have hi m bat hed and perfumed. He snells of boats and tar and
salt water. | don't like such Alorn snells."

"At once, Eternal Sal m ssra."

Garion was led away to a place where there was warmwater. Hs clothes were
taken fromhim and he was i nmersed and soaped and i nmersed agai n. Fragrant
oils were rubbed into his skin, and a brief loincloth was tied about his
wai st. Then he was taken quite firmy by the chin and rouge was applied to
his cheeks. It was during this process that he realized that the person
painting his face was a woman. Slowy, alnost incuriously, he let his eyes
move around the bath chanber. He realized then that except for Sadi
everyone there was fenale. It seenmed that sonething about that should
bot her him - sonething having to do with appearing naked in the presence of
worren - but he could not exactly renenber what it was.

When t he woman had fini shed painting his face, Sadi the eunuch took his arm
and | ed himagain through the dim endless corridors back to the room where
Sal missra half lay on her divan beneath the statue, admiring herself in the
pedestal ed nmirror beside her.

"Much better," she said, looking Garion up and down wth a certain
appreciation. "He's much nore nmuscular than | thought. Bring himhere."

Sadi led Garion to the side of the queen's divan and gently pressed him
down onto the cushions where Essia had | ounged.

Sal mi ssra reached out with a lingeringly slow hand and brushed her cold
fingertips across his face and chest. Her pale eyes seened to burn, and her
lips parted slightly. Garion's eyes fixed thenselves on her pale arm There
was no trace of hair on that white skin.

"Smoot h," he said vaguely, struggling to focus on that peculiarity.

"Of course, my Belgarion," she murnmured. "Serpents are hairless, and | am
t he queen of the serpents.”

Slowy, puzzled, he raised his eyes to the lustrous black tresses tunbling
down across one of her white shoul ders.

"Only this," she said, touching the curls with a sensuous kind of vanity.
"How?" he asked.

"It's a secret." She ||aughed. "Sonmeday perhaps 1'll show you. Wuld you
i ke that?"

"l suppose so."
"Tell me, Belgarion," she said, "do you think |I'm beautiful ?"
"I think so."

"How ol d would you say | an®" She spread her arnms so that he could see her
body through the filny gauze of her gown.

"I don't know, " Garion said. "Ader than | am but not too old." A brief
flicker of annoyance crossed her face. "Quess," she ordered sonmewhat



harshly.
"Thirty perhaps," he decided, confused.

"Thirty?" Her voice was stricken. Swiftly she turned to her mrror and
exam ned her face minutely. "You're blind, you idiot!" she snapped, stil
staring at herself in the glass. "That's not the face of a woman of thirty.
Twenty-three - twenty-five at the nost."

"\What ever you say," he agreed.

"Twenty-three," she stated firmy. "Not a single day over twentythree."

"OfF course,"” he said mldly.

"Wwuld you believe that |'mnearly sixty?" she denmanded, her eyes suddenly
flint-hard

"No, " Garion deni ed. "I couldn't bel i eve t hat - not sixty."

"What a charmi ng boy you are, Belgarion," she breathed at him her glance
melting. Her fingers returned to his face, touching, stroking, caressing.
Slowy, beneath the pale skin of her naked shoulder and throat, curious
pat ches of color began to appear, a faint nottling of green and purple that
seened to shift and pulsate, growing first quite visible and then fading.
Her lips parted again, and her breathing grew faster. The mottling spread
down her torso beneath her transparent gown, the colors seening to withe
beneat h her skin.

Maas crept nearer, his dead eyes suddenly comng awake with a strange
adoration. The vivid pattern of his own scaly skin so nearly matched the
colors that began to enmerge upon the body of the Serpent Queen that when he
draped a caressing coil across one of her shoulders it became inpossible to
say exactly where lay the boundary between the snake and the wonan.

Had Garion not been in a half stupor, he would have recoiled fromthe
gueen. Her colorless eyes and nottled skin seened reptilian, and her openly
lustful expression spoke of some dreadful hunger. Yet there was a curious
attraction about her. Helplessly he felt drawn by her blatant sensuality.

"Come closer, ny Belgarion," she ordered softly. "I'mnot going to hurt
you." Her eyes gl oated over her possession of him

Not far fromthe dais, Sadi the eunuch cleared his throat. "D vine Queen,"
he announced, "the emissary of Taur Urgas requests a word with you."

"OfF  Ctuchik, you nean," Salm ssra said, |ooking faintly annoyed. Then a
t hought seened to cross her mnd, and she sniled maliciously. The nottling
of her skin faded. "Bring the Golim in," she instructed Sadi

Sadi bowed and withdrew to return a nonent later wth a scar-faced man in
the garb of a Mirgo

"Gve welcone to the enissary of Taur Urgas," the eunuch chanted
"Wl conme, " the chorus replied.

"Carefully now, "the dry voice in his mnd said to Garion. "That's the one
we saw at the harbor. "

Garion | ooked nore carefully at the Mirgo and realized that it was true



"Hail, Eternal Salmissra,"” the Golimsaid perfunctorily, bowing first to
the queen and then to the statue behind her. "Taur Urgas, King of Chol
Mirgos, sends greetings to the Spirit of Issa and to his handnaiden."

"And are there no greetings from Ctuchik, H gh Priest of the Golinms?" she
asked, her eyes bright.

"OfF course," the Golimsaid, "but those are custonmarily given in private."

"I's your errand here on behalf of Taur Urgas or of Ctuchi k?" she inquired,
turning to exam ne her reflection in the mrror.

"May we speak in private, your Highness?" the Golimasked. "W are in
private," she said.

"But-" He | ooked around at the kneeling eunuchs in the room

"My body servants," she said. "A Nyissan queen is never |eft alone. You
shoul d know t hat by now. "

"And that one?" The Golimpointed at Garion.
" He is also a servant - but of a slightly different kind."

The Golimshrugged. "Whatever you wish. | salute you in the nanme of
Ct uchi k, Hi gh Pri est of the Golins and Di sci ple of Torak. "

"The Handmaiden of Issa salutes Cuchik of Rak Cthol," she responded
formally. "What does the GolimH gh Priest want of ne?"

"The boy, your Hi ghness,” the Grolimsaid bluntly.
"Whi ch boy is that?"
"The boy you stole from Pol gara and who now sits at your feet."

She | aughed scornfully. "Convey my regrets to Ctuchik," she said, "but that
woul d be i npossible."

"It's unwi se to deny the wi shes of Ctuchik,"” the Golimwarned.

"It's even nore unwi se to nake demands of Salnissra in her own pal ace," she
said. "What is Ctuchik prepared to offer for this boy?"

"His eternal friendship."

"What need has the Serpent Queen of friends?"

"CGold, then," the Golimoffered with annoyance.

"I know the secret of the red gold of Angarak," she told him "I don't wi sh

to become a slave to it. Keep your gold, Golim™"

"Mght | say that the game you play is very dangerous, your Hi ghness?" the
Golimsaid coolly. "You've al ready made Pol gara your eneny. Can you afford
the enmity of Ctuchik as well?"

"I"'mnot afraid of Polgara,"” she answered. "Nor of Ctuchik."



"The queen's bravery is renmarkable,” he said dryly.

"This is beginning to get tiresome. My ternms are very sinple. Tell Cuchik
that | have Torak's eneny, and | wll keep him- unless-" She paused.

"Unl ess what, your Hi ghness?"

"If Ctuchik wll speak to Torak for ne, an agreement m ght be reached.”
"What sort of agreenent?"

"I will give the boy to Torak as a wedding gift."

The Grolimblinked.

"If Torak wll make me his bride and give ne imortality, | will deliver
Bel garion up to him"

"Al'l the world knows that the Dragon God of Angarak is bound in slunber,"”
the Grolimobjected.

"But he wll not sleep forever," Salmissra said flatly. "The priests of
Angarak and the sorcerers of A oria always seemto forget that Eternal
Sal missra can read the signs in the heavens as clearly as they. The day of
Torak's awakening is at hand. Tell Ctuchik that upon the day that | am wed

to Torak, Belgarion will be in his hands. Until that day, the boy is mne."
"I shall deliver your nessage to Ctuchik," the Golimsaid wth a stiff,
icy bow

"Leave, then," she tol d him wth an airy wave of her hand.
"So that is it, " the voice in Garion's nmnd said as the Golimleft. "I
shoul d have known, | suppose.”

Maas the serpent suddenly raised his head, his great neck flaring and his
eyes burning. "Beware!" he hissed.

"OfF the Golin?" Salmssra |laughed. "I have nothing to fear fromhim?"

"Not the G olim" Maas said. "That one." He flickered his tongue at Garion.
"Its mnd is awake."

"That's inmpossible,"” she objected.

"Nevertheless, its mnd is awake. It has to do, |I think, with that netal
thing around its neck."

"Renpve the ornament then," she told the snake.

Maas lowered his length to the floor and slid around the divan toward
Gari on.

"Remain very still, Garion's inner voice told him "Don't try to fight. "

Nurmbl y, Garion watched the blunt head draw cl oser.
Maas raised his head, his hood flaring. H s nervous tongue darted. Slowy

he leaned forward. H's nose touched the silver amulet hanging about
Garion's neck.



There was a bright blue spark as the reptile's head cane in contact with
the anulet. Garion felt the famliar surge, but tightly controlled now,
focused down to a single point. Maas recoiled, and the spark fromthe
anul et | eaped out, sizzling through the air, Iinking the silver disc to the
reptile's nose. The snake's eyes began to shrivel and steam poured from his
nostrils and his gapi ng nout h.

Then the spark was gone, and the body of the dead snake withed and tw sted
convul sively on the polished stone floor of the chamber.

"Maasl" Sal mi ssra shrieked.

The eunuchs scranbled out of the way of the wildly threshing body of the
snake.

"My Queen!" a shaved-headed, functionary gibbered fromthe door, "the world
is ending!"

"What ?" Sal mi ssra tore her eyes fromthe convul sions of the snake.

"The sun has gone out! Noon is as dark as mdnight! The city is gone nad
with terror!”

Chapter Twenty-nine

IN THE TUMULT WH CH FOLLOWED t hat announcenent, Garion sat quietly on the
cushions beside Salmissra's throne. The quiet voice in his mnd, however,
was speaking to himrapidly. "Stay very still,"the voice told him "Don't
say anything, and don't do anything."

"CGet my astronomers here i mediately!" Salmssra ordered. "I want to know
why | wasn't warned about this eclipse.”

"I't's not an eclipse, ny Queen," the bald functionary wail ed, groveling on

the polished floor not far fromthe still-withing Maas. "The dark cane
like a great curtain. It was like a nmoving wall - no wind, no rain, no
thunder. It swallowed the sun without a sound."” He began to sob brokenly.

"W shall never see the sun again."
"Stop that, you idiot," Salmssra snapped. "Get on your feet. Sadi, take
this babbling fool out of here and go | ook at the sky. Then conme back to ne
here. | have to know what's going on."

Sadi shook hinself alnmpst |ike a dog coming out of the water and pulled his
fascinated eyes off the dead, fixed grin on the face of Maas. He pulled the
bl ubbering functionary to his feet and led him out of the chamnber.

Sal missra turned then on Garion. "How did you do that?" she demanded,
pointing at the tw tching formof Maas.

"I don't know," he said. Hs mind was still sunk in fog. Only the quiet
corner where the voice lived was alert.

"Take off that amulet," she commanded.



ohediently, Garion reached his hands toward the medallion. Suddenly his
hands froze. They would not nmove. He let themfall. "I can't," he said.

"Take it fromhim" she ordered one of the eunuchs. The man gl anced once at
t he dead snake, then stared at Garion. He shook his head and backed away in
fright.

"Do as | say!" the Snake Queen ordered sharply.

From somewhere in the palace cane a hollow, reverberating crash. There was
the sound of nails screeching out of heavy wood and the aval anche noi se of
a wall collapsing. Then, a long way down one of the dimcorridors, someone
screamed i n agony.

The dry consciousness in his mnd reached out, probing. "At last, " it said
with obvious relief.

"What's going on out there?" Salnm ssra blazed.

"Come with ne, " the voice in Garion's nind said. "I need your help. "
Garion put his hands under him and started to push hinmself up. "No. This
way. " A strange i mge of separation rose in Garion's nind

Unt hi nking, he wlled the separation and felt hinself rising and yet not
nmovi ng. Suddenly he had no sense of his body - no arnms or legs - yet he
seened to nove. He saw hinmself - his own body - sitting stupidly on the
cushions at Salmissra's feet.

"Hurry," the voice said to him It was no |onger inside his mnd but seened
to be sonewhere beside him A dim shape was there, form ess but sonehow
very famliar.

The fog that had clouded Garion's wts was gone, and he felt very alert.
"Who are you?" he demanded of the shape beside him

"There isn't time to explain. Quickly, we have to |ead them back before
Sal mi ssra has tine to do anything."

"Lead who?"

"Pol gara and Barak."

"Aunt Pol ? Wiere is she?"
"Come," the voice said urgently.

Toget her Garion and the strange presence at his side seened to waft toward
the closed door. They passed through it as if it were no nore than
i nsubstantial mist and energed in the corridor outside.

Then they were flying, soaring down the <corridor with no sense of air
rushing past or even of novenent. A monent |ater they cane out into that
vast open hall where Issus had first brought Garion when they had entered
t he pal ace. There they stopped, hovering in the fir.

Aunt Pol, her splendid eyes ablaze and a fiery ninbus about her, strode
through the hall. Beside her hul ked the great shaggy bear Garion had seen
before. Barak's face seened vaguely within that bestial head, but there was
no humanity in it. The beast's eyes were afire with ragi ng madness, and its
nmout h gaped horribly.



Desperate guards tried to push the bear back with | ong pi kes, but the beast
swi ped the pikes away and fell upon the guards. Its vast enbrace crushed
them and its flailing claws ripped them open. The trail behind Aunt Pol
and the bear was littered with nmai ned bodi es and qui vering chunks of flesh.

The snakes which had lain in the corners were seething across the floor
but as they came into contact with the flam ng Iight which surrounded Aunt
Pol , they died even as Maas had di ed.

Met hodi cal Iy, Aunt Pol was blasting down doors wth word and gesture. A
thick wall barred her way, and she brushed it into rubble as if it had been
made of cobwebs

Barak raged through the dimhall, roaring insanely, destroying everything
in his path. A shrieking eunuch tried desperately to clinb one of the
pillars. The great beast reared up and hooked his claws into the man's back
and pulled himdown. The shrieks ended abruptly in a spurt of brains and
bl ood when the massive jaws closed with a sickening crunch on the eunuch's
head.

"Polgara!" the presence beside Garion shouted soundlessly. "This way!"

Aunt Pol turned quickly.

"Foll ow us," the presence said. "Hurry!"

Then Garion and that other part of hinself were flying back down the
corridor toward Salm ssra and the sem conscious body they had recently
vacat ed. Behi nd them cane Aunt Pol and t he raveni ng Bar ak

Garion and his strange conpanion passed again through the heavy, closed
door.

Sal mi ssra, her naked body nottled now with rage rather than |ust beneath
her transparent gown, stood over the vacant-eyed formon the cushions.
"Answer me!" she was shouting. "Answer ne!"

"When we get back," the shapel ess presence said, "let ne handle things. W
have to buy sone tine."

And then they were back. Garion felt his body shudder briefly, and he was
| ooking out through his own eyes again. The fog which had benunbed him
before cane rushing back. "What?" his Ilips said, though he had not
consciously formed the word.

"I said, is this your doing?" Sal m ssra denanded.

"I's what ny doing?" The voice conming fromhis |lips sounded like his, but
there was a subtle difference.

"All of it," she said. "The darkness. The attack on ny pal ace.™

"I don't think so. How could I? I"'monly a boy."

"Don't lie to ne, Belgarion," she demanded. "I know who you are. | know
what you are. It has to be you. Belgarath hinself could not blot out the
sun. | warn you, Belgarion, what you have drunk today is death. Even now

t he poison in your veins is killing you."



"Way did you do that to ne?"

"To keep you. You nust have nore or you will die. You nust drink what only
| can give you, and you rmust drink every day of your Ilife. You re nine
Bel garion, mne!l"

Despairing shrieks came fromjust outside the door

The Serpent Queen |ooked up, startled, then she turned to the huge statue
behi nd her, bowed down in a strange cerenonial way and began to weave her
hands through the air in a series of intricate gestures. She started to
pronounce an involved formula in a |anguage Garion had never heard before,
a | anguage filled wi th guttural hissings and strange cadences.

The heavy door exploded inward, blasted into splinters, and Aunt Pol stood
in the shattered doorway, her white | ock ablaze and her eyes dreadful. The
great bear at her side roared, his teeth dripping blood and with tatters of
flesh still hanging fromhis claws.

"I'"ve warned you, Salm ssra." Aunt Pol spoke in a deadly voice.
"Stop where you are, Polgara," the queen ordered. She did not turn around,
and her fingers continued their sinuous weaving in the air. "The boy is
dyi ng, " she sai d. " Not hi ng can save him if you attack me. "

Aunt Pol stopped. "Wat have you done?" she denanded.

"Look at him" Salmissra said. "He has drunk athal and kaldiss. Even now
their fire is in his veins. He will need nore very soon." Her hands stil
nmoved in the air, and her face was fixed in extreme concentration. Her lips
began nmoving again in that guttural hissing.

"I's it true?" Aunt Pol's voice echoed in Garion's m nd

"It seens to be,
he seens different now

the dry voice replied. "They made hi mdrink things, and

Aunt Pol's eyes wi dened. "W are you?"

"I'"ve al ways been here, Polgara. Didn't you know that ?"

"Did Garion know?"

"He knows that |'m here. He doesn't know what it neans."”

"We can tal k about that later, " she decided. "Watch very closely. This is

what you have to do. " A confused blur of inmages welled up in Garion's
m nd. "Do you understand?"

"Of course. I'll show hi mhow "
"Can't you do it?"

"No, Polgara, " the dry voice said. "The power is his, not nine. Don't
worry. He and | understand each other. ™"

Garion felt strangely alone as the two voices spoke together in his mnd

"Garion. " The dry voice spoke quietly. "I want you to think about your
bl ood. "



"My bl 0od?"

"We're going to change it for a nonent.
"\Why 2"

"To burn away the poison they gave you. Now concentrate on your blood. "
Garion did.

"You want it to be like this. " An imge of yellow cane into Garion's mnd
"Do you understand?"

"Yes.
"Do it, then. Now. "

Garion put his fingertips to his chest and willed his blood to change. He
suddenly felt as if he were on fire. Hs heart began to pound, and a heavy
sweat burst out all over his body.

"A nmonment |onger, " the voice said.

Garion was dying. His altered bl ood seared through his veins, and he began
to trenmble violently. H's heart hammered in his chest like a tripping
sledge. H's eyes went dark, and he began to topple slowy forward.

"Now " the voice demanded sharply. "Change it back

Then it was over. Garion's heart stuttered and then faltered back to its
normal pace. He was exhausted, but the fog in his brain was gone. "It's
done, Polgara, " the other Garion said. "You can do what needs doi ng now "

Aunt Pol had watched anxiously, but now her face becane dreadfully stern
She wal ked across the polished floor toward the dais. "Salmssra," she
said, "turn around and | ook at ne."

The queen's hands were raised above her head now, and the hissing words
tumbled fromher lips, rising finally to a hoarse shout.

Then, far above them in the shadows near the ceiling, the eyes of the huge
statue opened and began to glow a deep enmerald fire. A polished jewel on
Sal mi ssra's crown began also to burn with the sane gl ow

The statue noved. The sound it made was a kind of ponderous creaking,
deafeningly loud. The solid rock from which the huge shape had been hewn
bent and flexed as the statue took a step forward and then another.

"Why- di d- you- sunmon- ne?" An enornmous voi ce demanded through stiff, stony
lips. The voice reverberated hollowy up from the massive chest.

"Defend thy handmaiden, Great |Issa," Salmissra cried, turning to |ook
triunmphantly at Aunt Pol. "This evil sorceress hath invaded thy domain to
slay me. Her w cked power is so great that none may withstand her. | amthy
prom sed bri de, and I pl ace nmysel f under thy protection."

"Who is this who defiles ny temple?" the statue demanded in a vast roar
"Who dares to raise her hand against ny chosen and bel oved?" The enerald
eyes flashed in dreadful wath.



Aunt Pol stood alone in the center of the polished floor with the vast
statue |loomng above her. Her face was wunafraid. "You go too far
Sal m ssra," she said. "This is forbidden."

The Serpent Queen | aughed scornfully. "Forbidden? What does your forbidding
mean to nme? Flee now, or face the wath of Divine Issa. Contend if you will
with a God!"

"I'f I must," Aunt Pol said. She straightened then and spoke a single word.
The roaring in Garion's mnd at that word was overwhel mi ng. Then, suddenly,
she began to grow. Foot by foot she towered up, rising like a tree,
expandi ng, growing gigantic before Garion's stunned eyes. Wthin a nonent
she faced the great stone God as an equal

"Pol gara?" the God's voice sounded puzzled. "Wy have you done this?"

"I come in fulfillment of the Prophecy, Lord Issa," she said. "Thy
handrmai den hath betrayed thee and thy brothers."

"It cannot be so,"
of my bel oved. "

Issa said. "She is ny chosen one. Her face is the face

"The face is the same,” Aunt Pol said, "but this is not the Salmissra
bel oved of Issa. A hundred Sal m ssras have served thee in this tenple since
t hy bel oved died."

"Di ed?" the God said incredul ously.

"She lies!"™ Salmssra shrieked. "I amthy beloved, O ny Lord. Let not her
lies turn thee fromnme. Kill her."

"The Prophecy approaches its day," Aunt Pol said. "The boy at Sal m ssra's

feet is its fruit. He must be returned to me, or the Prophecy will fail."
"I's the day of the Prophecy come so soon?" the God asked.
"It is not soon, Lord Issa,” Aunt Pol said. "It is late. Thy slunber hath

enconpassed eons. "

"Lies! All lies!" Salmssra cried desperately, clinging to the ankle of the
huge stone God.

"I must test out the truth of this," the God said slowmy. "I have slept
| ong and deeply, and now the world cones upon ne unaware."

"Destroy her, Omy Lord!" Sal mssra denmanded. "Her lies are an abom nation
and a desecration of thy holy presence."

"I wll find the truth, Salmssra," |ssa said.

Garion felt a brief, enornpbus touch upon his mnd. Sonething had brushed
him - something so vast that his imagination shuddered back from its
i mensity. Then the touch noved on

"Ahhh-" The sigh cane fromthe floor. The dead snake Maas stirred. "Ahhh-
Let me sleep,” it hissed.

“I'n but a nonent," |ssa said. "Wat was your nane?"



"I was called Maas," the snake said. "I was counsellor and conpanion to
Eternal Salm ssra. Send me back, Lord. | cannot bear to live again."

"I's this ny beloved Sal mi ssra?" the God asked.

"Her successor." Maas sighed. "Thy beloved priestess died thousands of
years ago. Each new Salm ssra is chosen because of her resenblance to thy
bel oved. "

"Ah," Issa said with pain in his huge voice. "And what was this woman's
purpose in renoving Bel garion from Pol gara's care?"

"She sought alliance wth Torak," Mas said. "She thought to trade
Bel garion to the Accursed One in exchange for the imortality his enbrace
woul d best ow upon her."

"His enbrace? My priestess would subnmt to the foul enbrace of ny nad
br ot her ?"

"WIllingly, Lord," Maas said. "It is her nature to seek the enbrace of any
man or CGod or beast who passes.”

A look of repugnance flickered across Issa's stony face. "Has it always
been so?" he asked.

"Always, Lord," Maas said. "The potion which maintains her youth and
senbl ance to thy beloved sets her veins afire with lust. That fire renmains
unquenched until she dies. Let nme go, Lord. The pain!"

"Sleep, Maas," Issa granted sorrowfully. "Take ny thanks with you down into
silent death."

"Ahhh-" Maas sighed and sank down agai n.
"I too will return to slunber,” Issa said. "I nust not remain, lest ny
presence rouse Torak to that war which would unmake the world." The great
statue stepped back to the spot where it had stood for thousands of years.
The deafening creak and groan of flexing rock again filled the huge
chanmber. "Deal with this woman as it pleases thee, Polgara," the stone God
sai d. "Only spare her life out of renenbrance of my bel oved."

"l will, Lord | ssa, " Aunt  Pol sai d, bowi ng to the st at ue.

"And carry ny love to my brother, Aldur,"” the hollow voice said, fading
even as it spoke.

"Sleep, Lord," Aunt Pol said. "May thy slunber wash away thy grief.”

"No!" Salm ssra wailed, but the green fire had already died in the statue's
eyes, and the jewel on her crown flickered and went dar k

"It's tinme, Salmssra,"” Aunt Pol, vast and terrible, announced.

"Don't kill me, Polgara,’
don't kill me."

t he queen begged, falling to her knees. "Please

"I"'mnot going to kill you, Salmssra," Aunt Pol told her. "I prom sed Lord
Issa that | would spare your life."

"I didn't make any such promise," Barak said fromthe doorway. Garion



| ooked sharply at his huge friend, dwarfed now by Aunt Pol's imensity. The
bear was gone, and in its place the big Cherek stood, sword in hand.

"No, Barak. I'mgoing to solve the problemof Salm ssra once and for all."
Aunt Pol turned back to the groveling queen. "You will live, Salm ssra.
You'll live for a very long time - eternally, perhaps.™

An i nmpossi bl e hope dawned in Salmssra's eyes. Slowy she rose to her feet
and | ooked up at the huge figure rising above her. "Eternally, Polgara?"
she asked.

"But I rmust change you," Aunt Pol said. "The poison you ve drunk to keep
you young and beautiful is slowly killing you. Even nowits traces are
begi nning to show on your face."

The queen's hands flew to her cheeks, and she turned quickly to ook into
her mirror.

"You' re decaying, Salmssra,” Aunt Pol said. "Soon you'll be ugly and ol d.
The lust which fills you will burn itself out, and you'll die. Your blood s
too warm that's the whole problem™

"But how" Sal m ssra faltered.

"Alittle change," Aunt Pol assured her. "Just a snmall one, and you'll live
forever." Garion could feel the force of her will gathering itself. "I wll
make you eternal, Salnissra." She raised her hand and spoke a single word.

The terrible force of that word shook Garion like a leaf in the w nd.

At first nothing seened to happen. Salmissra stood fixed with her pale
nakedness gl eami ng through her gown. Then the strange nottling grew nore
pronounced, and her thighs pressed tightly together. Her face began to
shift, to grow nore pointed. Her |ips disappeared as her mouth spread, and
its corners slid up into a fixed reptilian grin.

Garion watched in horror, unable to take his eyes off the queen. Her gown
slid away as her shoul ders di sappeared and her arms adhered to her sides.
Her body began to elongate, and her legs, grown conpletely together now,
began to loop into coils. Her Ilustrous hair disappeared, and the |ast
vestiges of humanity faded from her face. Her golden crown, however,
remained firmy upon her head. Her tongue flickered as she sank down into
the mass of her loops and coils. The hood upon her neck spread as she
| ooked with flat, dead eyes at Aunt Pol, who had sonehow during the queen's
transformation resuned her normal size.

"Ascend your throne, Salnissra," Aunt Pol said.

The queen's head remained i nmobile, but her coils |ooped and nounted the
cushi oned divan, and the sound of coil against coil was a dry, dusty rasp.

Aunt Pol turned to Sadi the eunuch. "Behold the Handnmaiden of |Issa, the
gueen of the snake-people, whose dom nion shall endure until the end of
days, for she is imortal now and wll reign in Nyissa forever."

Sadi's face was ghastly pale, and his eyes bulged wildly. He swall owed hard
and nodded.

"I"ll leave you with your queen, then," she told him "I'd prefer to go
peaceful ly, but one way or another, the boy and | are Ileaving."



"I'"ll send word ahead," Sadi agreed quickly. "No one wll try to bar your
way. "

"Wse decision," Barak said dryly.
"Al'l hail the Serpent Queen of Nyissa," one of the crimson-robed eunuchs
pronounced in a shaking voice, sinking to his knees before the dais.

"Praise her," the others responded ritualistically, also kneeling. "Her
glory is revealed to us."

"Worship her."

Garion gl anced back once as he foll owed Aunt Pol toward the shattered door
Sal mi ssra lay upon her throne with her nmottled coils redundantly piled and
her hooded head turned toward the mrror. The golden crown sat atop her
head, and her flat, serpent eyes regarded her reflection in the glass.
There was no expression on her reptile face, so it was imnpossible to know
what she was t hi nki ng.

Chapter Thirty

THE CORRI DORS AND VAULTED HALLS OF the pal ace were enpty as Aunt Pol |ed
themfrom the throne roomwhere the eunuchs knelt, chanting their praises
to the Serpent Queen. Sword in hand, Barak stal ked grimy through the awful
carnage that marked the trail he had Ileft when he had entered. The big
man's face was pale, and he frequently averted his eyes from sone of the
nore savagely mutilated corpses that littered their way.

When they energed, they found the streets of Sthiss Tor darker than night
and filled with hysterical crowds wailing in terror. Barak, with a torch he
had taken fromthe palace wall in one hand and his huge sword in the other
led them into the street. Even in their panic the Nyissans nmade way for
hi m

"What is this, Polgara?" he grow ed over his shoulder, waving the torch
slightly as if to brush the darkness away. "Is it sone kind of sorcery?"

"No," she answered. "It's not sorcery."”

Tiny flecks of gray were falling through the torchlight. "Snow?" Barak
asked incredul ously.

"No," she said. "Ashes."
"What ' s burni ng?"

"A nmountain," she replied. "Let's get back to the ship as quickly as we
can. There's nmore danger fromthis crowd than fromany of this." She threw
her light cloak about Garion's shoulders and pointed down a street where a
few torches bobbed here and there. "Let's go that way."

The ash began to fall nore heavily. It was alnost like dirty gray flour
sifting dowmn through the sodden air, and there was a dreadful, sulfurous
stink to it.



By the time they reached the wharves, the absol ute darkness had begun to
pal e. The ash continued to drift down, seeping into the cracks between the
cobbl estones and gathering in little wndrows along the edges of the
buil dings. Though it was growing lighter, the falling ash, like fog,
bl otted out everything nore than ten feet away.

The wharves were total chaos. Crowds of Nyissans, shrieking and wailing,
were trying to clinb into boats to flee fromthe choking ash that sifted
with deadly silence down through the danp air. Mad with terror, many even
| eaped into the deadly waters of the river.

"We're not going to be able to get through that nob, Polgara,"” Barak said.

"Stay here a nmonent." He sheathed his sword, junped up and caught the edge
of a lowroof. He pulled hinself up and stood outlined dimy above them
"Ho, Greldik!"™ he roared in a huge voice that carried even over the noise
of the crowd.

"Barak!" Geldik's voice came back. "Were are you?"

"At the foot of the pier," Barak shouted. "W can't get through the crowd."

" St ay there," Geldik vyelled back. "We'll  cone and get you.

After a few nonents there was the tranp of heavy feet on the wharf and the
occasi onal sound of blows. A fewcries of pain mingled with the sounds of
panic fromthe crowd. Then Geldik, Mindorallen and a half dozen burly
sailors armed wth clubs strode out of the ashfall, clearing a path with
brutal efficiency.

"Did you get lost?" Geldik yelled up to Barak.

Barak jumped down from the roof. "W had to stop by the palace," he
answered shortly.

"W were growi ng concerned for thy safety, ny Lady," Mandorallen told Aunt
Pol , pushing a gi bbering Nyissan out of his way. "Good Durnik returned sone
hours ago."

"W were del ayed," she said. "Captain, can you get us on board your ship?"
Greldi k gave her an evil grin.

"Let's go then," she urged. "As soon as we get on board, it mght be a good
idea to anchor out in the river alittle way. This ash will settle after a
whil e, but these people are going to be hysterical until it does. Has there
been any word from Silk or ny father yet?"

"Not hi ng, ny Lady," Geldik said.

"What is he doing?" she demanded irritably of no one in particular.
Mandoral | en drew his broadsword and marched directly into the face of the
crowmd, neither slowing nor altering his course. The Nyissans nelted out of
hi s path.

The crowd pressing at the edge of the wharf beside Greldik's ship was even
thicker, and Durnik, Hettar and the rest of the sailors lined the rail wth
| ong boat - hooks, pushi ng t he terror-stricken peopl e away.

"Run out the plank," Geldik shouted as they reached the edge of the wharf.



"Nobl e captain,” a bald Nyissan blubbered, clinging to Geldik's fur vest.
"I'"ll give you a hundred gold pieces if you'll let me aboard your ship."

Di sgusted, G eldi k pushed hi m away.

"A thousand gol d pieces,'
wavi ng a purse.

t he Nyi ssan prom sed, clutching Greldik's arm and

"CGet this baboon off me," Geldik ordered.

One of the sailors rather casually clubbed the Nyissan into insensibility,
then bent and yanked the purse from his grip. He opened the purse and
poured the coins out into one hand. "Three pieces of silver," he said with
disgust. "Al the rest is copper.”" He turned back and kicked the
unconsci ous man in the stonach.

They crossed to the ship one by one while Barak and Mandorallen held the
crowd back with the threat of massive violence.

"Cut the hawsers," Geldik shouted when they were all aboard. The sailors
chopped the thick hawsers |oose to a great cry of dismay fromthe Nyissans
crowdi ng the edge of the wharf. The sluggish current pulled the ship slowy
away, and wails and despairing moans followed them as they drifted.

"Garion," Aunt Pol said, "why don't you go below and put on sone decent
cl othes? And wash that disgusting rouge off your face. Then conme back up
here. 1 want to talk to you."

Garion had forgotten how scantily he was dressed and he flushed slightly
and went quickly bel ow deck.

It had grown noticeably lighter when he came back up, dressed again in
tunic and hose, but the gray ash still sifted down through the notionless
air, making the world around them hazy and coating everything with a heavy
| ayer of fine grit. They had drifted sonme distance out into the river, and
Geldik's sailors had dropped the anchor. The ship swng slowy in the
sl uggi sh current.

"Over here, Garion," Aunt Pol called. She was standing near the prow,
| ooking out into the dusty haze. Garion went to her a little hesitantly,
the menory of what had happened at the palace still strong in his mnd

"Sit down, dear,'
about . "

she suggested. "There's sonething | have to talk with you

"Yes, ma'am"” he said, sitting on the bench there.

"Garion." She turned to ook at him "Did anything happen while you were in
Sal mi ssra' s pal ace?"

"What do you nean?"

"You know what | nean," she said rather crisply. "You're not going to
enbarrass us both by naking ne ask certain questions, are you?"

"Ch." Garion blushed. "That! No, nothing like that happened." He renenbered
the lush overripeness of the queen with a certain regret.

"Good. That was the one thing | was afraid of. You can't afford to get
involved in any of that sort of thing just yet. It has sone peculiar



effects on one in your rather special circunstances."
"I"'mnot sure | understand," he said.

"You have certain abilities,” she told him "And if you start experinmenting
with that other thing before they're fully matured, the results can
sonmetines be a bit unpredictable. It's better not to confuse things at this
poi nt."

"Maybe it'd be better if sonmething had happened, then," Garion blurted.
"Maybe it would have fixed it so | couldn't hurt people anynore.”

"I  doubt it," she said. "Your power's too great to be neutralized so
easily. Do you renenber what we tal ked about that day when we |eft Tol nedra
- about instruction?"

"I don't need any instruction," he protested, his tone growing sullen

"Yes, you do," she said, "and you need it now Your power isS enornpus -
nore power than |'ve ever seen before, and sone of it so conplex that I
can't even begin to understand it. You nust begin your instruction before

somet hing disastrous happens. You're totally out of control, Garion. If
you're really serious about not wanting to hurt people, you should be nore
than willing to start learning howto keep any accidents from happening."

"l don't want to be a sorcerer,
of it. Can't you help nme do that?"

he objected. "All | want to do is get rid

She shook her head. "No. And | wouldn't even if | could. You can't renounce
it, my Garion. It's part of you."

"Then I'm going to be a nonster?" Garion denmanded bitterly. "I'mgoing to
go around burning people alive or turning theminto toads or snakes? And
maybe after a while I'll get so used to it that it won't even bother ne
anynore. 1'Ill live forever - like you and grandfather - but I won't be
human anynore. Aunt Pol, | think I'd rather be dead.

"Can't you reason with hin?" Her voice inside his head spoke directly to
t hat ot her awareness.

"Not at the noment, Polgara, " the dry voice replied. "He's too busy
wal lowing in self pity. "

"He nust learn to control the power he has," she said.

"I'"ll keep him out of mschief, " the voice pronmsed. "I don't think
there's much el se we can do until Belgarath gets back. He's going through a
nmoral crisis, and we can't really tamper with himuntil he works out his

own solutions to it.

"I don't like to see himsuffering this way.

"You're too tender-hearted, Polgara. He's a sturdy boy, and a bit of
suffering won't danage him "

"WIl the two of vyou stop treating nme as if |'mnot even here?" Garion
demanded angrily.

"M stress Pol," Durnik said, comng across the deck to them "I think you'd
better come quickly. Barak's going to kill hinmself."



"He's what ?" she asked.

"It's somet hing about some curse,’
fall on his sword."

Durni k expl ai ned. "He says he's going to

"That idiot! \Were is he?"

"He's back by the stern,” Durnik said. "He's got his sword out, and he
won't | et anybody near him"

"Cone with me." She started toward the stern with Garion and Durni k behi nd
her.

"W have all experienced battle madness, ny Lord," Mandorallen was sayi ng,
trying to reason with the big Cherek. "It is not a thing of which to be
proud, but neit her is it a cause for such bl eak despair."
Barak did not answer, but stood at the very stern of the ship, his eyes
blank with horror and his huge sword weaving in a slow, rmenacing arc,
hol di ng everyone at bay.

Aunt Pol wal ked through the crowmd of sailors and directly up to him

"Don't try to stop me, Polgara," he warned.

She reached out quite calmy and touched the point of his sword with one
finger. "It's alittle dull,” she said thoughtfully. "Wy don't we have
Durni k sharpen it? That way it'll slip nore snmoothly between your ribs when
you fall onit."

Barak | ooked a bit startled.

"Have you made all the necessary arrangenents?" she asked.

"\What arrangenent s?"

"For the disposal of your body," she told him "Really, Barak, | thought
you had better manners. A decent man doesn't burden his friends with that

ki nd of chore." She thought a monent. "Burning is customary, | suppose, but
the wood here in Nyissa's very soggy. You'd probably snolder for a week or
nore. | imagine we'll have to settle for just dunping you in the river. The

| eeches and crayfish should have you stripped to the bone in a day or so."
Bar ak' s expression grew hurt.

"Did you want wus to take your sword and shield back to your son?" she
asked.

"I don't have a son," he answered sullenly. He was obviously not prepared
for her brutal practicality.

"Ch, didn't I tell you? How forgetful of ne."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Never mind," she said. "It's not inportant now. Wre you just going to
fall on your sword, or would you prefer to run up against the mast with the

hilt? Either way works rather well." She turned to the sailors. "Wuld you
clear a path so the Earl of Tellheimcan get a good run at the nast?"



The sailors stared at her.
"What did you nean about a son?" Barak asked, |owering his sword.

"It would only unsettle your mnd, Barak," she answered. "You'd probably
make a ness of killing yourself if |I told you about it. We'd really rather
not have you lying around groaning for weeks on end. That sort of thing is
so depressing, you know. "

"I want to know what you're talking about!"
"Ch, very well," she said with a great sigh. "Your wife Merel is with child
- the result of certain courtesies you exchanged when we visited Val Alorn,
| inmagine. She looks Ilike a rising nmoon at the nmoment, and your lusty brat
is making her life mserable with his kicking."

"A son?" Barak said, his eyes suddenly very wide.

"Real |y, Barak," she protested. "You nust learn to pay attention. You'l
never make anything of vyourself if you keep blundering around w th your
ears closed like this."

"A son?" he r epeat ed, his sword sliding out of his fingers.

"Now you' ve dropped it," she chided him "Pick it up imediately, and let's
get on with this. |It's very inconsiderate to take all day to kill yourself
like this."

"I"'mnot going to kill nyself,"” he told her indignantly.

"You' re not ?"
"OfF course not," he sputtered, and then he saw the faint flicker of a smle
pl aying about the <corners of her nouth. He hung his head sheepishly.

"You great fool," she said. Then she took hold of his beard wth both
hands, pulled his head down and ki ssed his ash-dusted face soundly. Geldik
began to chortle, and Mandorallen stepped forward and caught Barak in a
rough enbrace. "I rejoice with thee, my friend," he said. "My heart soars
for thee."

"Brink up a cask," Geldik told the sailors, pounding on his friend s back

"W'll salute Trellheims heir with the bright brown ale of tineless
Cherek. "

"I expect this will get rowdy now," Aunt Pol said quietly to Garion. "Cone
with ne." She led the way back toward the ship's prow

"WIl she ever change back?" Garion asked when they were alone again.
"What ?"

"The queen," Garion explained. "WII| she ever change back agai n?"

"In time she won't even want to," Aunt Pol answered. "The shapes we assune
begin to dominate our thinking after a while. As the years go by, she'l
becone nore and nore a snake and |l ess and | ess a woman. "

Gari on shuddered. "It woul d have been ki nder to have killed her."



"I promised Lord Issa that | wouldn't," she said.

"Was that really the God?"

"His spirit,"” she replied, |ooking out into the hazy ashfall. "Salni ssra
infused the statue with Issa's spirit. For a tine at |east the statue was
the God. It's all very conplicated." She seened a bit preoccupied. "Where
is he?" She seemed suddenly irritated.

"Who?"

"Fat her. He shoul d have been here days ago."

They stood together |ooking out at the nuddy river

Finally she turned from the railing and brushed at the shoulders of her
cloak with distaste. The ash puffed fromunder her fingers in tiny clouds.

"I"'mgoing below " she told him making a face. "It's just too dirty up
here.”

"I thought you wanted to talk to me," he said.

"I don't think you're ready to listen. It'll wait." She stepped away, then
stopped. "Ch, Grion."

"Yes?"

"I wouldn't drink any of that ale the sailors are swilling. After what they
made you drink at the palace, it would probably make you sick."

"Ch," he agreed a trifle regretfully. "All right."

"It's up to you, of course,"” she said, "but | thought you ought to know "
Then she turned again and went to the hatch and disappeared down the
stairs.

Garion's enotions were turbulent. The entire day had been vastly eventf ul
and his mind was filled with a welter of confusing images.

"Be quiet, the voice in his mnd said.

"What ?"

"I"'mtrying to hear sonething. Listen. "
"Listen to what?"

"There. Can't you hear it?"

Faintly, as if froma very long way ofi, Garion seened to hear a nmuffled
t huddi ng.

"What is it?"

The voice did not answer, but the anul et about his neck began to throb in
time with the distant thudding.

Behi nd him he heard a rush of tiny feet.



"Garion!" He turned just in time to be caught in Ce' Nedra's enbrace. "I was
so worried about you. Where did you go?"

"Some nen came on board and grabbed nme," he said, trying to untangle
hinself fromher arns. "They took me to the pal ace.”

"How awful !'" she said. "Did you neet the queen?"

Garion nodded and t hen shuddered, renenbering the hooded snake |ying on the
di van |l ooking at itself in the mrror

"What's wrong?" the girl asked.

"A lot of things happened,” he answered. "Some of themweren't very
pl easant." Sonewhere at the back of his awareness, the thudding continued.

"Do you nean they tortured you?" Ce' Nedra asked, her eyes grow ng very
wi de.

"No, nothing like that."

"Well, what happened?" she denanded. "Tell ne."

He knew that she would not |eave himalone until he did, so he described
what had happened as best he could. The throbbing sound seemed to grow
| ouder while he tal ked, and his right pal mbegan to tingle. He rubbed at it

absent|y.

"How absolutely dreadful,” Ce'Nedra said after he had finished. "Wren't
you terrified?"

"Not really,"” he told her, still scratching at his palm "Mst of the tine
the things they made nme drink made nmy head so foggy | couldn't fee
anyt hi ng. "

"Did you really kill Muas?" she asked, "Just like that?" She snapped her
fingers.

"It wasn't exactly just like that," he tried to explain. "There was a
little nore to it."

"I knew you were a sorcerer," she said. "I told you that you were that day
at the pool, renenber?"
"I don't want to be," he protested. "I didn't ask to be."

"I didn't ask to be a princess either."

"It's not the sane. Being a king or a princess is what one is. Being a
sorcerer has to do with what one does."

"I really don't see that much difference," she objected stubbornly.
"I can nake things happen,” he told her. "Awful things, usually."

"So?" she said naddeningly. "I can make awful things happen too or at |east
| could back in Tol Honeth. One word fromme could have sent a servant to
t he whi ppi ng-post - or to the headsman's block. I didn't do it of course,
but I could have. Power is power, Garion. The results are the sanme. You
don't have to hurt people if you don't want to."



"It just happens sonetinmes. It's not that | want to do it." The throbbing
had becone a nagging thing, alnost |ike a dull headache.

"Then you have to learn to control it."

"Now you sound |ike Aunt Pol."
"She's trying to help you," the princess said. "She keeps trying to get you
to do what you're going to have to do eventually anyway. How many nore
peopl e are you going to have to burn up before you finally accept what she
says?"

"You didn't have to say that." Garion was stung deeply by her words.

"Yes," she told him "I think I did. You're lucky |'mnot your aunt.
wouldn't put up wth your foolishness the way Lady Polgara does."

"You don't understand," Garion nuttered sullenly.
"I understand nuch better than you think, Garion. You know what your

problemis? You don't want to grow up. You want to keep on being a boy
forever. You can't, though; nobody can. No matter how much power you have -

whet her you're an enperor or a sorcerer - you can't stop the years from
going by. | realized that a long tine ago, but then I'm probably nmuch
smarter than you are."” Then w thout any word of explanation, she raised up

on her toes and kissed himlightly full on the lips.
Garion blushed and | owered his head in enbarrassnent.

"Tell me," Ce' Nedra said, toying with the sleeve of his tunic, "was Queen
Sal mi ssra as beautiful as they say?"

"She was the nobst beautiful woman |'ve ever seen inny life," Garion
answered wi t hout thinking.

The princess caught her breath sharply. "I hate you," she cried from
bet ween cl enched teeth. Then she turned and ran sobbing in search of Aunt
Pol .

Garion stared after her in perplexity. He turned then to stare nmoodily out
at the river and the drifting ash. The tingling in his pal mwas becom ng
intolerable, and he scratched at it, diggingin wth his fingernails.

"You'll just make it sore, the voice in his nind said.

"It itches. | can't stand it."
"Stop being a baby. "

"What's causing it?"

"Do you mean to say you really don't know? You' ve got further to go than I
t hought. Put your right hand on the amulet. "

n W]y?ll
"Just do it, Garion. "

Garion reached inside his tunic, and put his burning pal mon his nmedallion



As a key fitting into the lock for which it was made, the contact between
his hand and the throbbing amulet seenmed sonehow enornously right. The
tingling became that now - famliar surge, and the throbbing began to echo
hollowly in his ears.

"Not too much, " the voice warned him "You're not trying to dry up the
river, you know. "

"What' s happeni ng? What is all this?"

"Belgarath's trying to find us.

" @& andf at her ? \Wher e?"

"Be patient.

The throbbing seemed to grow louder wuntil Garion's entire body quivered
wi th each thudding beat. He stared out over the rail, trying to see through
the haze. The settling ash, so light that it coated the nmuddy surface of
the river, made everything nore than twenty paces away indistinct. It was
i npossible to see the city, and the wails and cries fromthe hidden streets
seened sonehow nmuffled. Only the slow wash of the current against the hul
seened cl ear.

Then a long way out on the river, sonething noved. It was not very |arge
and seened to be Ilittle more than a dark shadow ghosting silently with the
current.

The t hrobbi ng grew even | ouder

The shadow drew closer, and Garion could just begin to nake out the shape
of a small boat. An oar caught the surface of the water with a snall
splash. The man at the oars turned to | ook over his shoulder. It was SilKk.
H s face was covered with gray ash, and tiny rivulets of sweat streaked his
cheeks.

Mster WIf sat in the stern of the |little boat, nuffled in his cloak and
wi th his hood turned up.

"Wl comre back, Bel garath, the dry voi ce said.
"Who's that?" WIlf's voice in Garion's mnd sounded startled. "Is that you,
Bel gari on?"

"Not quite. " the voice replied. "Not yet anyway, but we're getting
cl oser.”

"I wondered who was making all the noise.
"He overdoes things sonetines. He'll learn eventually."

A shout cane fromone of the sailors clustered around Barak at the stern,
and they all turned to watch the small boat drifting toward them Aunt Pol
cane up from below and stepped to the rail. "You're late," she called.

"Somet hing canme up,” the old man answered across the narrowing gap. He
pushed back his hood and shook the floury ash out of his cloak. Then Garion
saw that the old man's left armwas bound up in a dirty sling across the
front of his body.



"\What happened to your arn?" Aunt Pol asked.

"I'd rather not talk about it." There was an ugly scratch runni ng down one
of Wlf's cheeks into his short, white beard, and his eyes seened to
glitter with sonme huge irritation.

The grin on Silk's ash-coated face was malicious as he dipped his oars
once, deftly pulling the little boat in beside Geldik's ship with a slight

t hunp.

"I don't imagine you can be persuaded to keep your nouth shut,"” WIf said
irritably to the small man.

"Wuld | say anything, mighty sorcerer?" Silk asked nockingly, his ferret
eyes wide with feigned i nnocence.

"Just help ne aboard,” WIf told him his voice testy. H s entire bearing
was that of a man who had been nortally insulted

"\What ever you say, ancient Belgarath,"” Silk said, obviously trying to keep
fromlaughing. He steadied WIf as the old man awkwardly clinmbed over the
ship's rail

"Let's get out of here," Mster WIf curtly told Captain Geldik, who had
just joined them

"Whi ch way, Ancient One?" Geldik asked carefully, clearly not wanting to
aggravate the old man further

WI f stared hard at him

"Upstream or down?" Geldik explained nmollifyingly.

"Upstream of course,"” WIf snapped.
"How was | supposed to know?" Greldik appealed to Aunt Pol. Then he turned
and crossly began barking orders to his sailors.

Aunt Pol's expression was a peculiar nixture of relief and curiosity. "I'm
sure your story's going to be absolutely fascinating, father," she said as
the sailors began raising the heavy anchors. "I sinply can't wait to hear
it."

"I can do without the sarcasm Pol," WIf told her. "I've had a very bad
day. Try not to make it any worse."

That last was finally too nuch for Silk. The little man, in the act of
clinmbing across the rail, suddenly collapsed in helpless glee. He tunbled
forward to the deck, howing with | aughter

Mster Wlf glared at his | aughing conpanion wth a profoundly of fronted
expression as Geldik's sailors ran out their oars and began turning the
ship in the sluggish current.

"What happened to your arm father?" Aunt Pol's gaze was penetrating, and
her tone said quite clearly that she did not intend to be put off any
| onger.

"I broke it," WIf told her flatly.



"How di d you nanage that ?"
"It was just a stupid accident, Pol. Those things happen sonetines."
"Let me see it."

"Ina mnute." He scowed at Silk, who was still laughing. "WIIl you stop
that? Go tell the sailors where we're going."

"Where are we going, father?" Aunt Pol asked him "Did vyou find Zedar's
trail ?"

"He crossed into Cthol Mirgos. Ctuchik was waiting for him™"
"And the O b?"
"Ctuchik's got it now "

"Are we going to be able to cut himoff before he gets to Rak Cthol with
it?"

"I doubt it. Anyway, we have to go to the Vale first."
"The Val e? Fat her, you're not meki ng any sense."

"Qur Master's sunmmoned us, Pol. He wants us at the Vale, so that's where
we're going."

"What about the O b?"

"Ctuchik's got it, and 1 know where to find Ctuchik. He isn't going
anypl ace. For right now, we're going to the Vale."

"Al'l right, father,"” she concurred placatingly. "Don't excite yourself."
She |ooked at himclosely. "Have you been fighting, father?" she asked
dangerously.

"No, | haven't been fighting." He sounded di sgusted.

"\What happened, then?"

"Atree fell on ne."

"What ?"

"You heard ne."

Silk exploded into fresh hows of mrth at the old man's grudging
confession. Fromthe stern of the ship where Greldik and Barak stood at the
tiller, the slow beat of the drum began, and the sailors dug in with their

oars. The ship slid through the oily water, noving upstream against the
current, wth Silk's laughter trailing behind in the ash-laden air.

*
Here ends Book Two of The Bel gari ad. Book Three, Magician's Ganbit,
carries the quest on to the Orb through stranger |ands and darker nagic,

while Garion begins to learn the incredible power of the dry voice within
hi s m nd.






