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The Bel gari ad: Magici ans Ganmbit MAGJ Cl AN S GAMBI T

For Dor ot hy,

who has the enduring grace to put up with Eddi ngs nen,

and for Wayne,

for reasons we both understand but coul d never be put into words.

PROLOGUE

Bei ng an Account of how Gorim sought a God for his People and of how he found UL
upon the sacred Muntain of Prolgu

-based upon The Book of U go and ot her fragnents

AT THE BEG NNI NG O Days, the world was spun out of darkness by the seven Gods,
and they al so created beasts and fows, serpents and fishes, and lastly Man

Now there dwelt in the heavens a spirit known as UL who did not join in this
creation. And because he withheld his power and wi sdom nuch that was made was
marred and inperfect. Many creatures were unseenmly and strange. These the
younger Gods sought to unmake, so that all upon the world mght be fair.

But UL stretched forth his hand and prevented them saying: "Wat you have

wr ought you may not unmake. You have torn asunder the fabric and peace of the
heavens to bring forth this world as a plaything and an entertai nnent. Know,
however, that whatsoever you make, be it ever so nonstrous, shall abide as a
rebuke for your folly. In the day that one thing which you have made i s unmade,
all shall be unmade."

The younger Gods were angered. To each nonstrous or unseemy thing they had rmade
they said: "Go thou unto UL and | et himbe thy God." Then fromthe races of nen,
each God chose that people which pleased him And when there were yet peoples
who had no God, the younger Gods drove themforth and said: "Go unto UL, and he
shall be your God." And UL did not speak

For long and bitter generations, the Godl ess Ones wandered and cried out unheard
in the wastel ands and wil derness of the West.

Then there appeared anong their nunbers a just and righteous nman naned Gorim He
gathered the multitudes before himand spoke to them "W wither and fall as the
| eaves fromthe rigors of our wanderings. Qur children and our old nen die.
Better it is that only one shall die. Therefore, stay here and rest upon this
plain. I will search for the God named UL so that we may worship himand have a
place in this world."

For twenty years, Gorim sought UL, but in vain. Yet the years passed, his hair
turned gray, and he wearied of his search. In despair, he went up onto a high
mountain and cried in a great voice to the sky: "No nmore! | will search no

| onger. The Gods are a nockery and deception, and the world is a barren void.
There is no UL, and | amsick of the curse and afliiction of ny life."

The Spirit of UL heard and replied: "Way art thou woth with ne, CGorin®? Thy
maki ng and thy casting out were none of ny doing."

Gorimwas afraid and fell upon his face. And UL spoke again, saying:

"Rise, Gorim for | amnot thy CGod."

Gorimdid not rise. "Ony God," he cried, "hide not thy face fromthy people who
are sorely afflicted because they are outcast and have no God to protect them"
"Rise, Gorim" UL repeated, "and quit this place. Cease thy conplaining. Seek
thou a God el sewhere and | eave nme in peace."

Still Gorimdid not rise. "Onmy God," he said, "I will still abide. Thy people
hunger and thirst. They seek thy blessing and a place where they may dwell."
"Thy speech wearies me," UL said and he departed.

Gorimremai ned on the nountain, and the beasts of the field and fows of the air
brought hi m sust enance. For nore than a year he remai ned. Then the nobnstrous and
unseenm y things which the Gods had made came and sat at his feet, watching him
The Spirit of UL was troubled. At |last he appeared to Gorim "Abidest thou
still?"

Gorimfell on his face and said: "Ony God, thy people cry unto thee in their
affliction.™
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The Spirit of UL fled. But Gorim abode there for another year. Dragons brought
hi m meat, and uni corns gave himwater. And again UL cane to him asking:

" Abi dest thou still?"

Gorimfell on his face. "Ony God," he cried, "thy people perish in the absence
of thy care." And UL fled fromthe righteous nan. Another year passed while
namel ess, unseen things brought himfood and drink. And the Spirit of UL cane to
the high mountain and ordered: "Rise, Gorim"

From his prostrate position, Gorimpleaded: "O ny God, have nercy."

"Rise, Gorim" UL replied. He reached down and lifted Gorimup with his hands.
"I amUL - thy God. | command thee to rise and stand before ne."

"Then wilt thou be ny God?" CGorim asked. "And God unto ny peopl e?"

"I amthy God and the God of thy people also," UL said.

Gorim | ooked down fromhis high place and behel d the unseenmly creatures which
had cared for himin his travail. "Wat of these, Ony God? WIt thou be God
unto the basilisk and the minotaur, the Dragon and the chinmera, the unicorn and
the thing unnamed, the w nged serpent and the thing unseen? For these are also
outcast. Yet there is beauty in each. Turn not your face fromthem O ny Cod,
for in themis great worthiness. They were sent to thee by the younger Gods. Wo
will be their God if you refuse thenf"

"It was done in ny despite," UL said. "These creatures were sent unto nme to
bring shame upon nme that | had rebuked the younger Gods. | will in no w se be
God unto nonsters.”

The creatures at Corims feet nopaned. Gorim seated hinself on the earth and
said: "Yet will | abide, Ony God."

"Abide if it please thee," UL said and departed.

It was even as before. Corim abode, the creatures sustained him and UL was
troubl ed. And before the holiness of Gorim the Geat God repented and cane
again. "Rise, Gorim and serve thy God." UL reached down and lifted Gorim
"Bring unto me the creatures who sit before thee and I will consider them If
each hath beauty and worthiness, as thou sayest, then | will consent to be their
God also."

Then Gorim brought the creatures before UL. The creatures prostrated thensel ves
before the God and noaned to beseech his blessing. UL narvel ed that he had not
seen the beauty of each creature before. He raised up his hands and bl essed
them saying: "I amUL and | find beauty and worthiness in each of you. | will
be your CGod, and you shall prosper, and peace shall be anong you."

Gorimwas glad of heart and he naned the high place where all had cone to pass
Prol gu, which neans "Holy Place." Then he departed and returned to the plain to
bring his people unto their God. But they did not know him for the hands of UL
had touched him and all color had fled, |eaving his body and hair as white as
new snow. The people feared himand drove himaway with stones.

Gorimcried unto UL: "O ny God, thy touch has changed ne, and ny peopl e know ne
not . "

UL raised his hand, and the people were nmade colorless like Gorim The Spirit of
UL spoke to themin a great voice: "Hearken unto the words of your God. This is
he whom you call Gorim and he has prevail ed upon nme to accept you as ny peopl e,
to watch over you, provide for you, and be God over you. Henceforth shall you be
called U.-Go in renmenbrance of nme and in token of his holiness. You shall do as
he conmmands and go where he | eads. Any who fail to obey himor follow himw Il |
cut off to wither and perish and be no nore."

Gori m commanded the people to take up their goods and their cattle and foll ow
himto the mountains. But the elders of the people did not believe him nor that
the voi ce had been the voice of UL. They spoke to Gorimin despite, saying: "If
you are the servant of the God UL, performa wonder in proof of it."

Gori m answered: "Behold your skin and hair. |Is that not wonder enough for you?"
They were troubl ed and went away. But they cane to himagain, saying: "The mark
upon us i s because of a pestilence which you brought from some uncl ean place and
no proof of the favor of UL."

Gorimraised his hands, and the creatures which had sustained himcanme to him
like lanbs to a shepherd. The elders were afraid and went away for a tine. But
soon they cane again, saying: "The creatures are nonstrous and unseemy. You are
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a denon sent to lure the people to destruction, not a servant of the G eat God

UL. W have still seen no proof of the favor of UL."
Now Gorim grew weary of them He cried in a great voice: "I say to the people
that they have heard the voice of UL. | have suffered nuch in your behal f. Now I

return to Prolgu, the holy place. Let himwho would foll ow ne do so; |let himwho
woul d not remain." He turned and went toward the nountains.

Sone few people went with him but the greater part of the people renmi ned, and
they reviled Gorimand those who followed him "Were is this wonder which
proves the favor of UL? W do not follow or obey Gorim yet neither do we wther
and perish."

Then Gorim | ooked upon themin great sadness and spoke to themfor the | ast
time: "You have besought a wonder from ne. Then behold this wonder. Even as the
voice of UL said, you are withered like the linb of a tree that is cut off.
Truly, this day you have perished." And he |led the few who followed himinto the
mount ains and to Prol gu.

The nultitude of the people nocked himand returned to their tents to | augh at
the folly of those who followed him For a year they | aughed and nocked. Then
they |l aughed no nore, for their wonen were barren and bore no children. The
people withered and in tine they perished and were no nore.

The people who followed Gorimcane with himto Prolgu. There they built a city.
The Spirit of UL was with them and they dwelt in peace with the creatures who
had sustained Gorim Gorimlived for many lifetinmes; and after him each High
Priest of UL was naned Gorimand lived to a great age. For a thousand years, the
peace of UL was with them and they believed it would | ast forever

But the evil God Torak stole the Orb that was made by the God Al dur, and the war
of men and Gods began. Torak used the Ob to break the earth asunder and let in
the sea, and the Ob burned himhorribly. And he fled into Mll orea.

The earth was nmaddened by her wounding, and the creatures which had dwelt in
peace with the people of U go were al so maddened by that woundi ng. They rose
against the fellowship of UL and cast down the cities and sl ew the people, unti
few remai ned.

Those who escaped fled to Prolgu, where the creatures dared not follow for fear
of the wath of UL. Loud were the cries and | anentati ons of the people. UL was
troubl ed and he revealed to themthe caves that |ay under Prolgu. The people
went down into the sacred caves of UL and dwelt there.

In tine, Belgarath the Sorcerer led the king of the Alorns and his sons into
Mal | orea to steal back the Orb. Wen Torak sought to pursue, the wath of the
Ob drove himback. Belgarath gave the Ob to the first Rivan King, saying that
so long as one of his descendants held the Ob, the West would be safe.

Now the Al orns scattered and pushed southward into new | ands. And the peopl es of
ot her Gods were troubled by the war of Gods and nen and fled to seize other

| ands which they called by strange nanes. But the people of UL held to the
caverns of Prolgu and had no dealings with them UL protected themand hid them
and the strangers did not know that the people were there. For century after
century, the people of UL took no note of the outer world, even when that world
was rocked by the assassination of the last Rivan King and his famly.

But when Torak cane ravening into the Wst, |leading a mighty arny through the

| ands of the children of UL, the Spirit of UL spoke with the Gorim And the
Gorimled forth his people in stealth by night. They fell upon the sleeping arny
and wreaked m ghty havoc. Thus the arny of Torak was weakened and fell in defeat
before the armes of the Wst at a place called Vo M nbre.

Then the Gorimgirded hinself and went forth to hold council with the victors.
And he brought back word that Torak had been gravely wounded. Though the evi
God' s body was stol en away and hi dden by his disciple Belzedar, it was said that
Torak would Iie bound in a sleep like death itself until a descendant of the

Ri van line should again sit upon the throne at Riva - which neant never, since
it was known that no descendants of that line lived.

Shocking as the visit of the Gorimto the outer world had been, no harm seened
to cone of it. The children of UL still prospered under the care of their God
and Iife went on alnost as before. It was noticed that the Gori mseened to spend
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| ess tine studying The Book of U go and nore searching through noldy old scrolls
of prophecy. But a certain oddity m ght be expected of one who had gone forth
fromthe caverns of UL into the world of other peoples.

Then a strange old nman appeared before the entrance to the caverns, demanding to
speak with the Gorim And such was the power of his voice that the Gori mwas
summoned. Then, for the first time since the people had sought safety in the
caverns, one who was not of the people of UL was adnitted. The Gorimtook the
stranger into his chanbers and renmi ned closeted with himfor days. And
thereafter, the strange nan with the white beard and tattered cl ot hi ng appeared
at long intervals and was wel comed by the Gorim

It was even reported once by a young boy that there was a great gray wolf with
the Gorim But that was probably only sone dream brought on by sickness, though
the boy refused to recant.

The peopl e adjusted and accepted the strangeness of their Gorim And the years
passed, and the people gave thanks to their God, knowi ng that they were the
chosen people of the Great God UL.

Part One
MARAGOR

Chapter One

HER | MPERI AL HI GHNESS, Princess Ce' Nedra, jewel of the House of Borune and the

| oveliest flower of the Tol nedran Enpire, sat cross-legged on a sea chest in the
oak- beamed cabin beneath the stern of Captain Geldik's ship, nibbling
thoughtfully on the end of a tendril of her coppery hair as she watched the Lady
Pol gara attend to the broken arm of Belgarath the Sorcerer. The princess wore a
short, pale-green Dryad tunic, and there was a snudge of ash on one of her
cheeks. On the deck above she could hear the neasured beat of the drumthat
paced the oar strokes of Geldik's sailors as they rowed upstreamfromthe
ash-choked city of Sthiss Tor.

It was all absolutely dreadful, she decided. Wat had begun as nerely anot her
move in the interm nable game of authority and rebellion against it that she had
been playing with her father, the Enperor, for as long as she coul d renmenber had
suddenly turned deadly serious. She had never really intended for things to go
this far when she and Master Jeebers had crept fromthe Inperial Palace in Tol
Honet h that night so many weeks ago. Jeebers had soon deserted her - he had been
no nore than a tenporary conveni ence, anyway - and now she was caught up with
this strange group of grimfaced people fromthe north in a quest she could not
even understand. The Lady Pol gara, whose very nane sent a chill through the
princess, had rather bluntly informed her in the Wod of the Dryads that the
game was over and that no evasion, wheedling, or coaxing would alter the fact
that she, Princess Ce' Nedra, would stand in the Hall of the Rivan King on her
sixteenth birthday - in chains if necessary. Ce' Nedra knew with absol ute
certainty that Lady Pol gara had neant exactly that, and she had a nonmentary

vi sion of being dragged, clanking and rattling in her chains, to stand in tota
hum liation in that grimhall while hundreds of bearded Al orns | aughed at her.
That had to be avoided at any cost. And so it had been that she had acconpani ed
them- not willingly, perhaps - but never openly rebellious. The hint of stee

in Lady Pol gara's eyes always seened to carry with it the suggestion of nanacl es
and clinking chains, and that suggestion cowed the princess into obedience far
more than all the Inperial power her father possessed had ever been able to do.
Ce' Nedra had only the faintest idea of what these people were doing. They seened
to be foll owi ng soneone or sonething, and the trail had |l ed themhere into the
snake-i nfested swanps of Nyissa. Miurgos seened to be sonehow i nvol ved, throw ng
frightful obstacles in their path, and Queen Sal m ssra al so seened to take an
interest, even going so far as to have young Gari on abduct ed.

Ce' Nedra interrupted her nusing to | ook across the cabin at the boy. Wy woul d
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the queen of Nyissa want hinf? He was so ordinary. He was a peasant, a scullion,
a nobody. He was a nice enough boy, certainly, with rather plain, sandy hair

that kept tunbling down across his forehead, naking her fingers itch to push it
back. He had a nice enough face - in a plain sort of way - and he was sonebody
she could talk to when she was lonely or frightened, and sonmebody she coul d
fight with when she felt peevish, since he was only slightly older than she was.
But he conpletely refused to treat her with the respect due her - he probably
didn't even know how. Way all this excruciating interest in hinf She pondered
that, |ooking thoughtfully at him

She was doing it again. Angrily she jerked her eyes fromhis face. Wy was she

al ways wat chi ng hin? Each time her thoughts wandered, her eyes automatically
sought out his face, and it wasn't really that exciting a face to | ook at. She
had even caught herself maki ng up excuses to put herself into places where she
could watch him It was stupid!

Ce' Nedra ni bbled at her hair and thought and ni bbled sone nore, until once again
her eyes went back to their mnute study of Garion's features.

"I's he going to be all right?" Barak, the Earl of Trellheim runbled, tugging
absently at his great red beard as he watched the Lady Pol gara put the finishing
touches on Bel garath's sling.

"It's a sinple break," she replied professionally, putting away her bandages.
"And the old fool heals fast."

Bel garath wi nced as he shifted his newy splinted arm "You didn't have to be so
rough, Pol." H's rust-colored old tunic showed several dark mud snmears and a new
rip, evidence of his encounter with a tree.

"I't had to be set, father," she told him "You didn't want it to heal crooked,
did you?"

"I think you actually enjoyed it,"'
"Next time you can set it yourself,
dress.

"I need a drink," Belgarath grunbled to the hul ki ng Barak

The Earl of Trell heimwent to the narrow door. "Wuld you have a tankard of ale
brought for Bel garath?" he asked the sail or outside.

"How i s he?" the sailor inquired.

"Bad-tenpered," Barak replied. "And he'll probably get worse if he doesn't get a
drink pretty soon."
“I'll go at once,"
"W se decision."
This was yet another confusing thing for Ce' Nedra. The noblenen in their party
all treated this shabby-1ooking old man with enornpous respect; but so far as she
could tell, he didn't even have a title. She could determ ne with exquisite
preci sion the exact difference between a baron and a general of the Inperial

Legi ons, between a grand duke of Tol nedra and a crown prince of Arendia, between
the Rivan Warder and the king of the Chereks; but she had not the faintest idea
where sorcerers fit in. The materially oriented mnd of Tol nedra refused even to
admt that sorcerers existed. Wiile it was quite true that Lady Polgara, with
titles fromhalf the kingdons of the West, was the nost respected wonan in the
wor | d, Bel garath was a vagabond, a vagrant, frequently a public nuisance. And
Garion, she rem nded herself, was his grandson.

"I think it's time you told us what happened, father,"
to her patient.

"I'd really rather not talk about it," he replied shortly.

She turned to Prince Kheldar, the peculiar little Drasnian nobleman with the
sharp face and sardonic wit, who |ounged on a bench with an inpudent expression

he accused.
" she suggested coolly, snoothing her gray

the sail or said.

Lady Pol gara was sayi ng

on his face. "Well, Silk?" she asked him

"I''msure you can see ny position, old friend," the prince apol ogized to

Bel garath with a great show of regret. "If | try to keep secrets, she'll only
force things out of ne - unpleasantly, | imagine."

Bel garath | ooked at himwith a stony face, then snorted with di sgust.
"It's not that | want to say anything, you realize."

Bel garath turned away.

"I knew you'd understand."
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"The story, Silk!" Barak insisted inpatiently. "It's really very sinple,"

Khel dar told him

"But you're going to conplicate it, right?"

"Just tell us what happened, Silk," Polgara said.

The Drasnian sat up on his bench. "It's not really nuch of a story," he began
"We | ocated Zedar's trail and followed it down into Nyissa about three weeks
ago. We had a few encounters with sone Nyi ssan border guards - nothing very
serious. Anyway, the trail of the Orb turned east al nbst as soon as it crossed
the border. That was a surprise. Zedar had been headed for Nyissa with so nuch
singl e-m ndedness that we'd both assuned that he'd nmade sone ki nd of arrangenent
with Salm ssra. Maybe that's what he wanted everybody to think. He's very
clever, and Sal m ssra's notorious for involving herself in things that don't
really concern her."

"I'"ve attended to that," Lady Pol gara said sonewhat grimy

"What happened?" Bel garath asked her

"Il tell you about it later, father. Go on, Silk."

Silk shrugged. "There isn't a great deal nore to it. W followed Zedar's trai
into one of those ruined cities up near the old Marag border. Bel garath had a
visitor there - at least he said he did. | didn't see anybody. At any rate, he
told nme that sonething had happened to change our plans and that we were going
to have to turn around and cone on downriver to Sthiss Tor to rejoin all of you
He didn't have tinme to explain nmuch nore, because the jungles were suddenly
alive with Murgos - either |ooking for us or for Zedar, we never found out

whi ch. Since then we' ve been dodgi ng Murgos and Nyi ssans both - traveling at
night, hiding - that sort of thing. W sent a nessenger once. Did he ever get

t hr ough?"

"The day before yesterday," Polgara replied. "He had a fever, though, and it
took a while to get your nessage fromhim"

Khel dar nodded. "Anyway, there were Golins with the Murgos, and they were
trying to find us with their mnds. Belgarath was doi ng sonething to keep them
fromlocating us that way. Watever it was nust have taken a great deal of
concentration, because he wasn't paying too nuch attention to where he was
going. Early this norning we were | eading the horses through a patch of swanp.
Bel garath was sort of stunbling along with his mnd on other things, and that
was when the tree fell on him™"

"I mght have guessed," Polgara said. "Did soneone nake it fall?"

"I don't think so," Silk answered. "It m ght have been an ol d deadfall, but I
rather doubt it. It was rotten at the center. | tried to warn him but he wal ked
right under it."

"A'l right," Belgarath said.

"I did try to warn you."

"Don't belabor it, Silk."

"I wouldn't want themto think | didn't try to warn you," Silk protested

Pol gara shook her head and spoke with a profound note of disappointnment in her
voi ce. "Fatherl"

"Just let it lie, Polgara," Belgarath told her

"I dug himout fromunder the tree and patched himup as best | could,"” Silk
went on. "Then | stole that little boat and we started downriver. W were doing
fine until all this dust started falling."

"What did you do with the horses?" Hettar asked. Ce'Nedra was a little afraid to
this tall, silent Algar lord with his shaved head, his black | eather clothing,
and his flowi ng black scalp | ock. He never seened to smle, and the expression
on his hawklike face at even the nmention of the word "Mirgo" was as bl eak as
stone. The only thing that even slightly humani zed hi mwas his overwhel m ng
concern for horses.

"They're all right," Silk assured him "I left them picketed where the Nyi ssans
won't find them They'll be fine where they are until we pick themup."

"You sai d when you cane aboard that Ctuchik has the Orb now," Polgara said to
Bel garath. "How did that happen?"

The old man shrugged. "Beltira didn't go into any of the details. Al he told ne
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was that Ctuchi k was waiting when Zedar crossed the border into Cthol Mirgos.
Zedar nmanaged to escape, but he had to | eave the Orb behind."

"Did you speak with Beltira?"

"Wth his mind," Bel garath answered.

"Did he say why the Master wants us to go to the Val e?"

"No. It probably never occurred to himto ask. You know how Beltira is."

"It's going to take nonths, father," Polgara objected with a worried frown.
"It's two hundred and fifty | eagues to the Vale."

"Al dur wants us to go there," he answered. "lI'mnot going to start di sobeying
himafter all these years."

"And in the nmeantinme, Ctuchik's got the Ob at Rak Cthol ."

"I't"s not going to do himany good, Pol. Torak himself couldn't make the Orb
subnmit to him and he tried for over two thousand years. | know where Rak C hol
is; Ctuchik can't hide it fromne. He'll be there with the Ob when | decide to
go take it away fromhim | know how to deal with that magician." He said the
word "nmagi cian" with a note of profound contenpt in his voice.

"What's Zedar going to be doing all that tine?

"Zedar's got problems of his own. Beltira says that he's noved Torak fromthe

pl ace where he had himhidden. | think we can depend on himto keep Torak's body
as far away from Rak Cthol as he possibly can. Actually, things have worked out
rather well. | was getting a little tired of chasing Zedar anyway."

Ce' Nedra found all this a bit confusing. Wiy were they all so caught up in the
movenents of a strangely nanmed pair of Angarak sorcerers and this nysterious

j ewel which everyone seenmed to covet? To her, one jewel was nuch the sanme as
anot her. Her chil dhood had been surrounded by such opul ence that she had | ong
since ceased to attach much inportance to ornanents. At the nonent, her only
adornnment consisted of a pair of tiny gold earrings shaped like little acorns,
and her fondness for themarose not so nmuch fromthe fact that they were gold
but rather fromthe tinkling sound the cunningly contrived cl appers inside them
made when she noved her head.

Al'l of this sounded |ike one of the Morn nyths she'd heard froma storyteller in
her father's court years before. There had been a magic jewel in that, she
renenbered. It was stolen by the God of the Angaraks, Torak, and rescued by a
sorcerer and some Alorn kings who put it on the pormel of a sword kept in the
throne roomat Riva. It was sonmehow supposed to protect the West from sone
terrible disaster that would happen if it were lost. Curious - the nanme of the
sorcerer in the |l egend was Belgarath, the same as that of this old man.

But that woul d nake hi mthousands of years old, which was ridicul ous! He nust
have been nanmed after the ancient nyth hero - unless he'd assuned the nane to

i mpress peopl e.

Once again her eyes wandered to Garion's face. The boy sat quietly in one corner
of the cabin, his eyes grave and his expression serious. She thought perhaps
that it was his seriousness that so piqued her curiosity and kept draw ng her
eyes to him Oher boys she had known - nobles and the sons of nobles - had
tried to be charming and witty, but Garion never tried to joke or to say clever
things to try to anuse her. She was not entirely certain howto take that. Ws
he such a lunmp that he didn't know how he was supposed to behave? O perhaps he
knew but didn't care enough to nake the effort. He might at least try - even if
only occasionally. How could she possibly deal with himif he was going to
refuse flatly to nake a fool of hinself for her benefit?

She rem nded herself sharply that she was angry with him He had said that Queen
Sal m ssra had been the nost beautiful woman he had ever seen, and it was far,
far too early to forgive himfor such an outrageous statenent. She was
definitely going to have to make himsuffer extensively for that insulting

| apse. Her fingers toyed absently with one of the curls cascadi ng down the side
of her face, her eyes boring into Garion's face.

The foll owing norning ashfall that was the result of a massive vol canic eruption
somewhere in Cthol Mirgos had di m nished sufficiently to nmake the deck of the
ship habitable again. The jungle along the riverbank was still partially
obscured in the dusty haze, but the air was clear enough to breathe, and

Ce' Nedra escaped fromthe sweltering cabin bel ow decks with relief.
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Garion was sitting in the sheltered spot near the bow of the ship where he
usual ly sat and he was deep in conversation with Belgarath. Ce' Nedra noted with
a certain detachnment that he had neglected to conb his hair that norning. She
resisted her imediate inpulse to go fetch conb and brush to rectify the
situation. She drifted instead with artful dissinulation to a place along the
rail where, without seenmng to, she could conveniently eavesdrop

"-1t's always been there," Garion was saying to his grandfather. "It used to
just talk to ne - tell nme when | was being childish or stupid - that sort of
thing. It seened to be off in one corner of ny mind all by itself."

Bel garat h nodded, scratching absently at his beard with his good hand. "It seens
to be conpletely separate fromyou," he observed. "Has this voice in your head
ever actually done anything? Besides talk to you, | nean."

Garion's face grew thoughtful. "I don't think so. It tells ne how to do things,

but | think that I'mthe one who has to do them Wen we were at Salmssra's
palace, | think it took me out of nmy body to go look for Aunt Pol." He frowned.
"No," he corrected. "Wien | stop and think about it, it told ne howto do it,

but | was the one who actually did it. Once we were out, | could feel it beside
me - it's the first time we've ever been separate. | couldn't actually see it,
though. It did take over for a fewmnutes, | think. It talked to Salm ssra to
snoot h things over and to hide what we'd been doing."

"You' ve been busy since Silk and | |eft, haven't you?"

Garion nodded glumy. "Mst of it was pretty awful. | burned Asharak. Did you

know t hat ?"
"Your Aunt told ne about it."

"He slapped her in the face," Garion told him "I was going to go after himwth
my knife for that, but the voice told ne to do it a different way. | hit him
with ny hand and said 'burn.' That's all, just 'burn'and he caught on fire.

was going to put it out until Aunt Pol told nme he was the one who killed ny

nmot her and father. Then | nmade the fire hotter. He begged nme to put it out, but

| didn't do it." He shuddered.

"I tried to warn you about that," Belgarath rem nded himgently. "I told you
that you weren't going to like it very nmuch after it was over."

Garion sighed. "I should have |istened. Aunt Pol says that once you've used
this-" He floundered, |ooking for a word.

"Power ?" Bel garat h suggest ed.

"All right," Garion assented. "She says that once you've used it, you never
forget how, and you'll keep doing it again and again. | wish | had used ny knife
instead. Then this thing in ne never would have gotten | oose."

"You're wong, you know," Belgarath told himquite calmy. "You' ve been bursting
at the seans with it for several nonths now. You've used it w thout knowing it
at least a half dozen tinmes that | know about."

Garion stared at himincredul ously.

"Renmenber that crazy nonk just after we crossed into Tol nedra? Wen you touched
him you nmade so much noise that | thought for a nonment you'd killed him™

"You said Aunt Pol did that."

"I lied," the old nman admitted casually. "I do that fairly often. The whol e
poi nt, though, is that you've always had this ability. It was bound to cone out
sooner or later. | wouldn't feel too unhappy about what you did to Chandar. It

was a little exotic perhaps - not exactly the way | m ght have done it - but
there was a certain justice toit, after all."

"It's always going to be there, then?"

"Always. That's the way it is, I'mafraid."

The Princess Ce'Nedra felt rather snmug about that. Belgarath had just confirned
sonet hing she herself had told Garion. If the boy would just stop being so
stubborn, his Aunt and his grandfather and of course she herself - all of whom
knew much better than he what was right and proper and good for him- could
shape his life to their satisfaction with little or no difficulty.

"Let's get back to this other voice of yours," Belgarath suggested. "I need to
know nore about it. | don't want you carrying an enemny around in your mnd."
"It's not an eneny," Grion insisted. "It's on our side."
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"I't might seemthat way," Bel garath observed, "but things aren't always what
they seem 1'd be a lot nore confortable if | knew just exactly what it is. |
don't like surprises."

The Princess Ce' Nedra, however, was already lost in thought. Dimy, at the back
of her devious and conplex little mnd, an i dea was begi nning to take shape - an
idea with very interesting possibilities.

Chapter Two
THE TRIP UP to the rapids of the River of the Serpent took the better part of a
week. Although it was still swelteringly hot, they had all by now grown at |east

partially accustoned to the climate. Princess Ce' Nedra spent nost of her tine
sitting on deck with Pol gara, pointedly ignoring Garion. She did, however,

gl ance frequently his way to see if she could detect any signs of suffering.
Since her life was entirely in the hands of these people, Ce' Nedra felt keenly
the necessity for winning themover. Belgarath would be no problem A few
winsone little-girl smles, a bit of eyelash fluttering, and a

spont aneous-seem ng kiss or two would wap himneatly around one of her fingers.
That particul ar canpaign could be conducted at any tine she felt it convenient,
but Polgara was a different natter. For one thing, Ce' Nedra was awed by the

| ady' s spectacul ar beauty. Polgara was flaw ess. Even the white lock in the

m dni ght of her hair was not so nmuch a defect as it was a sort of accent - a
personal trademark. Mst disconcerting to the princess were Polgara's eyes.
Dependi ng on her nmood, they ranged in color fromgray to a deep, deep blue and
they saw through everything. No dissinulation was possible in the face of that
calm steady gaze. Each tinme the princess |ooked into those eyes, she seened to
hear the clink of chains. She definitely had to get on Polgara's good side.
"Lady Pol gara?" the princess said one norning as they sat together on deck,
while the steam ng, gray-green jungle slid by on either bank and the sweating
sailors |labored at their oars.

"Yes, dear?" Polgara | ooked up fromthe button she was sewi ng on one of Garion's
tunics. She wore a pale blue dress, open at the throat in the heat.
"What is sorcery? | was always told that such things didn't exist.'
like a good place to start the discussion

Pol gara smiled at her. "Tol nedran education tends to be a bit onesided."

"I's it atrick of some kind?" Ce' Nedra persisted. "I nean, is it like show ng
peopl e sonething with one hand while you're taking sonething away with the
other?" She toyed with the | aces on her sandal s.

"No, dear. It's nothing at all like that."

"Exactly how much can one do with it?"

"We've never explored that particular boundary," Polgara replied, her needle
still busy. "Wen sonmething has to be done, we do it. We don't bother worrying
about whether we can or not. Different people are better at different things,
though. It's sonmewhat on the order of some nmen being better at carpentry while
others specialize in stonemasonry."

"Grion's a sorcerer, isn't he? How nmuch can he do?" Now why had she asked that?
"I was wondering where this was |eading," Polgara said, giving the tiny girl a
penetrating | ook.

Ce' Nedra bl ushed slightly.

"Don't chew on your hair, dear," Polgara told her. "You'll split the ends."

Ce' Nedra quickly renoved the curl from between her teeth.

"We're not sure what Garion can do yet," Polgara continued. "It's probably mnuch
too early to tell. He seens to have talent. He certainly makes enough noise
whenever he does sonething, and that's a fair indication of his potential."
"He'll probably be a very powerful sorcerer then."

A faint smle touched Polgara's |ips. "Probably so," she replied. "A ways
assuning that he learns to control hinself."

"Well," Ce'Nedra declared, "we'll just have to teach himto control hinself

then, won't we?"

Pol gara | ooked at her for a nonent, and then she began to | augh. Ce' Nedra felt a
bit sheepi sh, but she also | aughed.

It seened
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Garion, who was standing not far away, turned to | ook at them "Wat's so
funny?" he asked.

"Not hi ng you'd understand, dear," Polgara told him

He | ooked of fended and noved away, his back stiff and his face set. Ce' Nedra and
Pol gara | aughed agai n.

When Captain Geldik's ship finally reached the point where rocks and swiftly
tunmbling water nmade it inpossible to go any farther, they noored her to a |l arge
tree on the north bank, and the party prepared to go ashore. Barak stood
sweating in his mail shirt beside his friend Geldik, watching Hettar oversee

the unl oadi ng of the horses. "If you happen to see ny wife, give her ny
greetings," the red-bearded man said.

G el dik nodded. "I'Il probably be near Trellhei msonetine during the com ng
Wi nter."

"I don't know that you need to tell her that |I know about her pregnancy. She'l
probably want to surprise me with my son when | get hone. | wouldn't want to
spoil that for her."

Geldik looked a little surprised. "I thought you enjoyed spoiling things for

her, Barak."

"Maybe it's tine that Merel and | made peace with each other. This little war of
ours was amusi hg when we were younger, but it night not be a bad idea to put it
aside now - for the sake of the children, if nothing else."”

Bel garath came up on deck and joined the two bearded Chereks. "Go to Val Alorn,"
he told Captain Geldik. "Tell Anheg where we are and what we're doing. Have him
get word to the others. Tell himthat | absolutely forbid their going to war
with the Angaraks just now. Cuchik has the Ob at Rak Cthol, and if there's a
war, Taur Urgas will seal the borders of Cthol Mirgos. Things are going to be
difficult enough for us without that to contend with."

"Il tell him" Geldik replied doubtfully. "I don't think he'll like it nuch,

t hough. "

"He doesn't have to like it," Belgarath said bluntly. "He just as to do it."

Ce' Nedra, standing not far away, felt a little startled when she heard the
shabby-1 ooki ng ol d man i ssuing his perenptory commands. How coul d he speak so to
sovereign kings? And what if Garion, as a sorcerer, should soneday have a
simlar authority? She turned and gazed at the young man who was hel pi ng Durnik
the smth calman excited horse. He didn't | ook authoritative. She pursed her
lips. A robe of sonme kind mght help, she thought, and maybe sonme sort of book
of magic in his hands - and perhaps just the hint of a beard. She narrowed her
eyes, imagining himso robed, booked and bearded.

Garion, obviously feeling her eyes on him |ooked quickly in her direction, his
expressi on questioning. He was so ordinary. The image of this plain, unassumn ng
boy in the finery she had concocted for himin her m nd was suddenly | udicrous.
Wt hout neaning to, she l|aughed. Garion flushed and stiffly turned his back on
her .

Since the rapids of the River of the Serpent effectively blocked all further

nagi vation upriver, the trail leading up into the hills was quite broad,

i ndicating that nmost travelers struck out overland at that point.

As they rode up out of the valley in the mdnmorning sunlight, they passed rather
qui ckly out of the tangled jungle growh lining the river and noved into a

har dwood forest that was rmuch nore to Ce'Nedra's liking. At the crest of the
first rise, they even encountered a breeze that seenmed to brush away the
sweltering heat and stink of Nyissa's festering swanps. Ce' Nedra's spirits
lifted i medi ately. She considered the conpany of Prince Kheldar, but he was
dozing in his saddle, and Ce'Nedra was just a bit afraid of the sharp-nosed
Drasni an. She recogni zed inmediately that the cynical, wise little man coul d
probably read her |ike a book, and she didn't really care for that idea. |nstead
she rode forward along the colum to ride with Baron Mandoral |l en, who led the
way, as was his custom Her nove was pronpted in part by the desire to get as
far away fromthe steanmng river as possible, but there was nore to it than
that. It occurred to her that this might be an excellent opportunity to question
thi s Arendi sh nobl eman about a matter that interested her

"Your Highness," the arnored kni ght said respectfully as she pulled her horse in
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besi de his huge charger, "dost think it prudent to place thyself in the vanguard
t hus?"

"Who woul d be so foolish as to attack the bravest knight in the world?" she
asked with artful innocence.

The baron's expression grew nel ancholy, and he sighed.

"And why so great a sigh, Sir Knight?" she bantered

"It is of no nonment, your Highness," he replied.

They rode along in silence through the dappl ed shade where insects hunmmed and

darted and small, scurrying things skittered and rustled in the bushes at the
side of the trail.
"Tell me," the princess said finally, "have you known Bel garath for |ong?"

"All nmy life, your Highness."

"I's he highly regarded in Arendi a?"

"H ghly regarded? Holy Belgarath is the paranmount man in the world! Surely thou
knowest that, Princess."

"I'"'m Tol nedran, Baron Mandorallen," she pointed out. "Qur famliarity with
sorcerers is limted. Wuld an Arend descri be Bel garath as a man of noble

bi rth?"

Mandor al | en | aughed. "Your H ghness, holy Belgarath's birth is so far lost in
the dimreaches of antiquity that thy question has no neaning."

Ce' Nedra frowned. She did not particularly |like being |aughed at. "Is he or is
he not a nobl eman?" she pressed.

"He is Belgarath," Mandorallen replied, as if that explained everything. "There
are hundreds of barons, earls by the score, and |ords w thout nunber, but there
is only one Belgarath. Al nen give way to him"

She beaned at him "And what about Lady Pol gara?"”

Mandor al | en blinked, and Ce' Nedra saw that she was going too fast for him "The
Lady Polgara is revered above all wonen," he said in puzzl ed response.

"Hi ghness, could | but know the direction of throe inquiry, | mght provide thee
with nore satisfactory response.™

She | aughed. "My dear Baron, it's nothing inportant or serious just curiosity,
and a way to pass the tine as we ride."

Durnik the smth came forward at a trot just then, his sorrel horse's hoofbeats
t huddi ng on the packed earth of the trail. "Mstress Pol wants you to wait for a
bit," he told them

"I's anything wong?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"No. It's just that there's a bush not far fromthe trail that she recognized.
She wants to harvest the leaves - | think they have certain nedicinal uses. She
says it's very rare and only found in this part of Nyissa." The smith's plain,
honest face was respectful as it always was when he spoke of Pol gara. Ce' Nedra
had certain private suspicions about Durnik's feelings, but she kept themto
herself. "Ch," he went on, "she said to warn you about the bush. There mi ght be
others around. It's about a foot tall and has very shiny green | eaves and a
little purple flower. It's deadly poisonous - even to touch."

"W will not stray fromthe trail, Goodman," Mandorallen assured him "but wll
abi de here against the |lady's perm ssion to proceed."” Durni k nodded and rode on
back down the trail

Ce' Nedra and Mandorallen pulled their horses into the shade of a broad tree and
sat waiting. "How do the Arends regard Garion?" Ce' Nedra asked suddenly.
"Grion is a good lad," Mandorallen replied, somewhat confused.

"But hardly noble," she pronpted him

"Hi ghness,"” Mandorallen told her delicately, "throe education, | fear, hath |ed
thee astray. Garion is of the line of Belgarath and Pol gara. Though he hath no
rank such as thou and | both have, his blood is the noblest in the world.

woul d gi ve precedence to himw thout question should he ask it of nme - which he
woul d not, being a nodest |ad. During our sojourn at the court of King
Korodullin at Vo M nbre, a young countess pursued himnost fervently, thinking
to gain status and prestige by marriage to him"

"Real | y?" Ce' Nedra asked with a hard little edge conming into her voice.

"She sought betrothal and trapped himoften with blatant invitation to dalliance
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and sweet conversation."”

"A beautiful countess?"

"One of the great beauties of the kingdom"

"I see." Ce'Nedra's voice was like ice

"Have | given offense, Hi ghness?"

"I't's not inportant."

Mandor al | en si ghed agai n.

"What is it now?" she snapped.

"l perceive that ny faults are many."

"I thought you were supposed to be the perfect man." She regretted that

instantly.
"Nay, Hi ghness. | am marred beyond thy conception.”
"A bit undiplomatic, perhaps, but that's no great flaw - in an Arend."

"Cowardi ce is, your Hi ghness."
She | aughed at the notion. "Cowardice? You?"
"l have found that fault in nmyself," he admitted

"Don't be ridiculous," she scoffed. "If anything, your fault lies in the other
direction."
"It is difficult to believe, | know," he replied. "But | assure thee with great

shame that | have felt the grip of fear upon ny heart."

Ce' Nedra was baffled by the knight's nmournful confession. She was struggling to
find sonme proper reply when a great crashing rush burst out of the undergrowth a
few yards away. Wth a sudden start of panic, her horse wheeled and bolted. She
caught only the briefest glinpse of sonething |arge and tawny | eapi ng out of the
bushes at her - large, tawny, and with a great gaping nouth. She tried
desperately to cling to her saddle with one hand and to control her terrified
horse with the other, but its frantic flight took himunder a | ow branch, and
she was swept off its back to | and uncerenpniously in the mddle of the trail.
She rolled to her hands and knees and then froze as she faced the beast that had
so clunsily burst forth from conceal nent.

She saw at once that the lion was not very old. She noted that, though his body
was fully devel oped, he had only a half grown nmane. Cearly, he was an

adol escent, unskilled at hunting. He roared with frustrati on as he watched the
fl eei ng horse di sappear back down the trail, and his tail |ashed. The princess
felt a nomentary touch of anmusenment - he was so young, so awkward. Then her
anmusenent was replaced by irritation with this clumsy young beast who had caused
her huniliating unhorsing. She rose to her feet, brushed off her knees, and

| ooked at himsternly. "Shoo!" she said with an insistent flip of her hand. She

was, after all, a princess, and he was only a lion - a very young and foolish
I'ion.

The yell ow eyes fell on her then and narrowed slightly. The lashing tail grew
suddenly quite still. The young lion's eyes widened with a sort of dreadfu

intensity, and he crouched, his belly going lowto the ground. Hi s upper lip
lifted to reveal his very long, white teeth. He took one slow step toward her,
his great paw touching down softly.

"Don't you dare," she told himindignantly.

"Remain quite still, Highness," Mandorallen warned her in a deathly quiet voice
Fromthe corner of her eye she saw himslide out of his saddle. The lion's eyes
flickered toward himw th annoyance.

Carefully, one step at a tine, Mandorallen crossed the intervening space unti
he had placed his arnored body between the lion and the princess. The Lion

wat ched himwarily, not seeming to realize what he was doing until it was too

| ate. Then, cheated of another neal, the cat's eyes went flat with rage.
Mandoral | en drew his sword very carefully; then, to Ce' Nedra's amazenent, he
passed it back hilt - first to her. "So that thou shall have neans of defending
thyself, should |I fail to withstand him" the knight explai ned.

Doubtfully, Ce' Nedra took hold of the huge hilt with both hands. Wen
Mandoral | en rel eased his grip on the blade, however, the point dropped

i mediately to the ground. Try though she might, Ce'Nedra could not even lift

t he huge sword.

Snarling, the lion crouched even lower. His tail |ashed furiously for a nmonment,
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then stiffened out behind him "Mndorallen, |ook out!" Ce' Nedra screamed, stil
struggling with the sword.

The |ion | eaped.

Mandoral I en flung his steel-cased arns wi de and stepped forward to neet the
cat's charge. They cane together with a resounding crash, and Mandoral |l en | ocked
his arns around the beast's body. The lion w apped his huge paws around
Mandor al | en' s shoul ders and his claws screeched deafeningly as they raked the
steel of the knight's arnor. His teeth grated and ground as he gnawed and bit at
Mandoral | en' s hel neted head. Mandorallen tightened his deadly enbrace.

Ce' Nedra scranbl ed out of the way, dragging the sword behind her, and stared

wi de-eyed with fright at the dreadful struggle.

The lion's clawi ng becanme nore desperate, and great, deep scratches appeared on
Mandoral l en's arnor as the Mnbrate's arns tightened i nexorably. The roars

becane yowl s of pain, and the lion struggled now not to fight or kill, but to
escape. He wiggled and thrashed and tried to bite. Hi s hind paws cane up to
rake furiously on Mandorallen's arnored trunk. H's yows grew nore shrill, nore

filled with panic.

Wth a superhuman effort, Mandorallen jerked his arns together. Ce' Nedra heard
the cracking of bones with a sickening clarity, and an enornous fountain of

bl ood erupted fromthe cat's nouth. The young lion's body quivered, and his head
dropped. Mandoral | en uncl enched his | ocked hands, and the dead beast slid linply
fromhis grasp to the ground at his feet.

Stunned, the princess stared at the stupendous man in bl ood-sneared and cl awed
arnor standi ng before her. She had just witnessed the inmpossible. Mndorallen
had killed a lion with no weapon but his mghty arns-and all for her!

Wt hout knowi ng why, she found herself crowing with delight. "Mandorallen!" She
sang his nane. "You are ny knight!"

Still panting fromhis efforts, Mandorallen pushed up his visor. H's blue eyes
were wide, as if her words had struck himw th a stunning inpact. Then he sank
to his knees before her. "Your Highness," he said in a choked voice, "I pledge

to thee here upon the body of this beast to be thy true and faithful knight for
so long as | have breath."

Deep inside her, Ce'Nedra felt a profound sort of click - the sound of two
things, fated fromtine's beginning to cone together, finally neeting. Sonething
- she did not know exactly what - but sonething very inportant had happened
there in that sun-dappl ed gl ade.

And then Barak, huge and inposing, cane galloping up the trail with Hettar at
his side and the others not far behind. "Wat happened?" the big Cherek
demanded, swi ngi ng down from his horse

Ce' Nedra waited until they had all reined in to make her announcenment. "The lion
there attacked nme," she said, trying to make it sound |ike an everyday
occurrence. "Mandorallen killed himw th his bare hands."

"I was in fact wearing these, Hi ghness,"” the still-kneeling kni ght rem nded her,
hol ding up his gauntleted fists.

"It was the bravest thing |'ve ever seen in ny life," Ce' Nedra swept on

"Why are you down on your knees?" Barak asked Mandorallen. "Are you hurt?"

"l have just nmade Sir Mandorallen nmy very own knight," Ce' Nedra declared, "and
as is quite proper, he knelt to receive that honor fromny hands."” Fromthe
corner of her eye she saw Garion in the act of sliding dowm fromhis horse. He
was scow ing like a thundercloud. Silently, Ce' Nedra exulted. Leaning forward
then, she placed a sisterly kiss on Mandorallen's brow. "Rise, Sir Knight," she
commanded, and Mandoral |l en creaked to his feet.

Ce' Nedra was enornously pleased with hersel f.

The remai nder of the day passed without incident. They crossed a | ow range of
hills and came down into a little valley as the sun settled slowy into a

cl oudbank off to the west. The valley was watered by a snmall stream sparkling
and cold, and they stopped there to set up their night's encanpnent.
Mandoral l en, in his newrole as knight-protector, was suitably attentive, and
Ce' Nedra accepted his service graciously, casting occasional covert glances at
Garion to be certain that he was noticing everything.
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Sonewhat | ater, when Mandorall en had gone to see to his horse and Garion had
stonped off to sulk, she sat dermurely on a noss-covered | og congratul ating
herself on the day's acconplishments.

"You're playing a cruel gane, Princess," Durnik told her bluntly fromthe spot a
few feet away where he was building a fire.

Ce' Nedra was startled. So far as she could renmenber, Durni k had never spoken
directly to her since she had joined the party. The smth was obvi ously
unconfortable in the presence of royalty and, indeed, seened actually to avoid
her. Now, however, he |ooked straight into her face, and his tone was reproving.
"I don't know what you're tal king about," she decl ared.

"I think you do." H s plain, honest fact was serious, and his gaze was steady.
Ce' Nedra | owered her eyes and flushed slowy.

"I've seen village girls play this sane gane," he continued. "Nothing good ever
cones of it."

"I"'mnot trying to hurt anybody, Durnik. There isn't really anything of that
sort between Mandorallen and me - we both know that."

"CGarion doesn't."

Ce' Nedra was amazed. "Garion?"

"I'sn't that what it's all about?"

"OfF course not!" she objected indignantly. Durnik's |ook was profoundly

skepti cal

"Such a thing never entered nmy mind," Ce' Nedra rushed on. "It's absolutely
absurd. "

"Real | y?"

Ce' Nedra's bold front collapsed. "He's so stubborn,” she conplai ned. "He just
won't do anything the way he's supposed to."

"He's an honest boy. Whatever else he is or might beconme, he's still the plain,
sinple boy he was at Faldor's farm He doesn't know the rules of the gentry. He
won't lie to you or flatter you or say things he doesn't really feel. | think
sonet hing very inportant is going to happen to him before very long - | don't

know what - but | do knowit's going to take all his strength and courage. Don't
weaken himwith all this childishness."

"Ch, Durnik," she said with a great sigh. "What am| going to do?"

"Be honest. Say only what's in your heart. Don't say one thing and mean anot her
That won't work with him™"

"I know. That's what makes it all so difficult. He was rai sed one way, and | was
rai sed another. We're never going to get along." She sighed again.

Durnik smled, a gentle, alnost whinsical smile. "It's not all that bad,
Princess," he told her. "You'll fight a great deal at first. You're al nbst as
stubborn as he is, you know. You were born in different parts of the world, but
you're not really all that different inside. You'll shout at each other and

shake your fingers in each others' faces; but in time that will pass, and you
won't even renenber what you were shouting about. Sone of the best marriages
know of started that way."

"Marriage!"

"That's what you' ve got in mnd, isnt it?"

She stared at himincredul ously. Then she suddenly | aughed. "Dear, dear Durnik,"
she said. "You don't understand at all, do you?"

"l understand what | see," he replied. "And what | see is a young girl doing
everything she possibly can to catch a young nman."

Ce' Nedra sighed. "That's conpletely out of the question, you know - even if |
felt that way - which of course | don't."

"Naturally not." He |ooked slightly anmused.

"Dear Durnik," she said again, "I can't even allow nyself such thoughts. You
forget who I am"”

"That isn't very likely," he told her. "You're usually very careful to keep the
fact firmy in front of everybody."

"Don't you know what it means?"

He | ooked a bit perplexed. "I don't quite follow"

"I'"'man Inperial Princess, the jewel of the Enpire, and | belong to the Enpire.
I"lI'l have absolutely no voice in the decision about whom|'m going to marry.
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That decision will be nade by ny father and the Cauncil of Advisers. My husband
will be rich and powerful - probably nuch older than | am- and ny marriage to
himw |l be to the advantage of the Enpire and the House of Borune. | probably
won't even be consulted in the matter."

Durni k | ooked stunned. "That's outrageous!" he objected.

"Not really," she told him "My famly has the right to protect its interests,
and 1'man extrenely val uable asset to the Borunes." She sighed again, a forlorn
little sigh. "It mght be nice, though - to be able to choose for nyself, |

mean. |If | could, I mght even |look at Garion the way you seemto think |I have
been | ooki ng - even though he's absolutely inpossible. The way things are,
though, all he can ever be is a friend."

"I didn't know," he apol ogized, his plain, practical face nelancholy.

"Don't take it so seriously, Durnik," she said lightly. "I've always known that
this was the way things have to be."

A large, glistening tear, however, welled into the corner of her eye, and Durnik
awkwardly put his work-worn hand on her armto confort her. Wthout know ng why,
she threw her arnms around his neck, buried her face in his chest, and sobbed.
"There, there," he said, clunsily patting her shaking shoul der. "There, there."

Chapter Three

GARI ON DI D NOT Sleep well that night. Al though he was young and i nexperienced,
he was not stupid, and Princess Ce' Nedra had been fairly obvious. Over the
mont hs since she had joined them he had seen her attitude toward hi m change
until they had shared a rather specialized kind of friendship. He liked her; she
I'i ked him Everything had been fine up to that point. Wiy couldn't she just
leave it alone? Garion surmsed that it probably had something to do with the

i nner workings of the female mnd. As soon as a friendship passed a certain
poi nt - sone obscure and secret boundary - a woman quite automatically becane
overwhel med by a ragi ng conmpul sion to conplicate things.

He was al nost certain that her transparent little gane with Mandoral |l en had been
aimed at him and he wondered if it mght not be a good idea to warn the kni ght
to spare himnore heartbreak in the future. Ce' Nedra's toying with the great
man's affections was little nore than the sensel ess cruelty of a spoiled child.
Mandor al | en must be warned. Hi s Arendi sh thick-headedness m ght easily cause him
to overl ook the obvious.

And yet, Mandorallen had killed the lion for her. Such stupendous bravery coul d
quite easily have overwhelnmed the flighty little princess. Wat if her

adm ration and gratitude had pushed her over the line into infatuation? That
possibility, comng to Garion as it did in those darkest hours just before dawn,
bani shed all possibility of further sleep. He arose the next norning sandy-eyed
and surly and with a terrible worry gnawi ng at him

As they rode out through the blue-tinged shadows of early norning with the
slanting rays of the newWy risen sun gleanm ng on the treetops above them Garion
fell in beside his grandfather, seeking the confort of the old man's

compani onship. It was not only that, however. Ce' Nedra was riding dermurely with
Aunt Pol just ahead, and Garion felt very strongly that he should keep an eye on
her .

Mster WIf rode in silence, |ooking cross and irritable, and he frequently dug
his fingers under the splint on his left arm

"Leave it alone, father,” Aunt Pol told himwthout turning around.

"It itches."

"That's because it's healing. Just leave it alone.”

He grumbl ed about that under his breath.

"VWich route are you planning to take to the Val e?" she asked him

"We'll go around by way of Tol Rane," he replied.

"The season's noving on, father," she rem nded him "If we take too long, we'll
run into bad weather in the nmountains.”

"I know that, Pol. Wuld you rather cut straight across Maragor?"

"Don't be absurd."

"I's Maragor really all that dangerous?" Garion asked.
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Princess Ce'Nedra turned in her saddle and gave hima withering |ook. "Don't you
know anyt hi ng?" she asked himwi th towering superiority.

Garion drew hinmsel f up, a dozen suitable responses to that coming to m nd al nost
at once.

M ster WIf shook his head warningly. "Just let it pass," the old man told him
"I't's much too early to start in on that just now "

Garion clenched his teeth together.

They rode for an hour or nore through the cool norning, and Garion gradually
felt his tenper inproving. Then Hettar rode up to speak with Mster WIf. "There
are sone riders coming," he reported

"How many?" Wl f asked quickly.

"A dozen or nore - coming in fromthe west."

"They coul d be Tol nedrans."

"Il see," Aunt Pol murnmured. She |lifted her face and cl osed her eyes for a
monent. "No," she said. "Not Tol nedrans. Mirgos."

Hettar's eyes went flat. "Do we fight?" he asked with a dreadful kind of
eagerness, his hand going to his sabre.

"No," WoIf replied curtly. "We hide."

"There aren't really that many of them"

"Never mind, Hettar," WIf told him "Silk," he called ahead, "there are sone
Murgos coming toward us fromthe west. Warn the others and find us all a place
to hide."

Si |l k nodded curtly and gal | oped forward.

"Are there any Golins with then?" the old man asked Aunt Pol

"I don't think so," she answered with a small frown. "One of them has a strange
m nd, but he doesn't seemto be a Golim"

Silk rode back quickly. "There's a thicket off to the right," he told them
"I't's big enough to hide in."

"Lets go, then," Wl f said.

The thicket was fifty yards back anong the larger trees. It appeared to be a
patch of dense brush surrounding a snall hollow. The ground in the holl ow was
mar shy, and there was a spring at its center.

Silk had swung down from his horse and was hacking a thick bush off close to the
ground with his short sword. "Take cover in here," he told them "I'Il go back
and brush out our tracks." He picked up the bush and worned his way out of the

t hi cket.

"Be sure the horses don't nmeke any noise," WIf told Hettar. Hettar nodded, but
hi s eyes showed his disappoi nt nment.

Garion dropped to his knees and wornmed his way through the thick brush until he
reached the edge of the thicket; then he sank down on the | eaves covering the
ground to peer out between the gnarled and stunpy trunks.

Si | k, wal ki ng backward and swi ng his bush, was sweeping | eaves and twi gs from
the forest floor over the tracks they had nade fromthe trail to the thicket. He
was novi ng quickly, but was careful to obliterate their trail conpletely.

From behind them Garion heard a faint snap and rustle in the | eaves, and

Ce' Nedra crawl ed up and sank to the ground at his side. "You shouldn't be this
close to the edge of the brush,"” he told her in a | ow voi ce.

"Nei ther should you," she retorted.

He | et that pass. The princess had a warm flowerlike snell; for sonme reason,
that nade Garion very nervous

"How far away do you think they are?" she whispered.

"How woul d | know?"

"You're a sorcerer, aren't you?"

"I'"'mnot that good at it."

Silk finished brushing away the tracks and stood for a nonment studying the
ground as he | ooked for any trace of their passage he m ght have nissed. Then he
burrowed his way into the thicket and crouched down a few yards from Gari on and
Ce' Nedr a.

"Lord Hettar wanted to fight them" Ce' Nedra whispered to Garion. "Hettar always
wants to fight when he sees Murgos."

"The Murgos killed his parents when he was very young. He had to watch while
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they didit."

She gasped. "How awful!"

"If you children don't mnd," Silk said sarcastically, "I"'mtrying to listen for
hor ses. "

Sonewhere beyond the trail they had just left, Garion heard the thuddi ng sound
of horses' hooves noving at a trot. He sank down deeper into the | eaves and

wat ched, scarcely breathing.

When the Murgos appeared, there were about fifteen of them mailshirted and with
the scarred cheeks of their race. Their |eader, however, was a man in a patched
and dirty tunic and with coarse black hair. He was unshaven, and one of his eyes
was out of line with its fellow Garion knew him

Silk drewin a sharp breath with an audible hiss. "Brill," he nuttered.

"Who's Brill?" Ce'Nedra whispered to Garion

"Il tell you later," he whi spered back. "Shush!"

"Don't shush ne!" she flared.

A stemlook fromSilk silenced them

Brill was talking sharply to the Murgos, gesturing with short, jerky novenents.
Then he raised his hands with his fingers w despread and stabbed themforward to
enphasi ze what he was saying. The Miurgos all nodded, their faces expressionless,
and spread out along the trail, facing the woods and the thicket where Garion
and the others were hiding. Brill noved farther up the trail. "Keep your eyes
open," he shouted to them "Let's go."

The Murgos started to nove forward at a wal k, their eyes searching. Two of them
rode past the thicket so close that Garion could snell the sweat on their

horses' fl anks.

"I"'mgetting tired of that man," one of themremarked to the other

"I wouldn't let it show " the second one advi sed.

"I can take orders as well as any man," the first one said, "but that one's
beginning to irritate ne. | think he would | ook better with a knife between his
shoul der bl ades."

"I don't think he'd Iike that nuch, and it mght be alittle hard to nanage."

"I could wait until he was asleep."”

"I've never seen himsleep."

"Everybody sl eeps-sooner or later."

"It's up to you," the second replied with a shrug, "but | wouldn't try anything
rash - unless you've given up the idea of ever seeing Rak Hagga again."

The two of them noved on out of earshot.

Sil k crouched, gnawi ng nervously at a fingernail. H's eyes had narrowed to
slits, and his sharp little face was intent. Then he began to swear under his

br eat h.

"What's wong, Silk?" Garion whispered to him

"I'"ve made a mistake," Silk answered irntably. "Let's go back to the others." He
turned and crawl ed t hrough the bushes toward the spring at the center of the

t hi cket .

Mster WIf was seated on a |og, scratching absently at his splinted arm

"Wel | ?" he asked, | ooking up

"Fifteen Murgos," Silk replied shortly. "And an old friend."

"It was Brill," Garion reported. "He seened to be in charge."”

"Brill?" The old nan's eyes w dened with surprise.

"He was giving orders and the Murgos were following them" Silk said. "They
didn't like it much, but they were doing what he told themto do. They seened to
be afraid of him | think Brill's sonmething nore than an ordinary hireling."
"Where's Rak Hagga?" Ce' Nedra asked. Wl f | ooked at her sharply.

"W heard two of themtalking," she explained. "They said they were from Rak
Hagga. | thought | knew the nanes of all the cities in Cthol Miurgos, but |'ve
never heard of that one."

"You're sure they said Rak Hagga?" Wl f asked her, his eyes intent.

"I heard themtoo," Garion told him "That was the nane they used - Rak Hagga.
Mster WIf stood up, his face suddenly grim "W're going to have to hurry
then. Taur Urgas is preparing for war."
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"How do you know t hat?" Barak asked him

"Rak Hagga's a thousand | eagues south of Rak Goska, and the southern Mirgos are
never brought up into this part of the world unless the Miuirgo king is on the
verge of going to war with soneone."

"Let them cone,"” Barak said with a bleak smle.

"If it's all the sane to you, 1'd like to get our business attended to first.
I'"ve got to go to Rak Cthol, and |I'd prefer not to have to wade through whol e
armes of Murgos to get there." The old man shook his head angrily. "What is
Taur Urgas thinking of?" he burst out. "It's not tine yet."

Barak shrugged. "One tine's as good as another."

"Not for this war. Too many things have to happen first. Can't Ctuchik keep a

| eash on that mani ac?"

"Unpredictability is part of Taur Urgas' unique charm" Silk observed
sardonically. "He doesn't know hinmself what he's going to do fromone day to the
next."

"Knowest thou the king of the Murgos?" Mandorall en inquired.

"We've met," Silk replied. "We're not fond of each other."

"Brill and his Murgos should be gone by now," Mster WIf said. "Let's nove on
We've got a long way to go, and tine's starting to catch up with us." He noved
qui ckly toward his horse

Shortly before sundown they went through a high pass lying in a notch between
two nmountains and stopped for the night in alittle glen a few nmles down on the
far side

"Keep the fire down as much as you can, Durnik," Mster WIf warned the smith.
"Sout hern Murgos have sharp eyes and they can see the light froma fire from
mles away. |'d rather not have conpany in the nmiddle of the night."

Durni k nodded soberly and dug his firepit sonewhat deeper than usual
Mandoral | en was attentive to the Princess Ce' Nedra as they set up for the night,
and Garion watched sourly. Though he had violently objected each tine Aunt Pol
had insisted that he serve as Ce' Nedra's personal attendant, now that the tiny
girl had her knight to fetch and carry for her, Garion felt sonehow that his
rightful position had in sone way been usurped.

"We're going to have to pick up our pace," WIf told themafter they had
finished a neal of bacon, bread, and cheese. "W've got to get through the
mount ai ns before the first storns hit, and we're going to have to try to stay
ahead of Brill and his Murgos." He scraped a space clear on the ground in front
of himw th one foot, picked up a stick and began sketching a map in the dirt.
"We're here." He pointed. "Maragor's directly ahead of us. We'll circle to the
west, go through Tol Rane, and then strike northeast toward the Vale."

"Mght it not be shorter to cross Maragor?" Mandorall en suggested, pointing at
the crude map.

"Perhaps," the old man replied, "but we won't do that unless we have to.
Maragor's haunted, and it's best to avoid it if possible.”
"W are not children to be frightened of insubstantial shades,
decl ared somewhat stiffly.

"No one's doubting your courage, Mandorallen," Aunt Pol told him "but the
spirit of Mara wails in Maragor. It's better not to offend him™"

"How far is it to the Vale of Al dur?" Durni k asked.

"Two hundred and fifty | eagues,"” Wl f answered. "We'll be a nonth or nore in the
mount ai ns, even under the best conditions. Now we'd better all get sone sleep
Tonmorrow s likely to be a hard day."

Mandor al | en

Chapt er Four

WHEN THEY RCSE the next norning as the first pale hint of |ight was appearing on
the eastern horizon, there was a touch of silvery frost on the ground and a thin
scum of ice around the edges of the spring at the bottomof the glen. Ce' Nedra,
who had gone to the spring to wash her face, lifted a leaf thin shard fromthe
water and stared at it.

"I't's much colder up in the nountains,
swor d.

Garion told her as he belted on his
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"I'"'maware of that," she replied loftily.

"Forget it," he said shortly and stanped away, muttering.

They rode down out of the nountains in the bright norning sunlight, noving at a
steady trot. As they rounded a shoul der of outcropping rock, they saw the broad
basin that had once been Maragor, the District of the Marags, stretching out
bel ow them The neadows were a dusty autumm green, and the streanms and | akes
sparkled in the sun. A tunbled ruin, looking tiny in the distance, gleamed far
out on the plain.

Princess Ce' Nedra, Garion noticed, kept her eyes averted, refusing even to | ook.
Not far down the slope below them a cluster of crude huts and | opsided tents
lay in a steep gully where a frothy creek had cut down through the rocks and
gravel. Dirt streets and paths wandered crookedly up and down the sides of the
gully, and a dozen or so raggedl ooki ng nmen were hacki ng sonewhat dispiritedly at
the creek bank with picks and mattocks, turning the water bel ow the shabby
settl enent a nuddy yel | ow brown.

"A town?" Durnik questioned. "Qut here?"

"Not exactly a town," WIf replied. "The nmen in those settlenents sift grave
and dig up the streanbanks, |ooking for gold."

"I's there gold here?" Silk asked quickly, his eyes bright.

"Alittle," WIf said. "Probably not enough to nmake it worth anyone's tinme to

| ook for it."

"Why do they bother, then?"

Wl f shrugged. "Who knows?"

Mandoral | en and Barak took the | ead, and they noved down the rocky trail toward
the settlenment. As they approached, two nmen canme out of one of the huts with
rusty swords in their hands. One, a thin, unshaven nman with a high forehead,
wore a greasy Tol nedran jerkin. The other, much taller and bul kier, was dressed
in the ragged tunic of an Arendish serf.

"That's far enough," the Tol nedran shouted. "W don't let arnmed nen come in here
until we know what their business is."

"You' re blocking the trail, friend," Barak advised him "You might find that
unheal thy."

"One shout fromme will bring fifty armed nmen," the Tol nedran war ned.

"Don't be an idiot, Reldo," the big Arend told him "That one with all the stee
on himis a Mnbrate knight. There aren't enough nmen on the whol e nountain to
stop him if he decides to go through here." He | ooked warily at Mandorallen
"What're your intentions, Sir Knight?" he asked respectfully.

"We are but following the trail," Mandorallen replied. "W have no interest in
thy community."

The Arend grunted. "That's good enough for ne. Let them pass, Reldo." He slid
his sword back under his rope belt.

"What if he's lying?" Reldo retorted. "What if they're here to steal our gol d?"
"What gol d, you jackass?" the Arend denanded with contenpt. "There isn't enough
gold in the whole camp to fill a thinble - and M nbrate knights don't lie. If
you want to fight with him go ahead. After it's over, we'll scoop up what's

|l eft of you and dunp you in a hole soneplace."

"You've got a bad nouth, Berig," Reldo observed darkly.

"And what do you plan to do about it?"

The Tol nedran glared at the |arger nan and then turned and wal ked away,
muttering curses.

Beri g | aughed harshly, then turned back to Mandorallen. "Conme ahead, Sir
Knight," he invited. "Reldo's all nouth. You don't have to worry about him"
Mandor al | en noved forward at a wal k. "Thou art a | ong way from home, ny friend."
Berig shrugged. "There wasn't anything in Arendia to keep ne, and | had a

m sunderstanding with nmy lord over a pig. Wien he started tal ki ng about hangi ng,
I thought I'd like to try ny luck in a different country."

"Seens |ike a sensible decision." Barak | aughed.

Berig winked at him "The trail goes right on down to the creek," he told them
"then up the other side behind those shacks. The nmen over there are Nadraks, but
the only one who might give you any trouble is Tarlek. He got drunk |ast night,
t hough, so he's probably still sleeping it off."
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A vacant-eyed man in Sendarian clothing shanbl ed out of one of the tents.
Suddenly he lifted his face and howed |i ke a dog. Berig picked up a rock and
shied it at him The Sendar dodged the rock and ran yel pi ng behi nd one of the
shacks. "One of these days I'mgoing to do hima favor and stick a knife in
him" Berig remarked sourly. "He bays at the noon all night long."

"What's his probl en?" Barak asked.

Beri g shrugged. "Crazy. He thought he could nake a dash into Maragor and pick up
sonme gol d before the ghosts caught him He was wong."

"What did they do to hinP" Durni k asked, his eyes wide.

"Nobody knows," Berig replied. "Every so often sonmebody gets drunk or greedy and
thinks he can get away with it. It wouldn't do any good, even if the ghosts
didn't catch you. Anybody com ng out is stripped i mediately by his friends.
Nobody gets to keep any gold he brings out, so why bother?"

"You've got a charming society here," Silk observed wyly.

Berig |l aughed. "It suits nme. It's better than decorating a tree in ny lord's
appl e orchard back in Arendia." He scratched absently at one arnmpit. "I guess
I'"d better go do sonme digging," he sighed. "Good luck." He turned and started
toward one of the tents.

"Let's nove along," WIf said quietly. "These places tend to get rowdy as the
day wears on."

"You seemto know quite a bit about them father,"” Aunt Pol noticed.

"They're good places to hide," he replied. "Nobody asks any questions. |'ve
needed to hide a time or two inny life."

"l wonder why?"

They started along the dusty street between the sl apped-together shacks and
pat ched tents, noving down toward the roiling creek. "Wait!" soneone called from
behi nd. A scruffy-Iooking Drasnian was running after them waving a snall

| eat her pouch. He caught up with them puffing. "Wy didn't you wait?" he
demanded.

"What do you want?" Silk asked him

"Il give you fifty pennyweight of fine gold for the girl," the Drasni an
panted, waving his |eather sack again.

Mandoral | en's face went bl eak, and his hand noved toward his sword hilt.

"Way don't you let ne deal with this, Mandorallen?" Silk suggested nildly,

swi ngi ng down from his saddl e.

Ce' Nedra's expression had first regi stered shock, then outrage. She appeared
al nrost on the verge of explosion before Garion reached her and put his hand on
her arm "Watch," he told her softly.

"How dare-"

"Hush. Just watch. Silk's going to take care of it."

"That's a pretty paltry offer," Silk said, his fingers flicking idly.

"She's still young," the other Drasni an pointed out. "She obviously hasn't had
much training yet. Wiich one of you owns her?"

"We'll get to that in a nmonent,"” Silk replied. "Surely you can nmake a better
of fer than that."

"It's all 1've got," the scruffy man answered plaintively, waving his fingers,

"and | don't want to go into partnership with any of the brigands in this place.
I'"d never get to see any of the profits."”

Silk shook his head. "I'msorry," he refused. "It's out of the question. I'm
sure you can see our position."

Ce' Nedra was maki ng strangl ed noi ses.

"Be quiet," Garion snapped. "This isn't what it seens to be."

"What about the ol der one?" the scruffy nman suggested, soundi ng desperate.
"Surely fifty pennyweight's a good price for her."

Wthout warning Silk's fist |ashed out, and the scruffy Drasni an reel ed back
fromthe apparent blow. H's hand flew to his nobuth, and he began to spew curses.
"Run himoff, Mndorallen," Silk said quite casually.

The grimfaced knight drew his broadsword and noved his warhorse deliberately at
the swearing Drasnian. After one startled yelp, the man turned and fl ed.

"What did he say?" Wl f asked Silk. "You were standing in front of him so
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couldn't see."

"The whole region's alive with Mirgos," Silk replied, clinmbing back on his
horse. "Kheran says that a dozen parties of them have been through here in the

| ast week."

"You knew t hat ani mal ?" Ce' Nedra denmanded.

"Kheran? O course. W went to school together."

"Drasnians like to keep an eye on things, Princess,"” WIf told her. "King Rhodar
has agents everywhere."

"That awful man is an agent of King Rhodar?" Ce' Nedra asked incredul ously.

Sil k nodded. "Actually Kheran's a margrave," he said. "He has exquisite nmanners
under normal circunstances. He asked nme to convey his conplinments.”

Ce' Nedra | ooked baffl ed.

"Drasnians talk to each other with their fingers,
everybody knew that."

Ce' Nedra's eyes narrowed at him

"What Kheran actually said was, 'Tell the red-haired wench that | apol ogi ze for

Garion explained. "I thought

the insult,' " Garion informed her smugly. "He needed to talk to Silk, and he
had to have an excuse."
"Wench?"

"H's word, not mne," Garion replied quickly.

"You know this sign | anguage?"

"Naturally."

"That' |l do, Garion," Aunt Pol said firmy.

"Kheran reconmends that we get out of here immediately," Silk told Mster WlIf.
"He says that the Murgos are |ooking for sonebody - us, probably."

Fromthe far side of the canp there were sudden angry voices. Several dozen

Nadr aks boiled out of their shanties to confront a group of Mirgo horsemen who
had just ridden up out of a deep gully. At the forefront of the Nadraks hul ked a
huge, fat man who | ooked nmore animal than human. In his right hand he carried a
brutal -1 ooking steel nmace. "Kordoch!" he bellowed. "I told you I'd kill you next
time you cane here."

The nman who stepped out from anong the Murgo horses to face the hul ki ng Nadrak
was Brill. "You' ve told ne a |ot of things, Tarlek," he shouted back

"This time you get what's coming to you, Kordoch," Tarl ek roared, striding
forward and swi ngi ng his nace.

"Stay back," Brill warned, stepping away fromthe horses. "I don't have tine for
this right now "

"You don't have any tine left at all, Kordoch - for anything." Tarl ek was
grinning broadly. "Wuld anyone like to take this opportunity to say good - bye
to our friend over there?" he said. "I think he's about to | eave on a very |ong
journey."

But Brill's right hand had di pped suddenly inside his tunic. Wth a flickering
movenent, he whi pped out a peculiar-looking triangular steel object about six

i nches across. Then, in the same novenent, he flipped it, spinning and
whistling, directly at Tarlek. The flat steel triangle sailed, flashing in the
sun as it spun, and di sappeared with a sickening sound of shearing bone into the
hul ki ng Nadrak's chest. Silk hissed with amazenent.

Tarl ek stared stupidly at Brill, his nmouth agape and his left hand going to the
spurting hole in his chest. Then his mace slid out of his right hand, his knees
buckl ed, and he fell heavily forward.

"Let's get out of here!" Mster WIf barked. "Down the creek! Go!"

They plowed into the rocky streanbed at a plunging gallop, and the nmuddy water
sprayed out fromunder their horses' hooves. After several hundred yards they
turned sharply to scranble up a steep gravel bank

"That way!" Barak shouted, pointing toward nore | evel ground. Garion did not
have tinme to think, only to cling to his horse and try to keep up with the
others. Faintly, far behind, he could hear shouts.

They rode behind a low hill and reined in for a nmonent at Wl f's signal
"Hettar," the old man said, "see if they're comng."

Hettar wheel ed his horse and | oped up to a stand of trees on the brow of the
hill.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (21 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

Silk was nuttering curses, his face livid.

"What's your problem now?" Barak denanded.

Si | k kept on swearing.

"What's got him so worked up?" Barak asked M ster Wl f.

"Qur friend's just had a nasty shock," the old man answered. "He m sjudged

sonebody - so did |, as a matter of fact. That weapon Brill used on the big
Nadrak is called an adder-sting."
Barak shrugged. "It |ooked like just an odd-shaped throwing knife to ne.

"There's a bit nore to it than that,” WIf told him "It's as sharp as a razor
on all three sides, and the points are usually dipped in poison. It's the
speci al weapon of the Dagashi. That's what has got Silk so upset."”

"l shoul d have known," Silk berated hinself. "Brill's been a little too good all
along to be just an ordinary Sendarian footpad."

"Do you know what they're tal ki ng about, Pol gara?" Barak asked.

"The Dagashi are a secret society in Cthol Mirgos," she told him "Trained
killers-assassins. They answer only to Ctuchik and their own elders. Ctuchik's
been using themfor centuries to elinmnate people who get in his way. They're
very efficient."”

"I've never been that curious about the peculiarities of Murgo culture," Barak

replied. "If they want to creep around and kill each other, so nuch the better."
He gl anced up the hill quickly to find out if Hettar had seen anythi ng behind
them "That thing Brill used m ght be an interesting toy, but it's no match for

arnmor and a good sword."

"Don't be so provincial, Barak," Silk said, beginning to regain his conposure.
"A wel |l -thrown adder-sting can cut right through a mail shirt; if you know how,
you can even sail it around corners. Not only that, a Dagashi could kill you
with his hands and feet, whether you're wearing arnor or not." He frowned. "You
know, Bel garath,"” he nused, "we m ght have been making a nistake all along. W

assuned that Asharak was using Brill, but it m ght have been the other way
around. Brill has to be good, or Ctuchik wouldn't have sent himinto the West to
keep an eye on us." He snmiled then, a chillingly bleak little smle. "I wonder

just how good he is." He flexed his fingers. "lI've net a few Dagashi, but never
one of their best. That mght be very interesting.”

"Let's not get sidetracked,"” WIf told him The old man's face was grim He

| ooked at Aunt Pol, and sonething seened to pass between them

"You' re not serious," she said.

"l don't think we've got nuch choice, Pol. There are Murgos all around us - too
many and too close. | don't have any roomto nove; they've got us pinned right
up agai nst the southern edge of Maragor. Sooner or later, we're going to get
pushed out onto the plain anyway. At least, if we nake the decision ourselves,
we'll be able to take sone precautions.”

"I don't like it, father," she stated bluntly.

"I don't care nmuch for it nyself," he admtted, "but we've got to shake off al

these Murgos or we'll never make it to the Vale before winter sets in."

Hettar rode back down the hill. "They're coming," he reported quietly. "And
there's another group of themcircling in fromthe west to cut us off."

WIf drewin a deep breath. "I think that pretty well decides it, Pol," he said.
"Let's go."

As they passed into the belt of trees dotting the last lowline of hills
bordering the plain, Garion glanced back once. A half dozen dust clouds spotted
the face of the mles-w de slope above them Mirgos were converging on them from
all over the nountains.

They gal l oped on into the trees and thundered through a shall ow draw. Bar ak,
riding in the lead, suddenly held up his hand. "Men ahead of us," he warned.
"Murgos?" Hettar asked, his hand going to his sabre.

"I don't think so," Barak replied. "The one | saw | ooked nore |ike sone of those
we saw back at the settlenent."”

Silk, his eyes very bright, pushed his way to the front. "I've got an idea," he
said. "Let ne talk to them" He pushed his horse into a dead run, plunging
directly into what seened to be an anbush. "Conrades!" he shouted. "Get ready!

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (22 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

They're conming - and they've got the gold!"

Several shabby-1ooking nen with rusty swords and axes rose fromthe bushes or
stepped out from behind trees to surround the little man. Silk was tal king very
fast, gesticulating, waving his arns and pointing back toward the sl ope | oom ng
behi nd t hem

"What' s he doi ng?" Barak asked.

"Somet hi ng devious, | imagine," WIf replied.

The nmen surrounding Silk | ooked dubious at first, but their expressions
gradual Iy changed as he continued to talk excitedly. Finally he turned in his
saddl e to | ook back. He jerked his armin a broad, overhead sweep. "Let's go!"
he shouted. "They're with us!" He spun his horse to scranble up the gravel ed
side of the gully.

"Don't get separated," Barak warned, shifting his shoul ders under his nail

shirt. "I'mnot sure what he's up to, but these schenes of his sonetines fal
apart."

They pounded down through the grimlooking brigands and up the side of the gully
on Silk's heels.

"What did you say to thenP" Barak shouted as they rode.

"I told themthat fifteen Murgos had made a dash into Maragor and conme out with
three heavy packs of gold." The little man | aughed. "Then | said that the men at
the settlenment had turned them back and that they were trying to doubl e around
this way with the gold. | told themthat we'd cover this next gully if they'd
cover that one back there."

"Those scoundrels will swarmall over Brill and his Murgos when they try to cone
t hrough, " Barak suggest ed.

"I know." Silk laughed. "Terrible, isn't it?"

They rode on at a gallop. After about a half mle, Mster WIf raised his arm
and they all reined in. "This should be far enough,"” he told them "Now |listen
very carefully, all of you. These hills are alive with Murgos, so we're going to
have to go into Maragor."

Princess Ce' Nedra gasped, and her face turned deathly pale.

"I't will be all right, dear," Aunt Pol soothed her

Wl f's face was grinly serious. "As soon as we ride out onto the plain, you're
going to start hearing certain things," he continued. "Don't pay any attention
Just keep riding. I'"'mgoing to be in the lead and | want you all to watch ne
very closely. As soon as | raise ny hand, | want you to stop and get down off
your horses i medi ately. Keep your eyes on the ground and don't | ook up, no
matter what you hear. There are things out there that you don't want to see.

Pol gara and | are going to put you all into a kind of sleep. Don't try to fight
us. Just relax and do exactly what we tell you to do."

"Sl eep?" Mandorall en protested. "Wat if we are attacked? How may we defend
ourselves if we are asl eep?”

"There isn't anything alive out there to attack you, Mandorallen," Wl f told
him "And it isn't your body that needs to be protected; it's your mnd."

"What about the horses?" Hettar asked.

"The horses will be all right. They won't even see the ghosts.
"I can't do it," Ce' Nedra decl ared, her voice hovering on the edge of hysteria.
"l can't go into Maragor."

"Yes, you can, dear," Aunt Pol told her in that sane calm soothing voice. "Stay

close to me. | won't let anything happen to you."

Garion felt a sudden profound synpathy for the frightened little girl, and he
drew his horse over beside hers. "I'Il be here, too," he told her. She | ooked at
himgratefully, but her lower lip still trenbled, and her face was very pale.

Mster WIf took a deep breath and gl anced once at the |ong sl ope behind them
The dust clouds raised by the convergi ng Murgos were nuch cl oser now. "Al
right," he said, "let's go." He turned his horse and began to ride at an easy
trot down toward the nouth of the gully and the plain stretching out before

t hem

The sound at first seened faint and very far away, alnost |ike the murnur of

wi nd among the branches of a forest or the soft babble of water over stones.
Then, as they rode farther out onto the plain, it grew | ouder and nore distinct.
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Garion gl anced back once, alnbst longingly at the hills behind them Then he
pull ed his horse close in beside Ce' Nedra's and | ocked his eyes on Mster WIf's
back, trying to close his ears.

The sound was now a chorus of npaning cries punctuated by occasional shrieks.
Behind it all, and seenming to carry and sustain all the other sounds, was a
dreadful wailing - a single voice surely, but so vast and all-enconpassing that
it seemed to reverberate inside Garion's head, erasing all thought.

M ster WIf suddenly raised his hand, and Garion slid out of his saddle, his
eyes fixed al nost desperately on the ground. Sonething flickered at the edge of
his vision, but he refused to | ook

Then Aunt Pol was speaking to them her voice calm reassuring. "I want you to
forma circle," she told them "and take each others' hands. Nothing will be
able to enter the circle, so you'll all be safe.”

Trenbling in spite of hinself, Garion stretched out his hands. Soneone took his
left, he didn't know who; but he instantly knew that the tiny hand that clung so
desperately to his right was Ce' Nedra's.

Aunt Pol stood in the center of their circle, and Garion could feel the force of
her presence there washing over all of them Sonewhere outside the circle, he
could feel WIf. The old man was doi ng sonmething that swirled faint surges
through Garion's veins and set off staccato bursts of the famliar roaring
sound.

The wailing of the dreadful, single voice grew |louder, nore intense, and Garion
felt the first touches of panic. It was not going to work. They were all going
to go nad.

"Hush, now," Aunt Pol's voice cane to him and he knew that she spoke inside his
m nd. H s panic faded, and he felt a strange, peaceful |assitude. H s eyes grew
heavy, and the sound of the wailing grew fainter. Then, enfolded in a conforting
warnth, he fell alnpbst at once into a profound sl unber.

Chapter Five

GARI ON WAS NOT exactly sure when it was that his nmind shook off Aunt Pol's soft
compul sion to sink deeper and deeper into protective unawareness. It could not
have been long. Falteringly, |ike soneone rising slowy fromthe depths, he swam
back up out of sleep to find hinmself noving stiffly, even woodenly, toward the
horses with the others. Wen he gl anced at them he saw their faces were bl ank,
unconpr ehendi ng. He seened to hear Aunt Pol's whi spered command to "sl eep,

sl eep, sleep,"” but it sonmehow | acked the power necessary to conmpel himto obey.
There was to his consciousness, however, a subtle difference. Al though his mnd
was awake, his enotions seened not to be. He found hinself |ooking at things
with a calm lucid detachment, uncluttered by those feelings which so often
churned his thoughts into turmoil. He knew that in all probability he should
tell Aunt Pol that he was not asleep, but for some obscure reason he chose not
to. Patiently, he began to sort through the notions and ideas surroundi ng that
decision, trying to isolate the single thought which he knew nust |ie behind the
choi ce not to speak. In his search, he touched that quiet corner where the other
m nd stayed. He could al nost sense its sardoni c anusenent.

"Wl [ ?" he said silently to it.

"l see that you're finally awake," the other mnd said to him "No," Garion
corrected rather neticulously, "actually a part of ne is asleep, | think."
"That was the part that kept getting in the way. W can talk now. W have sone
things to discuss.”

"Who are you?" Garion asked, absently follow ng Aunt Pol's instructions to get
back on his horse.

"l don't actually have a nane."

"You're separate fromne, though, aren't you? | nean, you' re not just another
part of me, are you?"

"No," the voice replied, "we're quite separate."”

The horses were nmoving at a wal k now, followi ng Aunt Pol and M ster Wl f across
t he meadow.

"What do you want?" Garion asked.
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"I need to nmake things cone out the way they're supposed to. |'ve been doing
that for a very long time now "

Garion considered that. Around himthe wailing grew | ouder, and the chorus of
moans and shri eks becane nore distinct. Filny, half fornmed tatters of shape

began to appear, floating across the grass toward the horses. "lI'mgoing to go
mad, aren't |?" he asked somewhat regretfully. "I"'mnot asleep like the others
are, and the ghosts will drive nme mad, won't they?"

"l doubt it," the voice answered. "You'll see sone things you' d probably rather

not see, but | don't think it will destroy your mind. You might even |earn sone
thi ngs about yourself that will be useful later on."

"You're very old, aren't you?" Garion asked as the thought occurred to him
"That term doesn't have any neaning in nmy case."

"d der than ny grandfather?" Garion persisted.

"I knew hi mwhen he was a child. It might make you feel better to know that he
was even nore stubborn than you are. It took ne a very long time to get him
started in the direction he was supposed to go."

"Did you do it frominside his mnd?"

"Naturally."

Garion noted that his horse was wal ki ng obliviously through one of the filny

i mges that was taking shape in front of him "Then he knows you, doesn't he -
if you were in his mnd, | nmean?"

"He didn't know | was there."

"I've always known you were there."

"You're different. That's what we need to talk about."

Rat her suddenly, a wonan's head appeared in the air directly in front of
Garion's face. The eyes were bulging, and the nouth was agape in a soundl ess
scream The ragged, hacked-off stunp of its neck streamed bl ood that seened to

dribble off into nowhere. "Kiss ne," it croaked at him Garion closed his eyes
as his face passed through the head.
"You see," the voice pointed out conversationally. "lIt's not as bad as you

thought it was going to be."

"I'n what way am | different?" Garion wanted to know.

"Sonet hi ng needs to be done, and you're the one who's going to do it. Al the
ot hers have just been in preparation for you."

"What is it exactly that | have to do?"

"You'll know when the tinme cones. |If you find out too soon, it might frighten
you." The voice took on a somewhat wy note. "You're difficult enough to nanage
wi t hout additional conplications."”

"Why are we tal king about it then?"

"You need to know why you have to do it. That night help you when the tine
comes. "

"Al'l right," Garion agreed.

"A very long time ago, sonething happened that wasn't supposed to happen," the
voice in his mnd began. "The universe cane into existence for a reason, and it
was nmoving toward that purpose snoothly. Everything was happening the way it was
supposed to happen, but then sonething went wong. It wasn't really a very big
thing, but it just happened to be in the right place at the right tine - or
perhaps in the wong place at the wong tinme nmight be a better way to put it.
Anyway, it changed the direction of events. Can you understand that?"

"I think so," Garion replied, frowning with the effort. "Is it |ike when you
throw a rock at sonething but it bounces off sonething el se instead and goes
where you don't want it to go - like the tinme Doroon threw that rock at the crow

and it hit a tree linb and bounced off and broke Fal dor's wi ndow i nstead?"
"That's exactly it," the voice congratulated him "Up to that point there had
al ways been only one possibility - the original one. Now there were suddenly
two. Let's take it one step further. If Doroon - or you had thrown another rock
very quickly and hit the first rock before it got to Faldor's window, it's
possible that the first rock might have been knocked back to hit the crow

i nstead of the wi ndow. "

"Maybe, " Garion conceded doubtfully. "Doroon wasn't really that good at

t hrowi ng rocks."
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"I'"'m much better at it than Doroon," the voice told him "That's the whole
reason | canme into existence in the first place. In a very special way, you are
the rock that |I've thrown. If you hit the other rock just right, you'll turn it
and nake it go where it was originally intended to go

"And if | don't?"

"Fal dor's w ndow gets broken."

The figure of a naked woman with her arns chopped off and a sword thrust through
her body was suddenly in front of Garion. She shrieked and noaned at him and
the stunps of her arns spurted blood directly into his face. Garion reached up
to wipe off the blood, but his face was dry. Unconcerned, his horse wal ked

t hrough the gi bbering ghost.

"W have to get things back on the right course,” the voice went on. "This
certain thing you have to do is the key to the whol e business. For a |long tineg,
what was supposed to happen and what was actual |y happening went off in
different directions. Now they're starting to converge again. The point where
they neet is the point where you'll have to act. If you succeed, things will be
all right again; if you don't, everything will keep going wong, and the purpose
for which the universe cane into existence will fail."

"How |l ong ago was it when this started?"

"Before the world was nade. Even before the Gods."

"WIl | succeed?" Garion asked
"I don't know," the voice replied. "I know what's supposed to happen - not what
will. There's sonething el se you need to know too. Wen this m stake occurred,

it set off two separate lines of possibility, and a line of possibility has a
ki nd of purpose. To have a purpose, there has to be awareness of that purpose.
To put it rather sinply, that's what | am- the awareness of the origina

pur pose of the universe."

"Only now there's another one, too, isn't there?" Garion suggested. "Another
awar eness, | nmean - one connected with the other set of possibilities."
"You're even brighter than | thought."

"And wouldn't it want things to keep going wong?"

"I"'mafraid so. Now we cone to the inportant part. The spot in tinme where all
this is going to be decided one way or another is getting very close, and you've
got to be ready."

"Why ne?" Garion asked, brushing away a di sconnected hand that appeared to be
trying to clutch at his throat. "Can't sonebody el se do it?"

"No," the voice told him "That's not the way it works. The universe has been
waiting for you for nore mllions of years than you could even inmagi ne. You' ve
been hurtling toward this event since before the beginning of tine. It's yours
alone. You're the only one who can do what needs to be done, and it's the nost
important thing that will ever happen - not just in this world but in all the
worlds in all the universe. There are whole races of nen on worlds so far away

that the light fromtheir suns will never reach this world, and they'll cease to
exist if you fail. They'll never know you or thank you, but their entire

exi stence depends on you. The other line of possibility |eads to absol ute chaos
and the ultimate destruction of the universe, but you and | |lead to sonething

el se."

"What ?"

"If you're successful, you'll live to see it happen.”

"All right," Garion said. "What do | have to do - now, | nean?"

"You have enornous power. It's been given to you so that you can do what you
have to do, but you've got to learn howto use it. Belgarath and Polgara are
trying to help you learn, so stop fighting with themabout it. You' ve got to be
ready when the tine cones, and the tine is nuch closer than you mght think."

A decapitated figure stood in the trail, holding its head by the hair with its
right hand. As Garion approached, the figure raised the head. The tw sted nouth
shrieked curses at him

After he had ridden through the ghost, Garion tried to speak to the mind within
his mnd again, but it seened to be gone for the nonment. They rode slowy past
the tumbl ed stones of a ruined farnstead.
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Ghosts clustered thickly on the stones, beckoning and calling seductively.

"A disproportionate nunber seemto be wonen," Aunt Pol observed calmy to Mster
Vol f .

"I't was a peculiarity of the race," WIf replied. "Ei ght out of nine births were
fermal e. It nade certain adjustnments necessary in the custonmary rel ationships

bet ween men and wonen."

"I imagi ne you found that entertaining," she said dryly.

"The Marags didn't |ook at things precisely the way other races do. Marriage
never gai ned much status anmong them They were quite libieral about certain
things."

"Ch? Is that the termfor it?"

"Try not to be so narrow nminded, Pol. The society functioned; that's what
counts. "

"There's a bit nmore to it than that, father,'
canni bal i sn"

"That was a nistake. Sonmebody nisinterpreted a passage in one of their sacred
texts, that's all. They did it out of a sense of religious obligation, not out
of appetite. On the whole, | rather |liked the Marags. They were generous,
friendly, and very honest with each other. They enjoyed life. If it hadn't been
for the gold here, they'd probably have worked out their little aberration."
Garion had forgotten about the gold. As they crossed a small stream he | ooked
down into the sparkling water and saw the butter-yellow flecks glittering among
t he pebbl es on the bottom

A naked ghost suddenly appeared before him "Don't you think |I'm beautiful?" she
| eered. Then she took hold of the sides of the great slash that ran up her
abdonen, pulled it open and spilled out her entrails in a pile on the bank of
the stream

Garion gagged and cl enched his teeth together.

"Don't think about the gold!" the voice in his mnd said sharply. "The ghosts
come at you through your greed. If you think about gold, you'll go mad."

They rode on, and Garion tried to push the thought of gold out of his nind.

M ster WIf, however, continued to talk about it. "That's al ways been the
problemwith gold. It seens to attract the worst kind of people - the Tol nedrans
inthis case."

"They were trying to stanp out cannibalism father," Aunt Pol replied. "That's a
custom nmost people find repugnant.”

"I wonder how serious they' d have been about it if all that gold hadn't been
lying on the bed of every streamin Maragor."

Aunt Pol averted her eyes fromthe ghost of a child inpaled on a Tol nedran
spear. "And now no one has the gold," she said. "Mara saw to that."

"Yes," Wl f agreed, lifting his face to listen to the dreadful wail that seened
to cone fromeverywhere. He winced at a particularly shrill note in the wailing.
"I wish he wouldn't screamso |oud."

They passed the ruins of what appeared to have been a tenple. The white stones
were tunbl ed, and grass grew up anong them A broad tree standi ng nearby was
festooned with hangi ng bodies, twisting and swinging on their ropes. "Let us
down," the bodies nurnured. "Let us down."

"Father!" Aunt Pol said sharply, pointing at the nmeadow beyond the fallen
tenple. "Over there! Those people are real."

A procession of robed and hooded figures noved slowly through the neadow,
chanting in unison to the sound of a mournfully tolling bell supported on a
heavy pole they carried on their shoul ders.

"The nonks of Mar Terrin," WIf said. "Tolnedra's conscience. They aren't
anything to worry about."

One of the hooded figures | ooked up and saw them "Go back!" he shouted. He
broke away fromthe others and ran toward them recoiling often fromthings
Garion could not see. "Go back!" he cried again. "Save yourselves! You approach
the very center of the horror. Mar Anon lies just beyond that hill. Mra hinself
rages through its haunted streets!"

she said. "Wat about their
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Chapter Six

THE PROCESSI ON OF nonks nmoved on, the sound of their chanting and slowy tolling
bell growing fainter as they crossed the neadow. M ster Wl f seemed deep in

t hought, the fingers of his good hand stroking his beard. Finally he sighed
rather wyly. "I suppose we night as well deal with himhere and now, Pol. He'l
just followus if we don't."

"You' re wasting your time, father," Aunt Pol replied. "There's no way to reason
with him W've tried before."

"You're probably right," he agreed, "but we should try at |least. Al dur would be
di sappointed if we didn't. Maybe when he finds out what's happening, he'll cone
around to the point where we can at least talk to him"

A piercing wail echoed across the sunny nmeadow, and M ster Wl f made a sour
face. "You'd think that he'd have shrieked hinself out by now Al right, let's
go to Mar Amon." He turned his horse toward the hill the wild-eyed nmonk had

poi nted out to them A nmainmed ghost gibbered at himfromthe air in front of his
face. "Oh, stop that!" he said irritably. Wth a startled flicker, the ghost

di sappear ed.

There had perhaps been a road | eading over the hill at sone tine in the past.
The faint track of it was dimy visible through the grass, but the thirty-two
centuries which had passed since the last living foot had touched its surface
had all but erased it. They wound to the top of the hill and | ooked down into
the ruins of Mar Amon. Garion, still detached and unnoved, perceived and deduced
things about the city he would not have otherw se noted. Though the destruction
had been nearly total, the shape of the city was clearly evident. The street -
for there was only one - was laid out in a spiral, winding in toward a broad,
circular plaza in the precise center of the ruins. Wth a peculiar flash of
insight, Garion becane i mediately convinced that the city had been designed by
a wonan. Men's minds ran to straight lines, but wonmen thought nore in terns of
circles.

Wth Aunt Pol and Mster WoIf in the |ead and the rest follow ng i n wooden-faced
unconsci ousness, they started down the hill to the city. Garion rode at the
rear, trying to ignore the ghosts rising fromthe earth to confront himwith
their nudity and their hideous maimng. The wailing sound which they had heard
fromthe nonent they had entered Maragor grew |l ouder, nore distinct. The wail
had sonetines seenmed to be a chorus, confused and distorted by echoes, but now
Garion realized that it was one single, mghty voice, filled with a grief so
vast that it reverberated through all the ki ngdom

As they approached the city, a terrible wind seened to cone up, deadly chill and
filled with an overpowering charnel -house stench. As Garion reached
automatically to draw his cloak tighter about him he saw that the cloak did not
in any way react to that wind, and that the tall grass through which they rode
did not bend before it. He considered it, turning it over in his mnd as he
tried to close his nostrils to the putrid stench of decay and corruption carried
on that ghostly wind. If the wind did not nove the grass, it could not be a rea
wi nd. Furthernore, if the horses could not hear the wails, they could not be
real wails either. He grew colder and he shivered, even as he told hinself that

the chill - like the wind and the grief laden howing - was spiritual rather
than real
Al t hough Mar Anmon, when he had first glinpsed it fromthe top of the hill, had

appeared to be in total ruin, when they entered the city Garion was startled to
see the substantial walls of houses and public buildings surrounding him and
somewhere not far away he seenmed to hear the sound of |aughing children. There
was al so the sound of singing off in the distance.

"Why does he keep doing this?" Aunt Pol asked sadly. "It doesn't do any good."
"I't's all he has, Pol," Mster WIf replied.

"I't always ends the sane way, though."

"I know, but for alittle while it helps himforget."

"There are things we'd all like to forget, father. This isn't the way to do it."
Wl f | ooked adnmiringly at the substantial -seenmi ng houses around them "It's very
good, you know. "

"Naturally," she said. "He's a God, after all - but it's still not good for
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him™"

It was not until Barak's horse inadvertently stepped directly through one of the
wal | s - di sappearing through the solid-1ooking stone and then reenergi ng several
yards farther down the street - that Garion understood what his Aunt and
grandfather were tal king about. The walls, the buildings, the whole city was an

illusion - a menory. The chill wind with its stink of corruption seenmed to grow
stronger and carried with it now the added reek of snoke. Though Garion could
still see the sunlight shining brightly on the grass, it seened for some reason

that it was growi ng noticeably darker. The | aughter of children and the distant
singi ng faded; instead, Garion heard screans.

A Tol nedran | egionnaire in burnished breastplate and plunmed hel net, as
solid-looking as the walls around them canme running down the | ong curve of the
street. His sword dripped blood, his face was fixed in a hideous grin, and his
eyes were wld.

Hacked and nutil ated bodies sprawed in the street now, and there was bl ood
everywhere. The waiting clinbed into a piercing shriek as the illusion noved on
toward its dreadful climax.

The spiral street opened at last into the broad circular plaza at the center of
Mar Anon. The icy wind seened to how through the burning city, and the dreadful

sound of swords chopping through flesh and bone seened to fill Garion's entire
m nd. The air grew even darKker.

The stones of the plaza were thick with the illusory nenory of uncounted scores
of Marag dead |ying beneath rolling clouds of dense snoke. But what stood in the
center of the plaza was not an illusion, nor even a ghost. The figure towered

and seenmed to shinmer with a terrible presence, a reality that was in no way
dependent upon the mnd of the observer for its existence. Inits arns it held
the body of a slaughtered child that seened sonehow to be the sum and total of
all the dead of haunted Maragor; and its face, lifted in anguish above the body
of that dead child, was ravaged by an expression of inhunman grief. The figure
wai | ed; and Garion, even in the half somolent state that protected his sanity,
felt the hair on the back of his neck trying to rise in honor

Mster WIf grimced and clinbed dowmn fromhis saddle. Carefully stepping over

the illusions of bodies littering the plaza, he approached the enornous
presence. "Lord Mara," he said, respectfully bowing to the figure.

Mara how ed.

"Lord Mara," WoIf said again. "I would not lightly intrude nmyself upon thy

grief, but I nust speak with thee."

The dreadful face contorted, and great tears streaned down the God's cheeks.
Wordl essly, Mara held out the body of the child and lifted his face and wail ed.
"Lord Mara!" Wolf tried once again, nore insistent this tine.

Mara cl osed his eyes and bowed his head, sobbing over the body of the child.
"It's useless, father," Aunt Pol told the old man. "Wen he's like this, you
can't reach him"

"Leave nme, Belgarath," Mara said, still weeping. H's huge voice rolled and
throbbed in Garion's mnd. "Leave ne to ny grief."

"Lord Mara, the day of the fulfillnment of the prophecy is at hand,” WIf told
hi m

"What is that to ne?" Mara sobbed, clutching the body of the child closer. "WII
the prophecy restore ny slaughtered children to me? | am beyond its reach. Leave
me al one."

"The fate of the world hinges upon the outcone of events which will happen very
soon, Lord Mara," Mster Wl f insisted. "The kingdons of East and West are
girding for the last war, and Torak One-Eye, thy accursed brother, stirs in his
sl unber and will soon awaken."

"Let himawaken," Mara replied and bowed down over the body in his arns as a
storm of fresh weepi ng swept him

"WIt thou then submt to his dominion, Lord Mara?" Aunt Pol asked him

"l am beyond his dom nion, Polgara," Mara answered. "I will not |eave this |and
of nmy nmurdered children, and no man of God will intrude upon ne here. Let Torak
have the world if he wants it."
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"W nmight as well |eave, father," Aunt Pol said. "Nothing's going to nove him"
"Lord Mara," Mster WIf said to the weeping God, "we have brought before thee
the instrunments of the prophecy. WIt thou bl ess them before we go?"

"l have no bl essings, Belgarath," Mara replied. "Only curses for the savage
children of Nedra. Take these strangers and go."

"Lord Mara," Aunt Pol said firmy, "a part is reserved for thee in the

wor ki ng- out of the prophecy. The iron destiny which conpels us all conpels thee
as well. Each nust play that part laid out for himfromthe begi nning of days,
for in the day that the prophecy is turned aside fromits terrible course, the
world will be unnade."

"Let it be unmade," Mara groaned. "It holds no nore joy for nme, so let it
perish. My grief is eternal, and | will not abandon it, though the cost be the
unnmaki ng of all that has been nade. Take these children of the prophecy and
depart."

Mster WIf bowed with resignation, turned, and cane back toward the rest of
them His expression registered a certain hopel ess di sgust.

"Wait!" Mara roared suddenly. The inages of the city and its dead wavered and
shi mered away. "What is this?" the God demanded.

M ster WIf turned quickly.

"What hast thou done, Bel garath?" Mara accused, suddenly towering into
imensity. "And thou, Polgara. Is ny grief now an anusenent for thee? WIt thou
cast ny sorrow into ny teeth?"

"My Lord?" Aunt Pol seened taken aback by the God's sudden fury.

"Monstrous!" Mara roared. "Mnstrous!" Hs huge face convul sed with rage. In
terrible anger, he strode toward them and then stopped directly in front of the
horse of Princess Ce'Nedra. "I will rend thy flesh!" he shrieked at her. "I wll
fill thy brain with the worns of madness, daughter of Nedra. | will sink thee in
torment and horror for all the days of thy life."

"Leave her alone!" Aunt Pol said sharply.

"Nay, Polgara," he raged. "Upon her will fall the brunt of my wath." Hs
dreadful, clutching fingers reached out toward the unconprehendi ng princess, but
she stared bl ankly through him unflinching and unaware.

The God hissed with frustration and whirled to confront Mster Wl f. "Tricked!"
he howl ed. "Her nind is asleep.”

"They're all asleep, Lord Mara," WIf replied. "Threats and horrors don't nean
anything to them Shriek and how until the sky falls down; she cannot hear

t hee. "

"I will punish thee for this, Belgarath," Mara snarled, "and Pol gara as well.

You will all taste pain and terror for this arrogant despite of me. | will wing
the sleep fromthe ninds of these intruders, and they will know the agony and
madness | will visit upon themall." He swelled suddenly into vastness.

"That's enough! Mara! Stop!" The voice was Garion's, but Garion knew that it was
not he who spoke.

The Spirit of Mara turned on him raising his vast armto strike, but Garion
felt hinself slide fromhis horse to approach the vast threatening figure. "Your
vengeance stops here, Mara," the voice comng fromGarion's nmouth said. "The
girl is bound to ny purpose. You will not touch her." Garion realized with a
certain alarmthat he had been placed between the raging God and the sl eeping
princess.

"Move out of ny way, boy, lest | slay thee," Mra threatened.

"Use your nmind, Mara," the voice told him "if you haven't howed it enpty by
now. You know who | am™"

"I will have her!" Mara howed. "I will give her a multitude of lives and tear
each one from her quivering flesh."
"No," the voice replied, "you won't.
The God Mara drew hinself up again, raising his dreadful arns; but at the sane
time, his eyes were probing - and nore than his eyes. Garion once again felt a
vast touch on his nmind as he had in Queen Salnmissra's throne room when the
Spirit of Issa had touched him A dreadful recognition began to dawn in Mara's
weeping eyes. His raised arns fell. "Gve her to ne," he pleaded. "Take the
others and go, but give the Tolnedran to nme. | beg it of thee."
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"No." What happened then was not sorcery - Garion knew it instantly. The noise
was not there nor that strange, rushing surge that always acconpani ed sorcery.
Instead, there seened to be a terrible pressure as the full force of Mara's mnd
was directed crushingly at him Then the mnd within his mnd responded. The
power was so vast that the world itself was not |arge enough to contain it. It
did not strike back at Mara, for that dreadful collision would have shattered
the world, but it stood rather, calmy unnoved and i movabl e agai nst the raging
torrent of Mara's fury. For a fleeting nonent, Garion shared the awareness of
the mind within his mnd, and he shuddered back fromits imensity. In that
instant, he saw the birth of uncounted suns swirling in vast spirals against the
vel vet bl ackness of the void, their birth and gathering into gal axi es and

ponder ously turni ng nebul ae enconpassi ng but a nonment. And beyond that, he

| ooked full in the face of tine itself - seeing its beginning and its ending in
one awful glinpse.
Mara fell back. "I nust subnmit," he said hoarsely, and then he bowed to Garion,

his ravaged face strangely hunble. He turned away and buried his face in his
hands, weepi ng uncontroll ably.

"Your grief will end, Mara," the voice said gently. "One day you will find joy
again."

"Never," the God sobbed. "My grief will |ast forever."

"Forever is a very long tinme, Mara," the voice replied, "and only |I can see to
the end of it."

The weeping God did not answer, but noved away fromthem and the sound of his
wai | i ng echoed again through the ruins of Mar Anon. Mster WIf and Aunt Pol
were both staring at Garion with stunned faces. Wen the old man spoke, his
voice was awed. "Is it possible?"

"Aren't you the one who keeps saying that anything is possible, Belgarath?”
"We didn't know you could intervene directly," Aunt Pol said.

"I nudge things a bit fromtinme to tinme - make a few suggestions. |If you think
back carefully, you m ght even renenber sonme of them?"

"I's the boy aware of any of this?" she asked.

"Of course. W had a little talk about it."

"How nuch did you tell hin®"

"As nmuch as he could understand. Don't worry, Polgara, |'mnot going to hurt
him He realizes howinportant all this is now. He knows that he needs to
prepare hinself and that he doesn't have a great deal of tinme for it. | think

you' d better |eave here now The Tolnedran girl's presence is causing Mara a
great deal of pain.”

Aunt Pol | ooked as if she wanted to say nore, but she gl anced once at the
shadowy figure of the God weeping not far away and nodded. She turned to her
horse and | ed the way out of the ruins.

Mster WIf fell in beside Garion after they had renounted to follow her
"Perhaps we could talk as we ride along," he suggested. "I have a great nmany
questions."

"He's gone, Grandfather,” Garion told him

"Ch," Wl f answered with obvious di sappoi nt nent.

It was nearing sundown by then, and they stopped for the night in a grove about
a mle anay from Mar Anon. Since they had left the ruins, they had seen no nore
of the mai ned ghosts. After the others had been fed and sent to their blankets,
Aunt Pol, Garion, and Mster WIlf sat around their small fire. Since the
presence in his mnd had left him following the neeting with Mara, Garion had
felt hinself sinking deeper toward sleep. Al enotion was totally gone now, and
he seenmed no | onger able to think independently.

"Can we talk to the - other one?" Mster WIf asked hopefully.

"He isn't there right now," Garion replied.

"Then he isn't always with you?"

"Not al ways. Sonetines he goes away for nonths - sonetinmes even longer. He's
been there for quite a long while this tine - ever since Asharak burned up."
"Where exactly is he when he's with you?" the old man asked curiously.

"In here." Grion tapped his head.
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"Have you been awake ever since we entered Maragor?" Aunt Pol asked.

"Not exactly awake," Garion answered. "Part of nme was asleep."

"You could see the ghosts?"

"Yes."

"But they didn't frighten you?"

"No. Some of them surprised nme, and one of them nade ne sick."

Wl f | ooked up quickly. "It wouldn't nake you sick now t hough, would it?"

"No. | don't think so. Right at first | could still feel things like that a
little bit. Now !l can't."

Wl f | ooked thoughtfully at the fire as if |looking for a way to phrase his next
question. "What did the other one in your head say to you when you tal ked

t oget her ?"

"He told ne that sonething had happened a long time ago that wasn't supposed to
happen and that | was supposed to fix it."

Wl f | aughed shortly. "That's a succinct way of putting it,'
he say anything about how it was going to turn out?"

"He doesn't know. "

Wl f sighed. "I'd hoped that naybe we'd picked up an advant age sonmewhere, but |
guess not. It |ooks Iike both prophecies are still equally valid."

Aunt Pol was |ooking steadily at Garion. "Do you think you'll be able to
remenber any of this when you wake up agai n?" she asked.

"I think so."

"Al'l right then, listen carefully. There are two prophecies, both |eading toward
the sane event. The Grolins and the rest of the Angaraks are foll ow ng one;
we're following the other. The event turns out differently at the end of each
prophecy. "

"l see.”

"Not hing in either prophecy excludes anything that will happen in the other
until they neet in that event," she continued. "The course of everything that
follows will be decided by how that event turns out. One prophecy wll succeed;
the other will fail. Everything that has happened and will happen cones together
at that point and becones one. The nistake will be erased, and the universe wll
go in one direction or the other, as if that were the direction it had been
going fromits very beginning. The only real difference is that something that's
very inmportant will never happen if we fail."

Garion nodded, feeling suddenly very tired.

"Beldin call it the theory of convergent destinies," Mster WIf said. "Two
equal Iy possible possibilities. Beldin can be very ponpous sonetines."

"I't's not an uncomon failing, father," Aunt Pol told him

"I think I'd like to sleep now," Garion said.

Wl f and Aunt Pol exchanged a quick glance. "All right," Aunt Pol said. She rose
and took himby the armand I ed himto his bl ankets.

After she had covered him drawi ng the blankets up snugly, she laid one coo
hand on his forehead. "Sleep, ny Belgarion," she nurnured.

And he did that.

' he observed. "D d

Part Two
THE VALE OF ALDUR

Chapter Seven

THEY WERE ALL standing in a circle with their hands joi ned when t hey awoke.

Ce' Nedra was holding Garion's |eft hand, and Durnik was on his right. Garion's
awar eness cane fl oodi ng back as sleep left him The breeze was fresh and cool,
and the nmorning sun was very bright. Yellowbrown foothills rose directly in
front of themand the haunted plain of Maragor |ay behind.

Sil k | ooked around sharply as he awoke, his eyes wary. "Were are we?" he asked
qui ckly.

"On the northern edge of Maragor," WIf told him "about eighty | eagues east of
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Tol Rane."

"How | ong were we asl eep?"

"A week or so."

Sil k kept |ooking around, adjusting his mnd to the passage of tine and

di stance. "I guess it was necessary," he conceded finally.

Hettar went immediately to check the horses, and Barak began massagi ng the back
of his neck with both hands. "I feel as if |'ve been sleeping on a pile of
rocks," he conpl ai ned.

"Wal k around a bit," Aunt Pol advised. "That will work the stiffness out."

Ce' Nedra had not renoved her hand from Garion's, and he wondered if he should
mention it to her. Her hand felt very warmand small in his and, on the whol e,
it was not unpl easant. He decided not to say anything about it.

Hettar was frowni ng when he canme back. "One of the pack mares is with foal,

Bel garath," he said.

"How | ong has she got to go?" Wl f asked, |ooking quickly at him

"It's hard to say for sure - no nore than a nonth. It's her first."

"W can break down her pack and distribute the weight anong the other horses,"
Dur ni k suggested. "She'll be all right if she doesn't have to carry anything."
"Maybe. " Hettar sounded dubi ous.

Mandor al | en had been studying the yellowed foothills directly ahead. "W are
bei ng wat ched, Belgarath," he said sonberly, pointing at several w spy col ums
of snoke rising toward the blue norning sky.

Mster WIf squinted at the smoke and nmade a sour face. "Gol dhunters, probably.
They hover around the borders of Maragor |ike vultures over a sick cow Take a

| ook, Pol."

But Aunt Pol's eyes already had that distant |ook in themas she scanned the
foothills ahead. "Arends," she said, "Sendars, Tol nedrans, a couple of

Drasni ans. They aren't very bright."

"Any Murgos?"

"No. "

"Comon rabbl e then," Mandoral |l en observed. "Such scavengers will not inpede us
significantly."

"I'd like to avoid a fight if possible,”™ WIf told him "These incidental

skirnmi shes are dangerous and don't really acconplish anything." He shook his
head with disgust. "We'll never be able to convince themthat we're not carrying
gol d out of Maragor, though, so | guess there's no help for it."

"If gold' s all they want, why don't we just give them sone?" Silk suggested.

"I didn't bring all that much with me, Silk," the old man repli ed.

"It doesn't have to be real,"” Silk said, his eyes bright. He went to one of the
packhorses, canme back with several |arge pieces of canvas, and quickly cut them
into foot-w de squares. Then he took one of the squares and laid a double
handful of gravel in its center. He pulled up the corners and w apped a stout

pi ece of cord around them form ng a heavy-looking pouch. He hefted it a few
times. "Looks about |ike a sackful of gold, wouldn't you say?"

"He's going to do sonething clever again," Barak said.

Silk smrked at himand qui ckly made up several nore pouches. "I'Il take the

| ead," he said, hanging the pouches on their saddles. "Just follow ne and |et ne
do the tal king. How many of themare up there, Pol gara?"

"About twenty," she replied.

"That will work out just fine," he stated confidently. "Shall we go?" They
mounted their horses and started across the ground toward the broad nouth of a
dry wash that opened out onto the plain. Silk rode at the front, his eyes
everywhere. As they entered the nouth of the wash, Garion heard a shrill whistle
and saw several furtive novenments ahead of them He was very conscious of the
steep banks of the wash on either side of them

"I"'mgoing to need a bit of open ground to work with," Silk told them "There."
He pointed with his chin at a spot where the slope of the bank was a bit nore
gradual . When they reached the spot, he turned his horse sharply. "Now " he
barked. "Ride!"

They followed him scrambling up the bank and kicking up a great deal of gravel;
a thick cloud of choking yellow dust rose in the air as they clawed their way up
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out of the wash.

Shouts of dismay canme fromthe scrubby thornbushes at the upper end of the wash,
and a group of rough-1ooking men broke out into the open, running hard up

t hrough the knee-high brown grass to head them off. A bl ack-bearded nman, cl oser
and nore desperate than the rest, junped out in front of them brandishing a
rust-pitted sword. Wthout hesitation, Mandorall en rode hi mdown. The

bl ack- bearded man howl ed as he roll ed and tunbl ed beneath the churning hooves of
t he huge war hor se.

When they reached the hilltop above the wash, they gathered in a tight group
"This will do," Silk said, |ooking around at the rounded terrain. "All | need is
for the nob to have enough roomto think about casualties. | definitely want
themto be thinking about casualties."

An arrow buzzed toward them and Mandorallen brushed it al nbst contenptuously
out of the air with his shield.

"Stop!" one of the brigands shouted. He was a | ean, pocknmarked Sendar with a
crude bandage w apped around one leg, wearing a dirty green tunic.

"Who says so?" Silk yelled back insolently.

"I"'m Krol dor," the bandaged man announced inportantly. "Kroldor the robber

You' ve probably heard of ne."

"Can't say that | have," Silk replied pleasantly.

"Leave your gold - and your wonen," Krol dor ordered. "Maybe I'Il let you live."
"If you get out of our way, maybe we'll let you live."

"I've got fifty men," Kroldor threatened, "all desperate, like ne."

"You've got twenty," Silk corrected. "Runaway serfs, cowardly peasants, and
sneak thieves. My nen are trained warriors. Not only that, we're nounted, and
you're on foot."

"Leave your gold," the self proclained robber insisted.

"Why don't you cone and take it?"

"Let's go!" Krol dor barked at his nmen. He lunged forward. A couple of his
outlaws rather hesitantly followed himthrough the brown grass, but the rest
hung back, eyei ng Mandoral |l en, Barak, and Hettar apprehensively. After a few
paces, Kroldor realized that his nen were not with him He stopped and spun
around. "You cowards!" he raged. "If we don't hurry, the others will get here.
W won't get any of the gold."

"Il tell you what, Kroldor," Silk said. "We're in kind of a hurry, and we've
got nore gold than we can conveniently carry." He unslung one of his bags of
gravel fromhis saddl e and shook it suggestively. "Here." Negligently he tossed
the bag into the grass off to one side. Then he took another bag and tossed it
over beside the first. At his quick gesture the others all threw their bags on
the growi ng heap. "There you are, Kroldor," Silk continued. "Ten bags of good
yel l ow gol d that you can have without a fight. If you want nore, you'll have to
bleed for it."

The rough-1o0oki ng nmen behi nd Krol dor | ooked at each other and began noving to
either side, their eyes fixed greedily on the heap of bags Iying in the tal

gr ass.

"Your nen are having thoughts about nortality, Kroldor," Silk said dryly.
"There's enough gold there to nake themall rich, and rich nen don't take
unnecessary risks."

Krol dor glared at him "I won't forget this," he grow ed.

"I"'msure you won't," Silk replied. "W're com ng through now. | suggest that
you get out of our way."

Barak and Hettar noved up to flank Mandorallen, and the three of themstarted
deliberately forward at a slow, nenacing wal k

Krol dor the robber stood his ground until the last nmonent, then turned and
scurried out of their path, spouting curses.

"Let's go," Silk snapped.

They thunped their heels to their horses' flanks and charged through at a

gall op. Behind them the outlaws circled and then broke and ran toward the heap
of canvas bags. Several ugly little fights broke out al nost imediately, and
three nmen were down before anyone thought to open one of the bags. The how s of
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rage could be heard quite clearly for sone distance

Barak was | aughing when they finally reined in their horses after a couple of
mles of hard riding. "Poor Kroldor." He chortled. "You're an evil nman, Silk."
"I'"ve made a study of the baser side of man's nature,"” Silk replied innocently.
"I can usually find a way to make it work for me."

"Kroldor's nen are going to blame himfor the way things turned out," Hettar
observed.

"I know. But then, that's one of the hazards of |eadership."

"They m ght even kill him"

"I certainly hope so. I'd be terribly disappointed in themif they didn't."
They pushed on through the yellow foothills for the rest of the day and canped
that night in a well-concealed little canyon where the light fromtheir fire
woul d not betray their location to the brigands who infested the region. The
next nmorning they started out early, and by noon they were in the nountains.
They rode on up anobng the rocky crags, noving through a thick forest of dark
green firs and spruces where the air was cool and spicy. Although it was stil
sunmer in the low ands, the first signs of autumm had begun to appear at the
hi gher el evations. The | eaves on the underbrush had begun to turn, the air had a
faint, snoky haze, and there was frost on the ground each norni ng when they
awoke. The weather held fair, however, and they nmade good tine.

Then, | ate one afternoon after they had been in the nountains for a week or
nmore, a heavy bank of clouds noved in fromthe west, bringing with it a danp

chill. Garion untied his cloak fromthe back of the saddle and pulled it around
his shoul ders as he rode, shivering as the afternoon grew col der

Durnik lifted his face and sniffed at the air. "W'Il|l have snow before norning,"
he predi cted.

Garion could also snell the chill, dusty odor of snowin the air. He nodded
glumy.

Mster WIf grunted. "I knew this was too good to last." Then he shrugged. "Onh,

well," he added, "we've all lived through wi nters before."

When Garion poked his head out of the tent the next norning, an inch of snow | ay
on the ground beneath the dark firs. Soft flakes were drifting down, settling
soundl essly and conceal i ng everything nore than a hundred yards away in a filny
haze. The air was cold and gray, and the horses, |ooking very dark under a
dusting of snow, stanped their feet and flicked their ears at the fairy touch of
the snowfl akes settling on them Their breath steamed in the danp col d.

Ce' Nedra enmerged fromthe tent she shared with Aunt Pol with a squeal of

delight. Snow, Garion realized, was probably a rarity in Tol Honeth, and the
tiny girl ronped through the soft drifting flakes with childi sh abandon. He
smiled tolerantly until a well-ained snowball caught himon the side of the
head. Then he chased her, pelting her with snowballs, while she dodged in and
out anong the trees, laughing and squealing. Wwen he finally caught her, he was
determined to wash her face with snow, but she exuberantly threw her arnms around
his neck and kissed him her cold little nose rubbing agai nst his cheek and her
eyel ashes thick with snowfl akes. He didn't realize the full extent of her
deceitful ness until she had al ready poured a handful of snow down the back of
hi s neck. Then she broke free and ran toward the tents, hooting with |aughter,
while he tried to shake the snow out of the back of his tunic before it all
nmel t ed.

By mi dday, however, the snow on the ground had turned to slush, and the drifting
fl akes had becone a steady, unpleasant drizzle. They rode up a narrow ravi ne
under dripping firs while a torrentlike streamroared over boul ders beside them
Mster WIf finally called a halt. "W're getting close to the western border of
Cthol Miurgos,"” he told them "I think it's tinme we started to take a few
precautions."

"I''ll ride out in front," Hettar offered quickly.

"I don't think that's a very good idea," WIf replied. "You tend to get

di stracted when you see Miurgos."

"I''"l'l doit," Silk said. He had pulled his hood up, but water still dripped from
the end of his long, pointed nose. "I'Il stay about half a nmile ahead and keep
ny eyes open."
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Wl f nodded. "Wistle if you see anything."

"Right." Silk started off up the ravine at a trot.

Late that afternoon, the rain began to freeze as it hit, coating the rocks and
trees with gray ice. They rounded a | arge outcropping of rock and found Silk
waiting for them The streamhad turned to a trickle, and the walls of the
ravi ne had opened out onto the steep side of a nountain. "W' ve got about an
hour of daylight left," the little man said. "Wiat do you think? Should we go
on, or do you want to drop back down the ravine a bit and set up for the night?"
Mster WIf squinted at the sky and then at the nountainside ahead. The steep
sl ope was covered with stunted trees, and the tinberline lay not far above them
"W have to go around this and then down the other side. It's only a couple of
mles. Let's go ahead."

Si | k nodded and | ed out again.

They rounded the shoul der of the nmountain and | ooked down into a deep gorge that
separated themfromthe peak they had crossed two days before. The rain had

sl ackened with the approach of evening, and Garion could see the other side of
the gorge clearly. It was not nore than half a mile away, and his eyes caught a
nmovenent near the rim "Wat's that?" He pointed.

M ster WIf brushed the ice out of his beard. "I was afraid of that."

"What ?"

"It's an Algroth."

Wth a shudder of revul sion, Garion renenbered the scaly, goatfaced apes that
had attacked themin Arendia. "Hadn't we better run?" he asked.

"It can't get to us,"” WIf replied. "The gorge is at least a mle deep. The

G olins have turned their beasts | oose, though. It's sonething we're going to
have to watch out for." He notioned for themto continue.

Faintly, distorted by the wind that bl ew perpetually down the yawni ng gorge,
Garion could hear the barking yelps of the Algroth on the far side as it

conmuni cated with the rest of its pack. Soon a dozen of the | oathsone creatures
were scanpering along the rocky rimof the gorge, barking to one another and
keeping pace with the party as they rode around the steep nountain face toward a
shal | ow draw on the far side. The draw |l ed away fromthe gorge; after a mle
they stopped for the night in the shelter of a grove of scrubby spruces.

It was colder the next norning and still cloudy, but the rain had stopped. They
rode on back down to the nouth of the draw and continued foll owi ng the rim of
the gorge. The face on the other side fell away in a sheer, dizzying drop for
thousands of feet to the tiny-looking ribbon of the river at the bottom The

Al groths still kept pace with them barking and yel ping and | ooki ng across with
a dreadful hunger. There were other things as well, dinmy seen back anobng the
trees on the other side. One of them huge and shaggy, seened even to have a
human body, but its head was the head of a beast. A herd of sw ft-noving animals
galloped along the fir rim manes and tails tossing

"Look," Ce' Nedra excl ai ned, pointing. "WId horses."

"They're not horses,"” Hettar said grimy.

"They | ook |ike horses."

"They may |l ook like it, but they aren't."

"Hrulgin,” Mster Wolf said shortly.

"What's that?"

"A Hulga is a four-legged aninal-like a horse-but it has fangs instead of
teeth, and clawed feet instead of hooves."

"But that would nean-" The princess broke off, her eyes wi de.

"Yes. They're neat-eaters."”

She shuddered. "How dreadful ."

"That gorge is getting narrower, Belgarath," Barak growed. "I'd rather not have
any of those things on the sane side with us."
"We'll be all right. As | renmenber, it narrows down to about a hundred yards and

then wi dens out again. They won't be able to get across."

"l hope your nenory hasn't failed you."

The sky above | ooked ragged, tattered by a gusty wind. Vultures soared and
circled over the gorge, and ravens flapped fromtree to tree, croaking and
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squawki ng to one another. Aunt Pol watched the birds with a | ook of stern

di sapproval , but said nothing.

They rode on. The gorge grew narrower, and soon they could see the brutish faces
of the Algroths on the other side clearly. When the Hulgin, manes tossing in
the wi nd, opened their nmouths to whinny to each other, their long, pointed teeth
were plainly visible.

Then, at the narrowest point of the gorge, a party of mmil-skirted Miurgos rode
out onto the opposite precipice. Their horses were |athered fromhard riding,
and the Miurgos thensel ves were gaunt-faced and travel -stai ned. They stopped and
waited until Garion and his friends were opposite them At the very edge,
staring first across the gorge and then down at the river far bel ow, stood
Brill.

"What kept you?" Silk called in a bantering tone that had a hard edge just bel ow
the surface. "W thought perhaps you'd gotten lost."

"Not very likely, Kheldar," Brill replied. "How did you get across to that

si de?"

"You go back that way about four days' ride," Silk shouted, pointing back the
way they had conme. "If you | ook very carefully, you'll find the canyon that

| eads up here. It shouldn't take you nore than a day or two to find it."

One of the Murgos pulled a short bow out from beneath his left |Ieg and set an
arrowto it. He pointed the arrow at Silk, drew back the string and rel eased.
Silk watched the arrow calmy as it fell down into the gorge, spinning in a

I ong, slowlooking spiral. "N ce shot," he call ed.

"Don't be an idiot," Brill snapped at the Murgo with the bow. He | ooked back at
Silk. "I'"ve heard a great deal about you, Kheldar," he said.

"One has devel oped a certain reputation," Silk replied nodestly.

"One of these days |I'lIl have to find out if you' re as good as they say."

"That particular curiosity could be the first synptomof a fatal disease."
"For one of us, at |east."

"I look forward to our next meeting, then," Silk told him "I hope you'd excuse
us, ny dear fellow - pressing business, you know. "

"Keep an eye out behind you, Kheldar," Brill threatened. "One day |I'I| be
there. "

"l always keep an eye out behind me, Kordoch," Silk called back, "so don't be
too surprised if I"'mwaiting for you. It's been wonderful chatting with you
We'll have to do it agai n-soon."

The Murgo with the bow shot another arrow. It followed his first into the gorge.
Silk laughed and led the party away fromthe brink of the precipice. "Wat a
splendid fellow," he said as they rode away. He | ooked up at the rmurky sky
overhead. "And what an absolutely beautiful day."

The cl ouds thickened and grew bl ack as the day wore on. The w nd picked up unti
it how ed anong the trees. Mster WIf led themaway from t he gorge which
separated themfromBrill and his Miurgos, noving steadily toward the northeast.
They set up for the night in a rock-strewn basin just below the tinberline. Aunt
Pol prepared a neal of thick stew, as soon as they had finished eating, they |et
the fire go out. "There's no point in lighting beacons for them" Wl f observed.
"They can't get across the gorge, can they?" Durnik asked.

"It's better not to take chances,"” Wl f replied. He wal ked away from the | ast
few enbers of the dying fire and | ooked out into the darkness. On an inpul se.
Garion foll owed him

"How much farther is it to the Vale, G andfather?" he asked.

"About seventy | eagues,"” the old nman told him

"W can't nmeke very good tine up here in the nountains."

"The weather's getting worse, too."

"I noticed that."

"What happens if we get a real snowstorn®"

"W take shelter until it blows over."

"What if-"

"Garion, | knowit's only natural, but sonmetines you sound a great deal |ike
your Aunt. She's been saying 'what if' to ne since she was about seventeen. |'ve

gotten terribly tired of it over the years."
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"I"'msorry."

"Don't be sorry. Just don't do it any nore."

Overhead in the pitch-blackness of the blustery sky, there was a sudden,
ponderous flap as of enornobus w ngs.

"What's that?" Garion asked, startl ed.

"Be still!" Wlf stood with his face turned upward. There was anot her great
flap. "Oh, that's sad."
"What ?"

"l thought the poor old brute had been dead for centuries. Wiy don't they |eave
her al one?"

"What is it?"

"It doesn't have a nane. It's big and stupid and ugly. The Gods only nade three
of them and the two males killed each other during the first mating season
She's been alone for as long as | can renenber."

"I't sounds huge," Garion said, listening to the enornous w ngs beat overhead and
peering up into the darkness. "Wat does it | ook Iike?"

"She's as bhig as a house, and you really wouldn't want to see her."

"I's she dangerous?"

"Very dangerous, but she can't see too well at night." WIf sighed. "The Golins
must have chased her out of her cave and put her to hunting for us. Sonetines
they go too far."

"Should we tell the others about her?"

"I't would only worry them Sonetinmes it's better not to say anything."

The great wi ngs flapped again, and there was a |long, despairing cry fromthe
darkness, a cry filled with such aching |oneliness that Garion felt a great
surge of pity welling up in him

Wl f sighed again. "There's nothing we can do,
tents."

he said. "Let's go back to the

Chapt er Ei ght

THE WEATHER CONTI NUED raw and unsettled as they rode for the next two days up
the long, sloping rise toward the snow covered summ ts of the nountains. The
trees becanme sparser and nore stunted as they clinbed and finally di sappeared
entirely. The ridgeline flattened out against the side of one of the nountains,
and they rode up onto a steep slope of tumbled rock and ice where the w nd
scoured continual ly.

M ster WIf paused to get his bearings, |ooking around in the pale afternoon
light. "That way," he said finally, pointing. A saddl eback stretched between two
peaks, and the sky beyond roiled in the wind. They rode up the slope, their
cloaks pulled tightly about them

Hettar canme forward with a worried frown on his hawk face. "That pregnant mare's
in trouble,” he told WIf. "I think her time's getting close.”

Wthout a word Aunt Pol dropped back to I ook at the mare, and her face was grave
when she returned. "She's no nore than a few hours away, father," she reported.
Wl f | ooked around. "There's no shelter on this side."

"Maybe there'll be something on the other side of the pass," Barak suggested,
hi s beard whi pping in the w nd.
Wl f shook his head. "I think it's the same as this side. W're going to have to

hurry. We don't want to spend the night up here.”

As they rode higher, occasional spits of stinging sleet pelted them and the

wi nd gusted even stronger, how ing anmong the rocks. As they crested the sl ope
and started through the saddle, the full force of the gale struck them driving
a tattered sleet squall before it.

"It's even worse on this side, Belgarath," Barak shouted over the wi nd. "How far
isit down to the trees?"

"Mles," WIf replied, trying to keep his flying cloak pulled around him

"The mare will never make it," Hettar said. "W've got to find shelter.”

"There isn't any," Wl f stated. "Not until we get to the trees. It's all bare
rock and ice up here."

Wthout knowi ng why he said it - not even aware of it until he spoke - Garion

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (38 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

made a shouted suggestion. "Wat about the cave?"

Mster WIf turned and | ooked sharply at him "Wat cave? Were?"

"The one in the side of the mountain. It isn't far." Garion knew the cave was
there, but he did not know how he knew.

"Are you sure?"

"Of course. It's this way." Garion turned his horse and rode up the slope of the
saddl e toward the vast, craggy peak on their left. The wind tore at them as they
rode, and the driving sleet half blinded them Garion noved confidently,
however. For sone reason every rock about them seenmed absolutely famliar,

t hough he could not have said why. He rode just fast enough to stay in front of
the others. He knew they woul d ask questions, and he didn't have any answers.
They rounded a shoul der of the peak and rode out onto a broad rock | edge. The

| edge curved al ong the nountainside, disappearing in the swirling sleet ahead.
"Where art thou taking us, |ad?" Mandorallen shouted to him

"I't's not much farther," Garion yelled back over his shoul der

The | edge narrowed as it curved around the |ooning granite face of the nountain.
Wiere it bent around a jutting cornice, it was hardly nore than a footpath.
Garion di smounted and | ed his horse around the cornice. The w nd bl asted
directly into his face as he stepped around the granite outcrop, and he had to
put his hand in front of his face to keep the sleet fromblinding him WalKking
that way, he did not see the door until it was alnost within reach of his hands.
The door in the face of the rock was nade of iron, black and pitted with rust
and age. It was broader than the gate at Faldor's farm and the upper edge of it
was lost in the swirling sleet.

Barak, follow ng close behind him reached out and touched the iron door. Then
he banged on it with his huge fist. The door echoed hollowy. "There is a cave,"
he said back over his shoulder to the others. "I thought that the wi nd had bl own
out the boy's senses."

"How do we get inside?" Hettar shouted, the w nd snatching away his words.

"The door's as solid as the nountain itself," Barak said, hammering with his
fist again.

"We've got to get out of this wind," Aunt Pol declared, one of her arns
protectively about Ce' Nedra's shoul ders.

"Well, Garion?" Mster WIf asked.

"It's easy," Grion replied. "I just have to find the right spot." He ran his
fingers over the icy iron, not knowi ng just what he was |ooking for. He found a
spot that felt alittle different. "Here it is." He put his right hand on the
spot and pushed lightly. Wth a vast, grating groan, the door began to nove. A
line that had not even been visible before suddenly appeared |like a razor-cut
down the precise center of the pitted iron surface, and fl akes of rust showered
fromthe crack, to be whipped away by the wi nd.

Garion felt a peculiar warmh in the silvery mark on the palmof his right hand
where it touched the door. Curious, he stopped pushing, but the door continued
to nove, swinging open, it seenmed, alnbst in reponse to the presence of the mark
on his palm It continued to nove even after he was no |longer touching it. He
closed his hand, and the door stopped noving.

He opened his hand, and the door, grating agai nst stone, swung open even w der
"Don't play with it, dear," Aunt Pol told him "Just open it."

It was dark in the cave beyond the huge door, but it seenmed not to have the
musty snell it should have had. They entered cautiously, feeling at the fl oor
carefully with their feet.

"Just a nmonent," Durnik nurnured in a strangely hushed voice. They heard him
unbuckl i ng one of his saddl ebags and then heard the rasp of his flint against
steel. There were a few sparks, then a faint glow as the snmth blew on his
tinder. The tinder flamed, and he set it to the torch he had pulled fromhis
saddl ebag. The torch sputtered briefly, then caught. Durnik raised it, and they
all | ooked around at the cave.

It was inmedi ately evident that the cave was not natural. The walls and fl oor
were absol utely snmooth, al nost polished, and the light of Durnik's torch

refl ected back fromthe gl eam ng surfaces. The chanmber was perfectly round and
about a hundred feet in diameter. The walls curved inward at they rose, and the
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ceiling high overhead seened also to be round. In the precise center of the
floor stood a round stone table, twenty feet across, with its top higher than
Barak's head. A stone bench encircled the table. In the wall directly opposite
the door was a circular arch of a fireplace. The cave was cool, but it did not
seemto have the bitter chill it should have had.

"I'sit all right to bring in the horses?" Hettar asked quietly.

M ster Wl f nodded. Hi s expression seenmed benused in the flickering torchlight,
and his eyes were lost in thought.

The horses' hooves clattered sharply on the snooth stone floor as they were |ed
i nside, and they |ooked around, their eyes wide and their ears twitching
nervously.

"There's a fire laid in here," Durnik said fromthe arched fireplace. "Shall
light it?"

Wl f | ooked up. "What? Ch-yes. Go ahead."

Durni k reached into the fireplace with his torch, and the wood caught

i mediately. The fire swelled up very quickly, and the flanes seened

i nordinately bright.

Ce' Nedra gasped. "The walls! Look at the walls!" The light fromthe fire was
sonehow bei ng refracted through the crystalline structure of the rock itself,
and the entire done began to glowwith a nmyriad of shifting colors, filling the
chamber with a soft, nultihued radiance.

Hettar had noved around the circle of the wall and was peering into another
arched opening. "A spring," he told them "This is a good place to ride out a
storm”

Durni k put out his torch and pulled off his cloak. The chanber had becone warm
al nrost as soon as he had lighted the fire. He | ooked at Mster Wl f. "You know
about this place, don't you?" he asked.

"None of us has ever been able to find it before,” the old man replied, his eyes
still thoughtful. "W weren't even sure it still existed."

"What is this strange cave, Bel garath?" Mndorall en asked.

Mster WIf took a deep breath. "When the Gods were naking the world, it was
necessary for themto neet fromtinme to tinme to discuss what each of them had
done and was going to do so that everything would fit together and work in
harmony - the nountains, the winds, the seasons and so on." He | ooked around.
"This is the place where they net."

Silk, his nose twitching with curiosity, had clinmbed up onto the bench
surroundi ng the huge table. "There are bow s up here," he said. "Seven of

them and seven cups. There seens to be sone kind of fruit in the bows." He
began to reach out with one hand.

"Silk!" Mster Wolf told himsharply. "Don't touch anything." Silk's hand froze,
and he | ooked back over his shoulder at the old man, his face startl ed.

"You'd better cone down fromthere," WIf said gravely.

"The door!" Ce' Nedra excl ai med.

They all turned in tinme to see the nassive iron door gently sw nging closed.
Wth an oath, Barak |eaped toward it, but he was too late. Booming hollowy, it
cl anged shut just before his hands reached it. The big man turned, his eyes
filled with dismay.

"It's all right, Barak," Garion told him "I can open it again."

Wl f turned then and | ooked at Garion, his eyes questioning. "How did you know
about the cave?" he asked.

Garion floundered helplessly. "I don't know. | just did. I think I've known we
were getting close to it for the last day or so."

"Does it have anything to do with the voice that spoke to Mara?"

"I don't think so. He doesn't seemto be there just now, and ny know ng about
the cave seened to be different somehow, | think it came fromme, not him but
I"mnot sure how For some reason, it seens that |'ve always known this place
was here - only |I didn't think about it until we started to get near it. It's
awfully hard to explain it exactly."

Aunt Pol and Mster WIf exchanged a |ong gl ance. WIf |ooked as if he were
about to ask another question, but just then there was a groan at the far end of
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t he chanber.

"Sonmebody help me," Hettar called urgently. One of the horses, her sides

di stended and her breath conming in short, heaving gasps, stood swaying as if her
| egs were about to give out fromunder her. Hettar stood at her side, trying to
support her. "She's about to foal," he said.

They all turned then and went quickly to the laboring mare. Aunt Pol imrediately
took charge of the situation, giving orders crisply. They eased the nare to the
floor, and Hettar and Durni k began to work with her, even as Aunt Pol filled a
small pot with water and set it carefully in the fire. "I'll need sonme room"
she told the rest of them pointedly as she opened the bag which contai ned her
jars of herbs.

"Why don't we all get out of your way?" Barak suggested, | ooking uneasily at the
gaspi ng horse

"Splendid idea," she agreed. "Ce' Nedra, you stay here. |I'Il need your help."
Garion, Barak, and Mandorallen noved a few yards away and sat down, |eaning back
against the glowing wall, while Silk and Mster WIf went off to explore the

rest of the chanber. As he watched Durnik and Hettar with the nmare and Aunt Pol
and Ce' Nedra by the fire, Garion felt strangely abstracted. The cave had drawn
him there was no question of that, and even now it was exerting some peculiar
force on him Though the situation with the mare was i medi ate, he seemed unabl e
to focus on it. He had a strange certainty that finding the cave was only the
first part of whatever it was that was happeni ng, There was sonething el se he
had to do, and his abstraction was in some way a preparation for it.

"It is not an easy thing to confess," Mandorall en was sayi ng sonberly.

Garion glanced at him "In view of the desperate nature of our quest, however,"
the knight continued, "I nust openly acknow edge ny great failing. It may cone
to pass that this flaw of mine shall in sone hour of great peril cause ne to
turn and flee like the coward | am leaving all your lives in nmortal danger."
"You' re making too much of it," Barak told him

"Nay, ny Lord. | urge that you consider the matter closely to deternine if | am
fit to continue in our enterprise.”" He started to creak to his feet.

"Where are you goi ng?" Barak asked.

"l thought to go apart so that you nmay freely discuss this matter."

"Ch, sit down, Mandorallen," Barak said irritably. "I'mnot going to say
anyt hi ng behi nd your back | wouldn't say to your face."

The mare, lying close to the fire with her head cradled in Hettar's |ap, groaned
again. "lIs that nedicine alnpost ready, Polgara?" the Algar asked in a worried
Voi ce.

"Not quite," she replied. She turned back to Ce' Nedra, who was carefully
grinding up sone dried |leaves in a small cup with the back of a spoon. "Break
themup a little finer, dear," she instructed.

Durni k was standing astride the mare, his hands on her distended belly. "W may
have to turn the foal," he said gravely. "I think it's trying to cone the wong
way. "

"Don't start on that until this has a chance to work," Aunt Pol told him slowy
tappi ng a grayi sh powder froman earthen jar into her bubbling pot, She took the
cup of | eaves from Ce' Nedra and added that as well, stirring as she poured.

"I think, my Lord Barak," Mandorallen urged, "that thou hast not fully
considered the inmport of what | have told thee."

"l heard you. You said you were afraid once. It's nothing to worry about. It
happens to everybody now and then."

"I cannot live with it. | live in constant apprehension, never knowi ng when it
will return to unman ne."

Durni k | ooked up fromthe mare. "You're afraid of being afraid?" he asked in a
puzzl ed voi ce.

"You cannot know what it was like, good friend," Mandorallen replied.

"Your stonach tightened up," Durnik told him "Your nouth was dry, and your
heart felt as if soneone had his fist clanmped around it?"

Mandor al | en bl i nked.

"I't's happened to ne so often that | know exactly howit feels."

"Thou? Thou art anong the bravest nmen | have ever known."
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Durnik smled wyly. "I'man ordinary man, Mandorallen," he said. "Odinary nen
live in fear all the tine. Didn't you know that? We're afraid of the weather,
we're afraid of powerful nen, we're afraid of the night and the nonsters that
lurk in the dark, we're afraid of growing old and of dying. Sonetinmes we're even
afraid of living. Ordinary nen are afraid al nost every mnute of their lives."
"How can you bear it?"

"Do we have any choice? Fear's a part of |ife, Mandorallen, and it's the only
life we have. You'll get used to it. After you' ve put it on every norning like
an old tunic, you won't even notice it any nore. Sonmetines |laughing at it hel ps
- alittle.

"Laughi ng?"

"It shows the fear that you knowit's there, but that you're going to go ahead
and do what you have to do anyway." Durnik | ooked down at his hands, carefully
kneading the mare's belly. "Sone nen curse and swear and bl uster,"” he conti nued.
"That does the sane thing, | suppose. Every nman has to cone up with his own
technique for dealing with it. Personally, | prefer laughing. It seens nore
appropriate sonehow. "

Mandoral | en' s face becane gravely thoughtful as Durnik's words slowy sank in.
"I will consider this," he said. "It may be, good friend, that | will owe thee
nmore than ny life for thy gentle instruction.”

Once nore the mare groaned, a deep, tearing sound, and Durni k strai ghtened and
began rolling up his sleeves. "The foal's going to have to be turned, M stress
Pol ," he said decisively. "And soon, or we'll |ose the foal and the nare both."
"Let nme get sone of this into her first," she replied, quenching her boiling pot
with sone cold water. "Hold her head," she told Hettar. Hettar nodded and firmy
wrapped his arns around the |laboring nare's head. "Garion," Aunt Pol said, as
she spooned the liquid between the mare's teeth, "why don't you and Ce' Nedra go
over there where Silk and your grandfather are?"

"Have you ever turned a foal before, Durni k?" Hettar asked anxi ously.

"Not a foal, but calves many tines. A horse isn't that nmuch different froma
cow, really."

Barak stood up quickly. His face had a slight greenish cast to it. "I'll go with
Garion and the princess," he runbled. "I don't imagine |I'd be nuch help here."
"And | will join thee," Mandorallen declared. H's face was al so visibly pale

"I't were best, | think, to | eave our friends anple roomfor their mdw fery."
Aunt Pol | ooked at the two warriors with a slight snmle on her face, but said
not hi ng.

Garion and the others noved rather quickly away.

Silk and Mster Wl f were standi ng beyond the huge stone table, peering into
anot her of the circular openings in the shinmering wall. "I've never seen fruits
exactly like those," the little man was sayi ng.

"I'"d be surprised if you had," WoIf replied.

"They look as fresh as if they'd just been picked." Silk's hand noved al nost
involuntarily toward the tenpting fruit.

"I wouldn't," Wil f warned.

"I wonder what they taste like."

"Wbndering won't hurt you. Tasting mght."

"l hate an unsatisfied curiosity."

"You'll get over it." WIf turned to Garion and the others. "How s the horse?"
"Durni k says he's going to have to turn the foal,"” Barak told him "W thought
it might be better if we all got out of the way."

Wl f nodded. "Silk!" he adnoni shed sharply, not turning around.

"Sorry." Silk snatched his hand back

"Way don't you just get away fromthere? You're only going to get yourself in
trouble."

Silk shrugged. "I do that all the tine anyway."

"Just do it, Silk," Wlf told himfirmy. "I can't watch over you every ninute."
He slipped his fingers up under the dirty and rather ragged bandage on his arm
scratching irritably. "That's enough of that," he declared. "Garion, take this
thing off me." He held out his arm
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Garion backed away. "Not ne," he refused. "Do you know what Aunt Pol woul d say
tone if | did that without her pernission?"

"Don't be silly. Silk, you do it."

"First you say to stay out of trouble, and then you tell nme to cross Pol gara?
You're inconsistent, Belgarath."

"Ch, here," Ce'Nedra said. She took hold of the old man's arm and began pi cki ng
at the knotted bandage with her tiny fingers. "Just remenber that this was your
i dea. Garion, give ne your knife."

Sonewhat reluctantly, Garion handed over his dagger. The princess sawed through
t he bandage and began to unwrap it. The splints fell clattering to the stone
floor.

"What a dear child you are.
his armw th obvious relief.

"Just renenber that you owe nme a favor," she told him

"She's a Tol nedran, all right," Silk observed.

It was about an hour |ater when Aunt Pol cane around the table to them her eyes
sonber.

"How s the mare?" Ce' Nedra asked quickly.

"Very weak, but | think she'll be all right."

"What about the baby horse?"

Aunt Pol sighed. "W were too late. W tried everything, but we just couldn't
get himto start breathing."

Ce' Nedra gasped, her little face suddenly a deathly white. "You're not going to
just give up, are you?" She said it al nost accusingly.

"There's nothing nore we can do, dear," Aunt Pol told her sadly. "It took too

Il ong. He just didn't have enough strength left."

Ce' Nedra stared at her, unbelieving. "Do sonething!" she demanded. "You're a
sorceress. Do sonething!"

"I"'msorry, Ce'Nedra, that's beyond our power. W can't reach beyond that
barrier."

The little princess wailed then and began to cry bitterly. Aunt Pol put her arns
confortingly about her and held her as she sobbed.

But Garion was already noving. Wth absolute clarity he now knew what it was
that the cave expected of him and he responded wi t hout thinking, not running or
even hurrying. He wal ked quietly around the stone table toward the fire.

Hettar sat cross-legged on the floor with the unnmoving colt in his lap, his head
bowed with sorrow and his manelike scalp lock falling across the spindl e-shanked
little animal's silent face.

"Gve himto nme, Hettar," Grion said

"Garion! No!" Aunt Pol's voice, coming frombehind him was al arned.

Hettar | ooked up, his hawk face filled with deep sadness.

"Let me have him Hettar," Garion repeated very quietly. Wordlessly Hettar
raised the linp little body, still wet and glistening in the firelight, and
handed it to Garion. Garion knelt and laid the foal on the floor in front of the
shimrering fire. He put his hands on the tiny ribcage and pushed gently.
"Breathe," he al nost whi spered.

"W tried that, Garion," Hettar told himsadly. "W tried everything."

Garion began to gather his will.

"Don't do that, Garion," Aunt Pol told himfirmy. "It isn't possible, and

M ster WIf beaned at her and began to scratch at

you' Il hurt yourself if you try."
Garion was not listening to her. The cave itself was speaking to himtoo |oudly
for himto hear anything el se. He focused his every thought on the wet, l|ifeless

body of the foal. Then he stretched out his right hand and laid his palmon the
unbl eni shed, wal nut-col ored shoul der of the dead animal. Before himthere seened
to be a blank wall - black and higher than anything else in the world,

i npenetrabl e and silent beyond his conprehension. Tentatively he pushed at it,
but it would not nove. He drew in a deep breath and hurled hinself entirely into
the struggle. "Live," he said.

"Garion, stop."

"Live," he said again, throwing hinself deeper into his effort against that

bl ackness.
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"I't's too late now, Pol,"
comm tted hinself."
"Live," Garion repeated, and the surge he felt welling up out of himwas so vast
that it drained himutterly. The glowing walls flickered and then suddenly rang
as if a bell had been struck sonewhere deep inside the nountain. The sound
shimered, filling the air inside the doned chanber with a vibrant ringing. The
light in the walls suddenly flared with a searing brightness, and the chanber
was as bright as noon.
The little body under Garion's hand quivered, and the colt drew in a deep,
shuddering breath. Garion heard the others gasp as the sticklike little |egs
began to twitch. The colt inhaled again, and his eyes opened.
"A mracle," Mandorallen said in a choked voi ce.
"Perhaps even nore than that," Mster WIf replied, his eyes searching Garion's
face.
The colt struggl ed, his head wobbling weakly on his neck. He pulled his |egs
under him and began to struggle to his feet. Instinctively, he turned to his
nmot her and tottered toward her to nurse. His coat, which had been a deep, solid
brown before Garion had touched him was now marked on the shoulder with a
singl e incandescently white patch exactly the size of the mark on Garion's palm
Garion lurched to his feet and stunbl ed away, pushing past the others. He
staggered to the icy spring bubbling in the opening in the wall and spl ashed
wat er over his head and neck. He knelt before the spring, shaking and breathing
hard for a very long tine. Then he felt a tentative, alnbst shy touch on his
el bow. When he wearily raised his head, he saw the now steadier colt standing at
his side and gazing at himw th adoration in its liquid eyes.

he heard M ster Wl f say from somewhere. "He's already

Chapter N ne

THE STORM BLEW itsel f out the next norning, but they stayed in the cave for
anot her day after the wind had died down to allow the mare to recover and the
newborn colt to gain a bit nore strength. Garion found the attention of the
little animal disturbing. It seemed that no matter where he went in the cave,
those soft eyes followed him and the colt was continually nuzzling at him The
ot her horses al so watched himwith a kind of mute respect. Al in all it was a
bit enbarrassing.

On the norning of their departure, they carefully renmoved all traces of their
stay fromthe cave. The cl eani ng was spontaneous, neither the result of sone
suggestion or of any discussion, but rather was sonething in which they al
joined without coment.

"The fire's still burning," Durnik fretted, |ooking back into the gl ow ng done
fromthe doorway as they prepared to | eave.
"I't will go out by itself after we leave,” WIf told him "I don't think you

could put it out anyway - no matter how hard you tried."

Durni Kk nodded soberly. "You're probably right,"” he agreed.

"Cl ose the door, Garion," Aunt Pol said after they had led their horses out onto
the | edge outside the cave.

Sonewhat self consciously, Garion took hold of the edge of the huge iron door
and pulled it. Although Barak with all his great strength had tried without
success to budge the door, it noved easily as soon as Garion's hand touched it.
A single tug was enough to set it swinging gently closed. The two solid edges
came together with a great, hollow boom I|eaving only a thin, nearly invisible
I'ine where they net.

Mster WIf put his hand lightly on the pitted iron, his eyes far away. Then he
si ghed once, turned, and | ed them back along the | edge the way they had cone two
days before.

Once they had rounded the shoul der of the mountain, they renounted and rode on
down through the tunbl ed boul ders and patches of rotten ice to the first |ow
bushes and stunted trees a few mles bel ow the pass. Al though the wind was stil
brisk, the sky overhead was blue, and only a few fl eecy clouds raced by,
appearing strangely close.

Garion rode up to Mster WIf and fell in beside him H's mnd was filled with
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confusion by what had happened in the cave, and he desperately needed to get
thi ngs straightened out. "G andfather," he said

"Yes, Garion?" the old man answered, rousing hinself fromhis half doze.

"Why did Aunt Pol try to stop ne? Wth the colt, | nean?"

"Because it was dangerous," the old man replied. "Very dangerous."

"Why danger ous?"

"When you try to do sonething that's inpossible, you can pour too nuch energy
intoit; and if you keep trying, it can be fatal."

"Fat al ?"

Wl f nodded. "You drain yourself out conpletely, and you don't have enough
strength left to keep your own heart beating."

"I didn't know that." Garion was shocked.

Wl f ducked as he rode under a | ow branch. "Cbviously."

"Don't you keep saying that nothing is inpossible?"

"Wthin reason, Garion. Wthin reason."

They rode on quietly for a few mnutes, the sound of their horses' hooves
muf fl ed by the thick noss covering the ground under the trees. "Maybe |'d better
find out nore about all this," Garion said finally.

"That's not a bad idea. What was it you wanted to know?"

"Everything, | guess."

Mster WIf |aughed. "That would take a very long tine, I'mafraid."
Garion's heart sank. "Is it that conplicated?"

"No. Actually it's very sinple, but sinple things are always the hardest to
explain."

"That doesn't nmke any sense," Garion retorted, a bit irritably.
"Ch?" Wl f | ooked at himwi th amusement. "Let ne ask you a sinple question,
then. What's two and two?"

"Four," Garion replied pronptly.

n \My?ll

Garion floundered for a monent. "It just is," he answered | amely.
"But why?"

"There isn't any why to it. It just is."

"There's a why to everything, Garion."

"Al'l right, why is two and two four then?"

"I don't know," Wolf admitted. "I thought maybe you might." They passed a dead
shag standing twi sted and starkly white against the deep bl ue sky.

"Are we getting anywhere?" Garion asked, even nore confused now.

"Actually, I think we've come a very long way," WIf replied. "Precisely what
was it you wanted to know?"

Garion put it as directly as he knew how. "What is sorcery?"

"I told you that once already. The WIIl and the Wrd."

"That doesn't really nmean anything, you know "

"Al right, try it this way. Sorcery is doing things with your nind instead of
your hands. Most people don't use it because at first it's much easier to do
things the other way."

Garion frowned. "It doesn't seem hard."

"That's because the things you' ve been doi ng have conme out of inpulse. You' ve
never sat down and thought your way through sonething - you just do it."

"Isn't it easier that way? Wat | nmean is, why not just do it and not think
about it?"

"Because spontaneous sorcery is just third-rate nmagic - conpletely uncontroll ed.
Anyt hing can happen if you sinply turn the power of your nmind |oose. It has no
morality of its own. The good or the bad of it cones out of you, not out of the
sorcery."

"You nean that when | burned Asharak, it was ne and not the sorcery?" Garion
asked, feeling a bit sick at the thought.

M ster WIf nodded gravely. "It might help if you renenber that you were al so
the one who gave life to the colt. The two things sort of bal ance out."

Garion gl anced back over his shoul der at the colt, who was frisking al ong behind
himlike a puppy. "What you're saying is that it can be either good or bad."
"No," Wolf corrected. "By itself it has nothing to do with good or bad. And it
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won't help you in any way to nake up your mnd howto use it. You can do
anything you want to with it - alnobst anything, that is. You can bite the tops
off all the nountains or stick the trees in the ground upside down or turn al
the clouds green, if you feel like it. What you have to decide is whether you
shoul d do sonething, not whether you can do it."

"You sai d al nbost anything," Garion noted quickly.

"I"'mgetting to that," WIf said. He | ooked thoughtfully at a | owflying cloud -
an ordinary-looking old man in a rusty tunic and gray hood | ooking at the sky.
"There's one thing that's absolutely forbidden. You can never destroy anything -
not ever."

Garion was baffled by that. "I destroyed Asharak, didn't 1?"

"No. You killed him There's a difference. You set fire to him and he burned to
death. To destroy sonmething is to try to uncreate it. That's what's forbidden."
"What woul d happen if | did try?"

"Your power would turn inward on you, and you'd be obliterated in an instant."
Garion blinked and then suddenly went cold at the thought of how cl ose he had
come to crossing that forbidden line in his encounter with Asharak. "How do

tell the difference?" he asked in a hushed voice. "I mean, how do | go about
explaining that | only neant to kill sonebody and not destroy hin®"

"It's not a good area for experinentation," WIf told him "If you really want
to kill sonebody, stick your sword in him Hopefully you won't have occasion to

do that sort of thing too often.”

They stopped at a small brook trickling out of some nossy stones to allow their
horses to dri nk.

"You see, Grion," WIf explained, "the ultinmate purpose of the universe is to
create things. It will not permit you to cone along behind it uncreating all the
things it went to so nmuch trouble to create in the first place. Wen you kil
sonebody, all you've really done is alter hima bit. You' ve changed him from
being alive to being dead. He's still there. To uncreate him you have to will
hi m out of existence entirely. Wen you feel yourself on the verge of telling
sonething to 'vanish' or 'go away' or 'be not,' you're getting very close to the
poi nt of self destruction. That's the main reason we have to keep our enotions
under control all the tinme."

"I didn't know that," Garion admitted.

"You do now. Don't even try to unnake a single pebble."

"A pebbl e?"

"The universe doesn't nake any distinction between a pebble and a man." The old
man | ooked at hi m sonewhat sternly. "Your Aunt's been trying to explain the
necessity for keeping yourself under control for several nonths now, and you've
been fighting her every step of the way."

Garion hung his head. "I didn't know what she was getting at," he apol ogi zed.
"That's because you weren't listening. That's a great failing of yours, Garion."
Garion flushed. "What happened the first tinme you found out you could - well -
do things?" he asked quickly, wanting to change the subject.

"I't was sonething silly,” WIf replied. "It usually is, the first tinme."
"What was it?"
Wl f shrugged. "I wanted to nove a big rock. My arns and back weren't strong

enough, but nmy mnd was. After that | didn't have any choice but to learn to
live with it because, once you unlock it, it's unlocked forever. That's the
poi nt where your |ife changes and you have to start learning to contro

yoursel f."
"It always gets back to that, doesn't it?"
"Al ways," WoIf said. "It's not as difficult as it sounds, really. Look at

Mandoral | en." He pointed at the knight, who was riding with Durni k. The two of
themwere in a deep discussion. "Now, Mandorallen's a nice enough fellow -
honest, sincere, toweringly noble - but let's be honest. H's nmind has never been
violated by an original thought - until now He's learning to control fear, and
|l earning to control it is forcing himto think - probably for the first tine in
his whole life. It's painful for him but he's doing it. If Mandorallen can
learn to control fear with that limted brain of his, surely you can learn the
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sane kind of control over the other enotions. After all, you re quite a bit
brighter than he is."

Si | k, who had been scouting ahead, cane riding back to join them "Belgarath,"
he said, "there's sonething about a mle in front of us that | think you'd
better take a | ook at."

"Al right," WIf replied. "Think about what |'ve been saying, Garion. W'|

talk nore about it later." Then he and Silk noved off through the trees at a
gal | op.

Garion pondered what the old man had told him The one thing that bothered him
the nost was the crushing responsibility his unwanted tal ent placed upon him
The colt frisked along beside him galloping off into the trees fromtine to
time and then rushing back, his little hooves pattering on the danp ground.
Frequently he would stop and stare at Garion, his eyes full of |ove and trust.
"Ch, stop that," Garion told him

The colt scanpered away again.

Princess Ce' Nedra noved her horse up until she was beside Garion. "What were you
and Bel garath tal ki ng about?" she asked.

Garion shrugged. "A lot of things."

There was i medi ately a hard little tightening around her eyes. In the nonths
that they had known each other, Garion had learned to catch those ninute danger
signals. Sonething warned himthat the princess was spoiling for an argunent,
and with an insight that surprised himhe reasoned out the source of her
unspoken bel | i gerence. What had happened in the cave had shaken her badly, and
Ce' Nedra did not like to be shaken. To nake matters even worse, the princess had
made a few coaxing overtures to the colt, obviously wanting to turn the little
animal into her personal pet. The colt, however, ignored her completely, fixing
all his attention on Garion, even to the point of ignoring his own nother unless
he was hungry. Ce' Nedra disliked being ignored even nore than she disliked being
shaken. GQumy, Garion realized how small were his chances of avoiding a
squabbl e wi th her.

"I certainly wouldn't want to pry into a private conversation," she said tartly.
"It wasn't private. We were tal ki ng about sorcery and how to keep accidents from

happening. | don't want to nmake any nore m stakes."
She turned that over in her mind, |ooking for something offensive init. H's
mld answer seened to irritate her all the nore. "I don't believe in sorcery,"”

she said flatly. In the light of all that had recently happened, her declaration
was patently absurd, and she seened to realize that as soon as she said it. Her
eyes hardened even nore.

Garion sighed. "All right," he said with resignation, "was there anything in
particular you wanted to fight about, or did you just want to start yowing and
sort of make it up as we go al ong?"

"Yow i ng?" Her voice went up several octaves. "Yow ing?"

"Screeching, maybe," he suggested as insultingly as possible. As long as the
fight was inevitable anyway, he deternined to get in a few digs at her before
her voice rose to the point where she could no | onger hear him

" SCREECHI NG?" she screeched.

The fight lasted for about a quarter of an hour before Barak and Aunt Pol noved
forward to separate them On the whole, it was not very satisfactory. Garion was
a bit too preoccupied to put his heart into the insults he flung at the tiny
girl, and Ce'Nedra's irritation robbed her retorts of their usual fine edge.
Toward the end, the whole thing had degenerated into a tedious repetition of
"spoiled brat" and "stupid peasant" echoing endl essly back fromthe surroundi ng
nmount ai ns.

Mster WIf and Silk rode back to join them "Wat was all the yelling?" Wlf
asked.

"The children were playing," Aunt Pol replied with a withering |l ook at Garion
"Where's Hettar?" Silk asked.

"Ri ght behind us," Barak said. He turned to | ook back toward the packhorses, but
the tall Al gar was nowhere to be seen. Barak frowned. "He was just there. Maybe
he stopped for a nonment to rest his horse or sonething."

"Wt hout saying anything?" Silk objected. "That's not Iike him And it's not
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like himto | eave the packhorses unattended."

"He nust have sone good reason,"” Durnik said.

"I''"l'l go back and look for him" Barak offered.

"No," Mster WIf told him "Wait a few mnutes. Let's not get scattered al

over these nountains. |If anybody goes back, we'll all go back."

They waited. The wind stirred the branches of the pines around them naking a
mour nful , sighing sound.

After several nonents, Aunt Pol |et out her breath al nbst explosively. "He's
comng." There was a steely note in her voice. "He's been entertaining hinself.'
From far back up the trail, Hettar appeared in his black | eather clothing,
riding easily at a loping canter with his long scalp lock flowing in the w nd.
He was | eading two saddl ed but riderless horses. As he drew nearer, they could
hear himwhistling rather tunelessly to hinself.

"What have you been doi ng?" Barak denmanded.

"There were a couple of Murgos following us," Hettar replied as if that
expl ai ned everyt hi ng.

"You m ght have asked ne to go along," Barak said, sounding a little injured.
Hettar shrugged. "There were only two. They were riding Al gar horses, so | took
it rather personally."

"It seens that you always find sonme reason to take it personally where Mirgos
are concerned," Aunt Pol said crisply.

"It does seemto work out that way, doesn't it?"

"Didn't it occur to you to |let us know you were goi ng?" she asked.

"There were only two," Hettar said again. "I didn't expect to be gone for very
| ong. "

She drew in a deep breath, her eyes flashing dangerously.

"Let it go, Pol," Mster WIf told her

"But "

"You're not going to change him so why excite yourself about it? Besides, it's
just as well to discourage pursuit." The old man turned to Hettar, ignoring the
dangerous | ook Aunt Pol leveled at him "Wre the Mirgos sone of those who were
with Brill?" he asked.

Hettar shook his head. "No. Brill's Mirgos were fromthe south and they were
riding Mirgo horses. These two were northern Mirgos."

"I's there a visible difference?" Mandorall en asked curi ously.

"The arnor is slightly different, and the southerners have flatter faces and
they're not quite so tall."

"Where did they get Al gar horses?" Garion asked.

"They're herd raiders," Hettar answered bl eakly. "Al gar horses are valuable in
Cthol Murgos, and certain Murgos nake a practice of creeping down into Algaria
on horse-stealing expeditions. W try to discourage that as nmuch as possible."
"These horses aren't in very good shape," Durni k observed, |ooking at the two
weary-l ooking aninmals Hettar was | eading. "They' ve been ridden hard, and there
are whip cuts on them™

Hettar nodded grimy. "That's another reason to hate Mirgos."

"Did you bury then?" Barak asked.

"No. | left them where any other Miurgos who might be followi ng could find them
I thought it might help to educate any who cone along later."

"There are sone signs that others have been through here, too," Silk said. "I
found the tracks of a dozen or so up ahead."

"It was to be expected, | suppose," Mster WIf comented, scratching at his
beard. "Ctuchik's got his Golins out in force, and Taur Urgas is probably
having the region patrolled. I'"'msure they'd like to stop us if they could. |

think we should nove on down into the Vale as fast as possible. Once we're
there, we won't be bothered any nore."

"Wn't they follow us into the Val e?" Durni k asked, | ooking around nervously.
"No. Murgos won't go into the Vale - not for any reason. Aldur's Spirit is
there, and the Miurgos are desperately afraid of him"

"How many days to the Val e?" Silk asked.

"Four or five, if we ride hard,” Wl f replied.
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"We'd better get started then."

Chapter Ten

THE WEATHER, VWHI CH had seened on the brink of winter in the higher nountains,
softened back into autum as they rode down fromthe peaks and ridges. The
forests in the hills above Maragor had been thick with fir and spruce and heavy
undergrowmt h. On this side, however, the dominant tree was the pine, and the
undergrow h was sparse. The air seened drier, and the hillsides were covered

wi th high, yellow grass.

They passed through an area where the | eaves on the scattered bushes were bright
red; then, as they noved |ower, the foliage turned first yellow, then green
again. Garion found this reversal of the seasons strange. It seened to violate
all his perceptions of the natural order of things. By the tine they reached the
foothills above the Vale of Aldur, it was |ate sumer again, golden and slightly
dusty. Although they frequently saw evidences of the Mirgo patrols which were
crisscrossing the region, they had no further encounters. After they crossed a
certain undefined line, there were no nore tracks of Mirgo horses.

They rode down beside a turbul ent stream which plunged over snooth, round rocks,
frothing and roaring. The streamwas one of several form ng the headwaters of
the Aldur River, a broad flow running through the vast Algarian plain to enpty
into the Gulf of Cherek, eight hundred | eagues to the northwest.

The Val e of Aldur was a valley lying in the enbrace of the two nountain ranges
which formed the central spine of the continent. It was |ush and green, covered
with high grass and dotted here and there with huge, solitary trees. Deer and
wi | d horses grazed there, as tane as cattle. Skylarks wheel ed and dove, filling
the air with their song. As the party rode out into the valley, Garion noticed
that the birds seened to gather wherever Aunt Pol nobved, and many of the braver
ones even settled on her shoulders, warbling and trilling to her in wel cone and
ador ati on.

"I'd forgotten about that," Mster WIf said to Garion. "It's going to be
difficult to get her attention for the next few days."

"\ 2"

"Every bird in the Vale is going to stop by to visit her. It happens every tine
we cone here. The birds go wild at the sight of her."

Qut of the welter of confused bird sound it seened to Garion that faintly,

al rost i ke a murnuring whisper, he could hear a chorus of chirping voices
repeating, "Polgara. Polgara. Polgara."

"I's it nmy imagination, or are they actually tal king?" he asked.

"I"msurprised you haven't heard them before,” WIf replied. "Every bird we've
passed for the | ast ten | eagues has been babbling her nane."

"Look at ne, Polgara, look at ne," a swallow seened to say, hurling hinself into
a wld series of swooping dives around her head. She smled gently at him and
he redoubl ed his efforts.

"I've never heard themtalk before," Garion marvel ed.

"They talk to her all the time," WIf said. "Sonetines they go on for hours.
That's why she seens a little abstracted sonetines. She's listening to the
birds. Your Aunt noves through a world filled with conversation."”

"I didn't know that."

"Not many people do."

The colt, who had been trotting rather sedately al ong behind Garion as they had
come down out of the foothills, went wild with delight when he reached the | ush
grass of the Vale. Wth an amazi ng burst of speed, he ran out over the neadows.
He rolled in the grass, his thin legs flailing. He galloped in long, curving
sweeps over the low, rolling hilts. He deliberately ran at herds of grazing
deer, startling theminto flight and then plunging along after them "Cone back
here!" Garion shouted at him

"He won't hear you," Hettar said, smling at the little horse's antics. "At

| east, he'll pretend that he doesn't. He's having too nuch fun."

"Get back here right now" Garion projected the thought a bit nore firmy than
he'd intended. The colt's forelegs stiffened, and he slid to a stop. Then he
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turned and trotted obediently back to Garion, his eyes apologetic. "Bad horse!"
Garion chided

The colt hung his head.

"Don't scold him" Wl f said. "You were very young once yourself."

Garion immedi ately regretted what he had said and reached down to pat the little
animal's shoulder. "It's all right," he apol ogi zed. The colt |ooked at him
gratefully and began to frisk through the grass again, although staying close.
Princess Ce' Nedra had been watching him She al ways seened to be watching him
for sone reason. She would | ook at him her eyes speculative and a tendril of
her coppery hair coil ed about one finger and raised absently to her teeth. It
seemed to Garion that every tine he turned around she was watchi ng and ni bbling.
For some reason he could not quite put his finger on, it nade himvery nervous.
"I'f he were nine, | wouldn't be so cruel to him" she accused, taking the tip of
the curl from between her teeth.

Garion chose not to answer that.

As they rode down the valley, they passed three ruined towers, standing sone

di stance apart and all show ng signs of great antiquity. Each of them appeared
to have originally been about sixty feet high, though weather and the passage of
years had eroded them down considerably. The last of the three |ooked as if it
had been bl ackened by sone intensely hot fire.

"Was there sone kind of war here, G andfather?" Garion asked.

"No," WoIf replied rather sadly. "The towers belonged to nmy brothers. That one
over there was Bel sanbar's, and the one near it was Bel makor's. They died a | ong
time ago."

"I didn't think sorcerers ever died."

"They grew tired - or naybe they | ost hope. They caused thensel ves no | onger to
exist."

"They killed thensel ves?"

"I'n a manner of speaking. It was a little nore conplete than that, though."
Garion didn't press it, since the old nan appeared to prefer not to go into
details. "What about the other one - the one that's been burned? Wose tower was
t hat ?"

"Bel zedar's. "

"Did you and the other sorcerers burn it after he went over to Torak?"

"No. He burned it hinself. | suppose he thought that was a way to show us that
he was no | onger a nmenber of our' brotherhood. Bel zedar always |iked dramatic
gestures."

"Where's your tower?"

"Fart her on down the Vale."

"WIl you showit to nme?"

"I'f you like."

"Does Aunt Pol have her own tower?"

"No. She stayed with nme while she was growi ng up, and then we went out into the
worl d. We never got around to building her one of her own."

They rode until late afternoon and stopped for the day beneath an enornous tree
whi ch stood alone in the center of a broad meadow. The tree quite literally
shaded whol e acres. Ce' Nedra sprang out of her saddle and ran toward the tree,
her deep red hair flying behind her. "He's beautiful!" she exclained, placing
her hands with reverent affection on the rough bark

M ster WIf shook his head. "Dryads. They grow giddy at the sight of trees."

"I don't recognize it," Durnik said with a slight frown. "It's not an oak."
"Maybe it's sone southern species," Barak suggested. "l've never seen one
exactly like it nmyself."

"He's very old," Ce' Nedra said, putting her cheek fondly against the tree trunk,
"and he speaks strangely - but he likes ne."

"What kind of tree is it?" Durnik asked. He was still frowning, his need to
classify and categorize frustrated by the huge tree.
"I't's the only one of its kind in the world," Mster WIf told him "I don't

think we ever naned it. It was always just the tree. We used to neet here
sonetines. "
"It doesn't seemto drop any berries or fruit or seeds of any kind," Durnik
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observed, exam ning the ground beneath the spreadi ng branches.

"It doesn't need them" WIf replied. "As | told you, it's the only one of its
kind. It's always been here - and always will be. It feels no urge to propagate
itself."

Durni k seenmed worried about it. "l've never heard of a tree with no seeds."
"It's a rather special tree, Durnik," Aunt Pol said. "It sprouted on the day the
worl d was made, and it will probably stand here for as long as the world exists.
It has a purpose other than reproducing itself."

"What purpose is that?"

"W don't know," Wbl f answered. "We only know that it's the oldest living thing
in the world. Maybe that's its purpose. Maybe it's here to denopnstrate the
continuity of life."

Ce' Nedra had renoved her shoes and was clinbing up into the thick branches,
making little sounds of affection and delight.

"I's there by any chance a tradition linking Dryads with squirrels?" Silk asked.
Mster WIf sniled. "If the rest of you can nmanage without us, Garion and | have
sonething to attend to."

Aunt Pol | ooked questioningly at him

"It's time for alittle instruction, Pol," he expl ai ned.

"W can manage, father," she said. "WII| you be back in tine for supper?"

"Keep it warm for us. Com ng, Garion?"

The two of themrode in silence through the green nmeadows with the gol den

aft ernoon sunlight making the entire Vale warmand | ovely. Garion was baffled by
M ster WIf's curious change of npbod. Al ways before, there had been a sort of

i mpronptu quality about the old man. He seened frequently to be making up his
life as he went along, relying on chance, his wits, and his power, when
necessary, to see himthrough. Here in the Vale, he seenmed serene, undisturbed
by the chaotic events taking place in the world outside.

About two miles fromthe tree stood another tower. It was rather squat and round
and was built of rough stone. Arched wi ndows near the top faced out in the
directions of the four winds, but there seenmed to be no door

"You said you'd like to visit ny tower," WIf said, dismunting. "This is it."
"I't isn't ruined like the others."

"I take care of it fromtine to tine. Shall we go up?”

Garion slid down fromhis horse. "Were's the door?" he asked

"Right there." WIf pointed at a large stone in the rounded wall. Garion | ooked
skepti cal
Mster WIf stepped in front of the stone. "It's ne," he said. "Qpen."

The surge Garion felt at the old man's word seenmed comonpl aceordi nary - a
househol d ki nd of surge that spoke of sonething that had been done so often that
it was no |l onger a wonder. The rock turned obediently, revealing a sort of
narrow, irregular doorway. Mtioning for Garion to follow, WlIlf squeezed through
into the di mchanber beyond the door

The tower, Garion saw, was not a hollow shell as he had expected, but rather was
a solid pedestal, pierced only by a stairway w nding upward.

"Cone along,"” WIf told him starting up the worn stone steps. "Watch that one,"
he sai d about hal fway up, pointing at one of the steps. "The stone is |oose."
"Way don't you fix it?" Garion asked, stepping up over the | oose stone.

"I'"ve been neaning to, but | just haven't gotten around to it. It's been that
way for a long time. I'"'mso used to it nowthat | never seemto think of fixing
it when |'mhere."

The chanber at the top of the tower was round and very cluttered. A thick coat
of dust lay over everything. There were several tables in various parts of the
room covered with rolls and scraps of parchnment, strange-|ooking inplenents and
nodel s, bits and pieces of rock and gl ass, and a couple of birds' nests; on one,
a curious stick was so wound and tw sted and coiled that Garion's eye coul d not
exactly follow its convolutions. He picked it up and turned it over in his
hands, trying to trace it out. "Wat's this, G andfather?" he asked

"One of Polgara's toys,"” the old man said absently, staring around at the dusty
chamber.
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"What's it supposed to do?"

"I't kept her quiet when she was a baby. It's only got one end. She spent five
years trying to figure it out."

Garion pulled his eyes off the fascinatingly conmpelling piece of wood. "That's a
cruel sort of thing to do to a child."

"I had to do something," WIf answered. "She had a penetrating voice as a child.
Bel daran was a quiet, happy little girl, but your Aunt never seened satisfied."
" Bel dar an?"

"Your Aunt's twin sister." The old nan's voice trailed off, and he | ooked sadly
out of one of the windows for a few nonents. Finally he sighed and turned back
to the round room "I suppose | ought to clean this up a bit," he said, |ooking
around at the dust and litter.

"Let nme help," Garion offered.

"Just be careful not to break anything," the old man warned. "Sone of those
things took nme centuries to nmake." He began noving around t he chanber, picking
things up and setting them down again, blowi ng now and then on themto clear
away a bit of the dust. His efforts didn't really seemto be getting anywhere
Finally he stopped, staring at a |low, rough-looking chair with the rail along
its back, scarred and gashed as if it had been continually grasped by strong

cl aws. He sighed again.

"What's wong?" Garion asked.

"Poledra's chair," WIf said. "-My wife. She used to perch there and watch nme -
sonetines for years on end."
" Perch?"

"She was fond of the shape of the ow."

"Ch." Garion had sonmehow never thought of the old man as ever havi ng been

marri ed, although he obviously had to have been at sone tinme, since Aunt Pol and
her twin sister were his daughters. The shadow wife's affinity for ows,
however, explai ned Aunt Pol's own preference for that shape. The two wonen,

Pol edra and Bel daran, were involved rather intimately in his own background, he
realized, but quite irrationally he resented them They had shared a part of the
lives of his Aunt and his grandfather that he woul d never - could never know.
The ol d man noved a parchnent and picked up a peculiar-|ooking device with a
sighting glass in one end of it. "I thought |I'd lost you," he told the device,
touching it with a famliar fondness. "You've been under that parchment all this
tine."

"What is it?" Garion asked him

"Athing | made when | was trying to discover the reason for nountains."

"The reason?"

"Everything has a reason.” Wl f raised the instrument. "You see, what you do

is-" He broke off and laid the device back on the table. "It's nuch too
conplicated to explain. I"'mnot even sure if | remenber exactly how to use it
mysel f. | haven't touched it since before Bel zedar cane to the Vale. Wen he
arrived, | had to lay ny studies aside to train him" He | ooked around at the
dust and clutter. "This is useless,"” he said. "The dust will just come back
anyway. "

"Were you al one here before Bel zedar cane?"

"My Master was here. That's his tower over there." Wl f pointed through the
north window at a tall, slender stone structure about a mile away.

"WAs he really here?" Garion asked. "I mean, not just his spirit?"

"No. He was really here. That was before the Gods departed."

"Did you live here al ways?"

"No. | canme like a thief, looking for something to steal - well, that's not
actually true, | suppose. | was about your age when | cane here, and | was dying
at the tinme."

"Dyi ng?" Garion was startl ed.

"Freezing to death. |1'd left the village | was born in the year before after ny
mot her died - and spent ny first winter in the canp of the Godl ess Ones. They
were very old by then."

"Codl ess Ones?"

"U gos - or rather the ones who decided not to follow Gorimto Prolgu. They
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stopped having children after that, so they were happy to take ne in. | couldn't
understand their |anguage at the tinme, and all their panpering got on ny nerves,
so |l ran away in the spring. | was on ny way back the next fall, but | got
caught in an early snowstormnot far fromhere. |I |lay down agai nst the side of
my Master's tower to die - | didn't knowit was a tower at first. Wth all the
snow swirling around, it just looked like a pile of rock. As | recall, | was

feeling rather sorry for nyself at the tinme."

"I can imagine." Garion shivered at the thought of being al one and dyi ng.

"I was sniveling a bit, and the sound disturbed ny Master. He let ne in -
probably nore to quiet nme than for any other reason. As soon as | got inside, |
started | ooking for things to steal."

"But he made you a sorcerer instead."

"No. He made ne a servant - a slave. | worked for himfor five years before

even found out who he was. Sonmetimes | think | hated him but | had to do what
he told me to - | didn't really know why. The |ast straw canme when he told ne to
move a big rock out of his way. | tried with all ny strength, but | couldn't

budge it. Finally | got angry enough to nove it with ny mnd instead of ny back
That's what he'd been waiting for, of course. After that we got along better. He
changed ny nane from Garath to Bel garath, and he nmade nme his pupil."

"And his disciple?"

"That took a little longer. | had a lot to learn. | was exam ning the reason
that certain stars fell at the tine he first called ne his discipleand he was
wor ki ng on a round, gray stone he'd picked up by the riverbank."

"Did you ever discover the reason - that stars fall, | nean?"

"Yes. It's not all that conplicated. It has to do with balance. The world needs
a certain weight to keep it turning. Wen it starts to sl ow down, a few nearhby

stars fall. Their weight makes up the difference."
"l never thought of that."
"Neither did 1l - not for quite sone tine."

"The stone you nmentioned. Was it-"
"The Ob," WIf confirned. "Just an ordinary rock until ny Master touched it.

Anyway, | learned the secret of the WIl and the Wrd which isn't really that
much of a secret, after all. It's there in all of us or did | say that before?"
"1 think so."

"Probably so. | tend to repeat nyself." The old nman picked up a roll of
parchment and glanced at it, then laid it aside again. "So nuch that | started
and haven't finished." He sighed.

"G andf at her ?"

"Yes, Garion?"

"This - thing of ours - how nmuch can you actually do with it?"

"That depends on your mnd, Garion. The conplexity of it lies in the conplexity
of the mnd that puts it to use. Quite obviously, it can't do sonething that
can't be imagined by the mnd that focuses it. That was the purpose of our
studies - to expand our minds so that we could use the power nore fully."
"Everybody's mind is different, though." Garion was struggling toward an idea.
" Yes."

"Whul dn't that mean that - this thing-" He shied away fromthe word "power."
"What | nmean is, is it different? Sonmetines you do things, and other tinmes you
have Aunt Pol do them"

Wl f nodded. "It's different in each one of us. There are certain things we can
all do. We can all nove things, for exanple."

"Aunt Pol called it trans-" Garion hesitated, not renenbering the word.

"Transl ocation,” Wl f supplied. "Mving sonething fromone place to another
It's the sinplest thing you can do - usually the thing you do first - and it
makes the nost noise."

"That's what she told ne." Garion renenbered the slave he had jerked fromthe
river at Sthiss Tor-the slave who had di ed.

"Pol gara can do things that | can't,"” Wl f continued. "Not because she's any
stronger than | am but because she thinks differently than | do. W're not sure
how much you can do yet, because we don't know exactly how your mnd works. You
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seemto be able to do certain things quite easily that | wouldn't even attenpt.
Maybe it's because you don't realize howdifficult they are."

"l don't quite understand what you nean."

The old man | ooked at him "Perhaps you don't, at that. Renenber the crazy nonk
who tried to attack you in that village in northern Tolnedra just after we |eft
Ar endi a?"

Gari on nodded.

"You cured his madness. That doesn't sound |ike nuch until you realize that in
the instant you cured him you had to understand fully the nature of his
insanity. That's an extrenely difficult thing, and you did it wthout even

thi nki ng about it. And then, of course, there was the colt."

Garion glanced down through the window at the little horse friskily running
through the field surrounding the tower.

"The colt was dead, but you made himstart to breathe. In order for you to do
that, you had to be able to understand death."

"I't was just a wall," Garion explained. "All | did was reach through it."
"There's nore to it than that, | think. Wat you seemto be able to do is to
visualize extrenely difficult ideas in very sinple terns. That's a rare gift,
but there are sone dangers involved in it that you should be aware of."
"Dangers? Such as what ?"

"Don't oversinplify. If a man's dead, for exanple, he's usually dead for a very
good reason - like a sword through the heart. If you bring himback, he'll only
die i mediately again anyway. As | said before, just because you can do
sonet hi ng doesn't necessarily nean that you should. "

Garion sighed. "I'mafraid this is going to take a very long tinme, G andfather,"
he said. "I have to learn how to keep nyself under control; | have to | earn what
I can't do, so | don't kill nyself trying to do sonmething inpossible; | have to
| earn what | can do and what | should do. | w sh this had never happened to ne."
"We all do sonetinmes,” the old man told him "The decision wasn't ours to nake,
though. | haven't always |iked sone of the things |I've had to do, and neither
has your Aunt; but what we're doing is nore inportant than we are, so we do
what's expected of us - like it or not."

"What if | just said, '"No. | won't do it'?"

"You could do that, | suppose, but you won't, will you?"

Garion sighed again. "No," he said, "I guess not."

The ol d sorcerer put his armaround the boy's shoulders. "I thought you night
see things that way, Belgarion. You' re bound to this the same way we all are."
The strange thrill he always felt at the sound of his other, secret name ran
through Garion. "Wiy do you all insist on calling ne that?" he asked.

"Bel garion?" WIf said mldly. "Think, boy. Think what it neans. | haven't been
talking to you and telling you stories all these years just because | like the

sound of ny own voice."

Garion turned it over carefully in his nind. "You were Garath," he nused
thoughtfully, "but the God Al dur changed your name to Bel garath. Zedar was Zedar
first and then Bel zedar - and then he went back to being Zedar again."

"And in nmy old tribe, Polgara would have just been Gara. Pol is like Bel. The
only difference is that she's a wonan. Her name cones frommine - because she's
my daughter. Your nane cones fromm ne, too."

"Garion-Garath," the boy said. "Belgarath-Belgarion. It all fits together,
doesn't it?"

"Naturally," the old man replied. "I'mglad you noticed it."

Garion grinned at him Then a thought occurred. "But |'mnot really Bel garion
yet, am|?"

"Not entirely. You still have a way to go."

"l suppose |'d better get started then." Garion said it with a certain

rueful ness. "Since | don't really have any choice."

"Somehow | knew that eventually you'd cone around,” M ster Wl f said.

"Don't you sonetines wish that | was just Garion again, and you were the old
storyteller comng to visit Faldor's farm- with Aunt Pol nuaking supper in the
kitchen as she did in the old days - and we were hiding under a haystack with a
bottle I'd stolen for you?" Garion felt the homesi ckness welling up in him
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"Sonetimes, Garion, sonetines," WIf adnmitted, his eyes far away.

"W won't ever be able to go back there again, will we?"

"Not the sane way, no."

"I''"ll be Belgarion, and you'll be Belgarath. W won't even be the sane people
any nore."

"Everything changes, Garion," Belgarath told him

"Show nme the rock," Garion said suddenly.

"Whi ch rock?"

"The one Al dur nmade you nove - the day you first discovered the power."

"Ch," Belgarath said, "that rock. It's right over there - the white one. The one
the colt's sharpening his hooves on."

"It's a very big rock."
"I"'mglad you appreciate that,'
mysel f."

"Do you suppose | could nove it?"

"You never know until you try, Garion," Belgarath told him

Bel garath replied nodestly. "I thought so

Chapter El even

THE NEXT MORNI NG when Garion awoke, he knew i medi ately that he was not al one.
"Where have you been?" he asked silently.

"I'"ve been watching, " the other consciousness in his mnd said. "I see that
you've finally come around. "

"What choice did | have?"

"None. You'd better get up. Aldur's coning.
Garion quickly rolled out of his blankets. "Here? Are you sure?" The voice in
his mnd didn't answer.

Garion put on a clean tunic and hose and wi ped off his half boots with a certain
amount of care. Then he went out of the tent he shared with Silk and Durni k.

The sun was just com ng up over the high mountains to the east, and the |line

bet ween sunlight and shadow noved with a stately ponderousness across the dewy
grass of the Vale. Aunt Pol and Belgarath stood near the small fire where a pot
was just beginning to bubble. They were tal king quietly, and Garion joined them
"You're up early," Aunt Pol said. She reached out and snoothed his hair.

"I was awake," he replied. He | ooked around, wondering fromwhich direction

Al dur woul d cone.

"Your grandfather tells me that the two of you had a long talk yesterday."

Garion nodded. "l understand a fewthings a little better now. |I'msorry |'ve
been so difficult.”
She drew himto her and put her arms around him "It's all right, dear. You had

sone hard decisions to make."

"You're not angry with me, then?"

"Of course not, dear.”

The ot hers had begun to get up, coming out of their tents, yawni ng and
stretchi ng and runpl ed-1 ooki ng.

"What do we do today?" Silk asked, coming to the fire and rubbing the sleep from

his eyes.

"W wait," Belgarath told him "My Master said he'd neet us here."

"I"'mcurious to see him |'ve never net a God before.”

"Thy curiosity, me thinks, will soon be satisfied, Prince Kheldar," Mandorallen

said. "Look there."

Comi ng across the nmeadow not far fromthe great tree beneath which they had
pitched their tents, a figure in a blue robe was approaching. A soft ninbus of
blue Iight surrounded the figure, and the i medi ate sense of presence nade it
instantly clear that what approached was not a man. Gari on was not prepared for
the inpact of that presence. His nmeeting with the Spirit of Issa in Queen

Sal mi ssra's throne room had been cl ouded by the narcotic effects of the things
the Serpent Queen had forced himto drink. Sinmilarly, half his m nd had sl ept
during the confrontation with Mara in the ruins of Mar Anon. But now, fully
awake in the first light of morning, he found hinself in the presence of a God.
Al dur's face was kindly and enornously wise. His long hair and beard were white
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- fromconscious choice, Garion felt, rather than fromany result of age. The
face was very familiar to himsonehow It bore a startling resenblance to

Bel garath's, but Garion perceived i mediately, with a sudden curious inversion
of his original notion, that it was Belgarath who resenbled Aldur - as if their
centuries of association had stanped Aldur's features upon the face of the old
man. There were differences, of course. That certain m schievous rogui shness was
not present on the calmface of Aldur. That quality was Belgarath's own, the

| ast remmant, perhaps, of the face of the thieving boy A dur had taken into his
tower on a snowy day sonme seven thousand years ago.

"Master," Belgarath said, bowing respectfully as Al dur approached.

"Bel garath," the God acknow edged. His voice was very quiet. "I have not seen
thee in sonme tinme. The years have not been unkind to thee."

Bel garath shrugged wyly. "Sonme days | feel them nore than others, Mster.
carry a great nunber of years with ne."

Al dur snmiled and turned to Aunt Pol. "My bel oved daughter," he said fondly,
reaching out to touch the white lock at her brow "Thou art as lovely as ever."
"And thou as kind, Master," she replied, smling and inclining her head.

There passed anong the three of thema kind of intensely personal |inkage, a
joining of mnds that marked their reunion. Garion could feel the edges of it
with his own mnd, and he was somewhat w stful at being excluded - though he
realized at once that there was no intent to exclude him They were nerely
reestabl i shing an eons-old conpani onship - shared experiences that stretched
back into antiquity.

Al dur then turned to | ook at the others. "And so you have cone together at |ast,
as it hath been foretold fromthe begi nning of days you should. You are the

i nstrunments of destiny, and ny bl essing goes with each as you nove toward that
awf ul day when the universe will becone one again."

The faces of Garion's conpani ons were awed and puzzled by Aldur's enigmatic

bl essi ng. Each, however, bowed with profound respect and hunmility.

And then Ce' Nedra energed fromthe tent she shared with Aunt Pol. The tiny girl
stretched luxuriantly and ran her fingers through the tunbled mass of her
flam ng hair. She was dressed in a Dryad tunic and sandal s.

"Ce' Nedra," Aunt Pol called her, "conme here."

"Yes, Lady Polgara," the little princess replied obediently. She crossed to the
fire, her feet seeming barely to touch the ground. Then she saw Al dur standing
with the others and stopped, her eyes wi de.

"This is our Master, Ce' Nedra," Aunt Pol told her. "He wanted to neet you."

The princess stared at the gl owing presence in confusion. Nothing in her life
had prepared her for such a neeting. She | owered her eyel ashes and then | ooked
up shyly, her tiny face artfully and autonmatically assumng its nost appealing
expr essi on.

Al dur smiled gently. "She's like a flower that charnms wi thout knowing it." His
eyes | ooked deeply into those of the princess. "There is steel in this one,
however. She is fit for her task. My bl essings upon thee, ny child."

Ce' Nedra responded with an instinctively graceful curtsey. It was the first tine
Garion had ever seen her bow to anyone.

Al dur turned then to look full at Garion. A brief, unspoken acknow edgnent
passed between the God and the consciousness that shared Garion's thoughts.
There was in that nomentary neeting a sense of nmutual respect and of shared
responsibility. And then Garion felt the nassive touch of A dur's mind upon his
own and knew that the God had instantly seen and understood his every thought
and feeling.

"Hail, Belgarion," Al dur said gravely.

"Master," Garion replied. He dropped to one knee, not really know ng why.

"W have awaited thy coming since tinme's beginning. Thou art the vessel of all
our hopes." Al dur raised his hand. "My bl essing, Belgarion. | amwell pleased
with thee."

Garion's entire being was suffused with love and gratitude as the warnth of

Al dur's benediction filled him

"Dear Polgara," Aldur said to Aunt Pol, "thy gift to us is beyond val ue.

Bel garion has cone at last, and the world trenbles at his coming."
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Aunt Pol bowed agai n.

"Let us now go apart," Aldur said to Belgarath and Aunt Pol. "Your task is well
begun, and | mnust now provide you with that instruction |I prom sed when first |
set your steps upon this path. That which was once cl ouded becones clearer, and
we now can see what lies before us. Let us | ook toward that day we have all
awai t ed and nake our preparations.”

The three of them noved away fromthe fire, and it seenmed to Garion that, as
they went, the gl ow ng ninbus which had surrounded Al dur now encl osed Aunt Pol
and his grandfather as well. Sone novenent or sound distracted his eye for a
monment, and when he | ooked back, the three had vani shed.

Barak |l et out his breath explosively. "Belar! That was sonething to seel"”

"W have been favored, | think, beyond all nen," Mandorallen said. They al

stood staring at each other, caught up in the wonder of what they had just

Wi t nessed.

Ce' Nedra, however, broke the nood. "All right," she ordered perenptorily, "don't
just stand there gaping. Move away fromthe fire."

"What are you going to do?" Garion asked her

"The Lady Polgara's going to be busy,” the little girl said loftily, "so I'm
goi ng to nake breakfast." She noved toward the fire with a businesslike

bustli ng.

The bacon was not too badly burned, but Ce' Nedra's attenpt to toast slices of
bread before the open fire turned out disastrously, and her porridge had | unps
init as solid as clods in a sun-baked field. Garion and the others, however,
ate what she offered without comment, prudently avoiding the direct gaze she

|l eveled at them as if daring themto speak so nmuch as one word of criticism

"I wonder how long they're going to be," Silk said after breakfast. "Gods,
think, have little notion of tinme," Barak replied sagely, stroking at his beard.
"I don't expect them back until sonetine this afternoon at the earliest."

"It is a good tinme to check over the horses,"” Hettar decided. "Sone of them have
picked up a few burrs along the way, and 1'd like to have a | ook at their hooves
- just to be on the safe side."

"I''"l'l help you," Durnik offered, getting up

Hettar nodded, and the two went off to the place where the horses were picketed.
"And |'ve got a nick or two in nmy sword edge," Barak renenbered, fishing a piece
of polishing stone out of his belt and laying his heavy blade across his |ap
Mandoral | en went to his tent and brought out his arnor. He laid it out on the
ground and began a mnute inspection for dents and spots of rust.

Silk rattled a pair of dice hopefully in one hand, |ooking inquiringly at Barak
"If it's all the sane to you, | think 1'd like to enjoy the conpany of ny noney
for a while longer," the big nan told him

"This whol e place absolutely reeks of donesticity,"” Silk conplained. Then he
sighed, put away his dice, and went to fetch a needle and thread and a tunic
he'd torn on a bush up in the nountains.

Ce' Nedra had returned to her communion with the vast tree and was scanpering
anong the branches, taking what Garion felt to be inordinate risks as she junped
fromlinb to linb with a catlike unconcern. After watching her for a few
monents, he fell into a kind of reverie, thinking back to the awesone neeting
that norning. He had net the Gods Issa and Mara al ready, but there was sonething
speci al about Al dur. The affinity Bel garath and Aunt Pol showed so obviously for
this God who had al ways renmai ned al oof from men spoke loudly to Garion. The
devotional activities of Sendaria, where he had been raised, were inclusive

rat her than exclusive. A good Sendar prayed inpartially, and honored all the
Gods - even Torak. Garion now, however, felt a special closeness and reverence
for Aldur, and the adjustnent in his theological thinking required a certain
anmount of thought.

A twi g dropped out of the tree onto his head, and he glanced up w th annoyance.
Ce' Nedra, grinning inpishly, was directly over his head. "Boy," she said in her
nost superior and insulting tone, "the breakfast dishes are getting cold. The
grease is going to be difficult to wash off if you let it harden."

"I"mnot your scullion," he told her
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"Wash the dishes, Garion," she ordered him nibbling at the tip of a | ock of

hai r.

"Wash them yoursel f."

She glared down at him biting rather savagely at the unoffending | ock

"Why do you keep chewing on your hair like that?" he asked irritably.

"What are you tal king about?" she demanded, renopving the | ock from between her
teeth.

"Every tine | |ook at you, you've got your hair stuck in your nmouth."

"l do not, " she retorted indignantly.

"Are you going to wash the dishes?"

"No. "

He squinted up at her. The short Dryad tunic she was wearing seenmed to expose an
unseem y anount of leg. "Wy don't you go put on sone clothes?" he suggest ed.
"Some of us don't appreciate the way you run around half naked all the tine."
The fight got under way al nost inmmediately after that.

Finally Garion gave up his efforts to get in the |ast word and stanped away in
di sgust .

"Garion!" she screaned after him "Don't you dare go off and | eave ne with al
these dirty dishes!"

He ignored her and kept wal ki ng.

After a short distance, he felt a fanmiliar nuzzling at his el bow and he rather
absently scratched the colt's ears. The small animal quivered with delight and
rubbed agai nst himaffectionately. Then, unable to restrain hinself any nore,
the colt galloped off into the neadow to pester a famly of docilely feeding
rabbits. Garion found hinself smling. The norning was just too beautiful to
all ow the squabble with the princess to spoil it.

There was, it seened, sonething rather special about the Vale. The world around
grew cold with the approach of winter and was buffeted by storns and dangers,
but here it seened as if the hand of Al dur stretched protectively above them
filling this special place with warnth and peace and a kind of eternal and

magi cal serenity. Garion, at this trying point in his life, needed all the
warnth and peace he could get. There were things that had to be worked out, and
he needed a tine, however brief, without storns and dangers to deal with them
He was hal fway to Belgarath's tower before he realized that it had been there
that he had been going all along. The tall grass was wet with dew, and his boots
were soon soaked, but even that did not spoil the day.

He wal ked around the tower several tinmes, gazing up at it. Al though he found the
stone that marked the door quite easily, he decided not to open it. It would not
be proper to go uninvited into the old man's tower; and beyond that, he was not
entirely certain that the door would respond to any voi ce but Bel garath's.

He stopped quite suddenly at that | ast thought and started searching back,
trying to find the exact instant when he had ceased to think of his grandfather
as Mster Wlf and had finally accepted the fact that he was Bel garath. The
changeover seened significant - a kind of turning point.

Still lost in thought, he turned then and wal ked across the neadow toward the

|l arge, white rock the old man had pointed out to himfromthe tower w ndow.
Absently he put one hand on it and pushed. The rock didn't budge.

Garion set both hands on it and pushed again, but the rock renmai ned notionl ess.
He stepped back and considered it. It wasn't really a vast boulder. It was
rounded and white and not quite as high as his waist heavy, certainly, but it
shoul d not be so inflexibly solid. He bent over to | ook at the bottom and then
he understood. The underside of the rock was flat. It would never roll. The only
way to nove it would be to Iift one side and tip it over. He wal ked around the
rock, looking at it fromevery angle. He judged that it was marginally novabl e.
If he exerted every ounce of his strength, he might be able to lift it. He sat
down and | ooked at it, thinking hard. As he sonetinmes did, he talked to hinself,
trying to lay out the problem

"The first thing to dois to try to nmove it," he concluded. "It doesn't really

| ook totally inpossible. Then, if that doesn't work, we'll try it the other
way. "

He stood up, stepped purposefully to the rock, wormed his fingers under the edge
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of it and heaved. Nothi ng happened.

"Have to try a little harder,” he told hinself. He spread his feet and set
hinsel f. He began to Iift again, straining, the cords standing out in his neck
For the space of about ten heartbeats he tried as hard as he could to lift the
stubborn rock - not to roll it over; he'd given that up after the first instant
- but sinmply to make it budge, to acknow edge his existence. Though the ground
was not particularly soft there, his feet actually sank a fraction of an inch or
so as he strained against the rock's weight.

H s head was swimring, and little dots seemed to swirl in front of his eyes as
he rel eased the rock and col | apsed, gasping, against it. He lay against the
cold, gritty surface for several nminutes, recovering.

"Al'l right," he said finally, "now we know that that won't work.
back and sat down.

Each tinme he'd done sonething with his nmind before, it had been on inpulse, a
response to some crisis. He had never sat down and deliberately worked hinself
up to it. He discovered al nbst at once that the entire set of circunstances was
completely different. The whole world seemed suddenly filled with distractions.
Birds sang. A breeze brushed his face. An ant crawl ed across his hand. Each tine
he began to bring his will to bear, sonmething pulled his attention away.

There was a certain feeling to it, he knewthat, a tightness in the back of his
head and a sort of pushing out with his forehead. He closed his eyes, and that
seened to help. It was conming. It was slow, but he felt the will begin to build
in him Renenbering sonething, he reached inside his tunic and put the mark on
his pal magainst the anulet. The force within him anplified by that touch,

built to a great roaring crescendo. He kept his eyes closed and stood up. Then
he opened his eyes and | ooked hard at the stubborn white rock. "You will nove,"
he muttered. He kept his right hand on the anmul et and held out his |left hand,
pal m up.

"Now! " he said sharply and slowy began to raise his left hand in a lifting
nmotion. The force within himsurged, and the roaring sound inside his head
becane deaf eni ng.

Slowy the edge of the rock cane up out of the grass. Wrns and burrow ng grubs
who had lived out their lives in the safe, confortable darkness under the rock
flinched as the norning sunlight hit them Ponderously, the rock rai sed, obeying
Garion's inexorably lifting hand. It teetered for a second on its edge, then
toppl ed slowy over.

The exhaustion he had felt after trying to lift the rock with his back was

not hing conpared to the bone-deep weariness that swept over himafter he let the
clenching of his will relax. He folded his arns on the grass and let his head

si nk down on them

After a nonment or two, that peculiar fact began to dawn on him He was stil
standing, but his arns were folded confortably in front of himon the grass. He
jerked his head up and | ooked around in confusion. He had noved the rock,
certainly. That rmuch was obvi ous, since the rock nowlay on its rounded top with
its danmp underside turned up. Sornething el se had al so happened, however. Though
he had not touched the rock, its weight had nonethel ess been upon himas he had
lifted it, and the force he had directed at it had not all gone at the rock

Wth dismay, Garion realized that he had sunk up to his arnpits in the firmsoi
of the meadow.

"Now what do | do?" he asked hinself helplessly. He shuddered away fromthe idea
of once again nustering his will to pull hinself out of the ground. He was too
exhausted even to consider it. He tried to wiggle, thinking that he nmight be
able to | oosen the earth around himand work his way up an inch at a tinme, but
he coul d not so much as budge.

"Look what you've done," he accused the rock. The rock ignored him

A thought occurred to him "Are you in there?" he asked that awareness that
seened al ways to have been with him

The silence in his mnd was profound. "Hel p!" he shouted.

A bird, attracted by the exposed wornms and bugs that had been under the rock,
cocked one eye at himand then went back to its breakfast. Garion heard a |ight

He stepped
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step behind himand craned around, trying to see. The colt was staring at himin
amazenent. Hesitantly, the small horse thrust out his nose and nuzzled Garion's
face.

"CGood horse," Garion said, relieved not to be alone, at |least. An idea cane to
him "You're going to have to go get Hettar," he told the colt. The colt pranced
about and nuzzled his face again.

"Stop that," Garion commanded. "This is serious." Cautiously, he tried to push
his mind into the colt's thoughts. He tried a dozen different ways until he
finally struck the right conbination by sheer accident. The colt's mind flitted
fromhere to there wi thout purpose or pattern. It was a baby's m nd, vacant of

t hought, receiving only sense inpressions. Garion caught flickering imges of
green grass and running and clouds in the sky and warmmlk. He also felt the
sense of wonder in the little mnd, and the abiding |love the colt had for him
Slowly, painfully, Garion began constructing a picture of Hettar in the colt's
wanderi ng thoughts. It seened to take forever

"Hettar," Garion said over and over. "Go get Hettar. Tell himthat I'min
trouble.”

The colt scanpered around and cane back to stick his soft nose in Garion's ear
"Pl ease pay attention," Garion cried. "Please!"

Finally, after what seened hours, the colt seenmed to understand. He went severa
paces away, then cane back to nuzzle Garion again. "CGo-get-Hettar," Garion
ordered, stressing each word.

The colt pawed at the ground, then turned and galloped away - going in the wong
direction. Garion started to swear. For al nost a year now he had been exposed to
sonme of the nore colorful parts of Barak's vocabulary. After he had repeated al
the phrases he renmenbered six or eight tinmes, he began to extenpori ze.

A flickering thought canme back to himfromthe now vani shed colt. The little
beast was chasing butterflies. Garion pounded the ground with his fists, wanting
to how with frustration.

The sun rose higher, and it started to get hot.

It was early afternoon when Hettar and Silk, following the prancing little colt,
found him

"How in the world did you manage to do that?" Silk asked curiously.

"I don't want to talk about it," Garion nuttered, sonmewhere between relief and
total enbarrassment.

"He probably can do many things that we can't," Hettar observed, clinbing down
fromhis horse and untying Durnik's shovel fromhis saddle. "The thing | can't
under stand, though, is why he'd want to do it.

"I"m positive he had a good reason for it," Silk assured him "Do you think we
shoul d ask hi nmP"

"It's probably very conplicated,” Silk replied. "I'"'msure sinple nen |ike you
and me wouldn't be able to understand it."

"Do you suppose he's finished with whatever it is he's doing?"

"W could ask him | suppose.”

"I wouldn't want to disturb him" Hettar said. "It could be very inportant."

"It alnpst has to be," Silk agreed.

"WIIl you please get nme out of here?" Garion begged.

"Are you sure you're finished?" Silk asked politely. "W can wait if you're not
done yet."
"Pl ease, "

Gari on asked, alnpbst in tears.

Chapter Twel ve

"WHY DID YQU try to |ift it?" Belgarath asked Garion the next norning after he
and Aunt Pol had returned and Silk and Hettar had solemmly inforned them of the
predi canent in which they had found the young man the afternoon before.

"It seenmed like the best way to tip it over," Garion answered. "You know, Kkind
of get hold of it fromunderneath and then roll it-sort of."

"Way didn't you just push against it - close to the top? It would have rolled
over if you'd done it that way."

"I didn't think of it."
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"Don't you realize that soft earth won't accept that kind of pressure?" Aunt Pol
asked.

"I do now," Garion replied. "But wouldn't pushing on it have just noved ne
backwar d?"

"You have to brace yourself," Belgarath explained. "That's part of the whole
trick. As much of your will goes to holding yourself inmmbile as it does to
pushi ng agai nst the object you're trying to nove. @herwi se all you do is just
shove yourself away."

"I didn't know that," Garion admitted. "lIt's the first tine |'ve ever tried to
do anything unless it was an energency . . . WIIl you stop that?" he demanded
crossly of Ce' Nedra, who had coll apsed into gales of |aughter as soon as Silk
had finished telling them about Garion's bl under

She | aughed even harder

"I think you' re going to have to explain a fewthings to him father," Aunt Pol
said. "He doesn't seemto have even the nost rudinentary i dea about the way
forces react against each other." She | ooked at Garion critically. "It's lucky
you didn't decide to throwit," she told him "You might have flung yourself
hal f way back to Maragor."

"I really don't think it's all that funny," Garion told his friends, who were
all grinning openly at him "This isn't as easy as it |ooks, you know. " He
realized that he had just nmade a fool of hinmself and he was not sure if he were
nmore enbarrassed or hurt by their anmusenent.

"Come with ne, boy," Belgarath said firmy. "It looks as if we're going to have
to start at the very beginning."

"I't's not my fault | didn't know," Garion protested. "You should have told nme."
"I didn't know you were planning to start experinenting so soon," the old nan
replied. "Mdst of us have sense enough to wait for guidance before we start
rearrangi ng | ocal geography."

"Well, at least | did nanage to nove it," Garion said defensively as he foll owed
the old man across the neadow toward the tower.

"Splendid. Did you put it back the way you found it?"

"Why? What difference does it nake?"

"W don't nove things here in the Vale. Everything that's here is here for a
reason, and they're all supposed to be exactly where they are."

"I didn't know," Garion apol ogi zed.

"You do now. Let's go put it back where it bel ongs.
si |l ence.

"Grandfather?" Garion said finally.

"Yes?"

"When | noved the rock, it seened that | was getting the strength to do it from
all around ne. It seened just to flowin fromeveryplace. Does that nean
anyt hi ng?"

"That's the way it works," Belgarath expl ai ned. "Wien we do sonething, we take
the power to do it fromour surroundi ngs. Wien you burned Chandar, for exanple,
you drew the heat fromall around you - fromthe air, fromthe ground, and from
everyone who was in the area. You drewa little heat fromeverything to build
the fire. When you tipped the rock over, you took the force to do it from
everyt hi ng nearby."

"I thought it all came frominside."

"Only when you create things," the old man replied. "That force has to conme from
within us. For anything else, we borrow. W gather up a little power from here
and there and put it all together and then turn it |oose all at one spot.
Nobody' s big enough to carry around the kind of force it would take to do even
the sinmplest sort of thing."

"Then that's what happens when sonebody tries to unnake sonething," Garion said
intuitively. "He pulls in all the force, but then he can't let it go, and it
just " He spread his hands and jerked them suddenly apart.

Bel garath | ooked narrowWy at him "You' ve got a strange sort of mnd, boy. You
understand the difficult things quite easily, but you can't seemto get hold of
the sinmple ones. There's the rock." He shook his head. "That will never do. Put
it back where it belongs, and try not to nake so nuch noise this tine. That

They trudged along in
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racket you raised yesterday echoed all over the Vale."

"What do | do?" Garion asked.

"Gather in the force," Belgarath told him "Take it from everything around."
Garion tried that.

"Not fromne!" the old man excl ai ned sharply.

Garion excluded his grandfather fromhis field of reaching out and pulling in.
After a nonment or two, he felt as if he were tingling all over and that his hair
was standi ng on end. "Now what?" he asked, clenching his teeth to hold it in.
"Push out behind you and push at the rock at the sane tine."’

"What do | push at behind nme?"

"Everything - and at the rock as well. It has to be sinultaneous."

"Wn't | get - sort of squeezed in between?"

"Tense yourself up."

"We'd better hurry, Gandfather," Garion said. "I feel like I'"'mgoing to fly
apart.”

"Hold it in. Now put your will on the rock, and say the word." Garion put his
hands out in front of himand straightened his arns. "Push," he commanded. He
felt the surge and the roaring.

Wth a resounding thud, the rock teetered and then rolled back snmoothly to where
it had been the norning before. Garion suddenly felt bruised all over, and he
sank to his knees in exhaustion.

"Push?" Bel garath said incredul ously.

"You said to say push."

"l said to push. | didn't say to say push."

"I't went over. What difference does it make what word | used?"

"It's a question of style," the old man said with a pained | ook. "Push sounds so

- so babyish."

Weakly, Garion began to | augh

"After all, Garion, we do have a certain dignity to maintain," the old man said
loftily. "If we go around saying 'push' or 'flop' or things like that, no one's

ever going to take us seriously."

Garion wanted to stop laughing, but he sinply couldn't. Belgarath stal ked away
indignantly, muttering to hinself.

When they returned to the others, they found that the tents had been struck and
t he packhorses | oaded.

"There's no point in staying here," Aunt Pol told them "and the others are
waiting for us. Did you nanage to nmake hi m understand anything, father?"

Bel garath grunted, his face set in an expression of profound di sapproval
"Things didn't go well, | take it."

"I''"l'l explain later," he said shortly.

During Garion's absence, Ce' Nedra, with nuch coaxing and a | apful of apples from
their stores, had seduced the little colt into a kind of ecstatic subservience.
He foll owed her about shanel essly, and the rather distant | ook he gave Garion
showed not the slightest trace of guilt.

"You're going to nake himsick," Garion accused her

"Appl es are good for horses,"” she replied airily.

"Tell her, Hettar," Garion said.

"They won't hurt him" the hook-nosed man answered. "It's a customary way to
gain the trust of a young horse."

Garion tried to think of another suitable objection, but w thout success. For
sone reason the sight of the little animal nuzzling at Ce' Nedra of fended him
though he couldn't exactly put his finger on why.

"Who are these others, Belgarath?" Silk asked as they rode. "The ones Pol gara
menti oned. "

"My brothers,"” the old sorcerer replied. "Qur Master's advised themthat we're
com ng. "

"I've heard stories about the Brotherhood of Sorcerers all nmy life. Are they as
remar kabl e as everyone says?"

"I think you're in for a bit of a disappointnent,” Aunt Pol told himrather
primy. "For the nost part, sorcerers tend to be crotchety old nen with a wide
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assortnent of bad habits. | grew up anongst them so | know themall rather
well." She turned her face to the thrush perched on her shoul der, singing
adoringly. "Yes," she said to the bird, "I know "

Garion pulled closer to his Aunt and began to listen very hard to the birdsong.
At first it was nerely noise-pretty, but w thout sense. Then, gradually, he
began to pick up scraps of nmeaning - a bit here, a bit there. The bird was
singi ng of nests and snall, speckled eggs and sunrises and the overwhel m ng joy
of flying. Then, as if his ears had suddenly opened, Garion began to understand.
Larks sang of flying and singing. Sparrows chirped of hidden little pockets of
seeds. A hawk, soaring overhead, screaned its lonely song of riding the w nd

alone and the fierce joy of the kill. Garion was awed as the air around him
suddenly cane alive with words.
Aunt Pol | ooked at himgravely. "It's a beginning," she said w thout bothering

to expl ain.

Garion was so caught up in the world that had just opened to himthat he did not
see the two silvery-haired nen at first. They stood together beneath a tal

tree, waiting as the party rode nearer. They wore identical blue robes, and
their white hair was quite long, though they were cl ean-shaven. Wen Garion

| ooked at themfor the first time, he thought for a nonent that his eyes were
playing tricks. The two were so absolutely identical that it was inpossible to
tell them apart.

"Bel garath, our brother," one of themsaid, "it's been such-" "-a terribly |Iong
time," the other finished.

"Beltira," Belgarath said. "Belkira." He disnmounted and enbraced the tw ns.
"Dearest little Polgara," one of themsaid then. "The Val e has been-" the other
started.

"-enpty without you," the second conpleted. He turned to his brother. "That was
very poetic," he said admiringly.

"Thank you," the first replied nodestly.

"These are ny brothers, Beltira and Belkira," Belgarath informed the nmenbers of
the party who had begun to dismount. "Don't bother to try to keep them separate.
Nobody can tell them apart anyway."

"W can," the two said in unison

"I"'mnot even sure of that," Belgarath responded with a gentle snmle. "Your

m nds are so close together that your thoughts start with one and finish with
the other."

"You al ways conplicate it so nmuch, father," Aunt Pol said. "This is Beltira."
She ki ssed one of the sweet-faced old nen. "And this is Belkira." She kissed the
other. "lI've been able to tell themapart since | was a child."

"Pol gara knows-"
"-all our secrets.
"-your conpani ons?"

"I think you'll recognize them" Bel garath answered. "Mndorallen, Baron of Vo
Mandor . "

"The Kni ght Protector," the twins said in unison, bow ng.

"Prince Kheldar of Drasnia."

"The Quide," they said.

"Barak, Earl of Trellheim"

"The Dreadful Bear." They | ooked at the big Cherek apprehensively. Barak's face
dar kened, but he sai d not hing.

"Hettar, son of Cho-Hag of Algaria."

"The Horse Lord."

"And Durni k of Sendaria."

"The One with Two Lives," they murrmured with profound respect. Durnik | ooked
baffl ed at that.

"Ce' Nedra, Inperial Princess of Tolnedra."

"The Queen of the Wrld," they replied with another deep bow. Ce' Nedra | aughed
nervously.

"And this-"

"-can only be Belgarion," they said, their faces alive with joy, "the Chosen
One." The twins reached out in unison and laid their right hands on Garion's

The twins smled. "And who are-"
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head. Their voices sounded within his mnd. "Hail, Belgarion, Overlord and
Chanpi on, hope of the world."

Garion was too surprised at this strange benediction to do nore than awkwardly
nod his head.

"If this gets any nore cloying, | think I'lIl vomt," a new voice, harsh and
raspi ng, announced. The speaker, who had just stepped out from behind the tree,
was a squat, msshapen old man, dirty and profoundly ugly. Hs | egs were bowed
and gnarled |ike oak trunks. His shoul ders were huge, and his hands dangl ed

bel ow his knees. There was a large hunp in the mddle of his back, and his face
was twisted into a grotesque caricature of a human countenance. His straggly,
iron-gray hair and beard were matted, and twigs and bits of |eaves were caught
in the tangles. H s hideous face wore an expression of perpetual contenpt and
anger .

"Beldin," Belgarath said mldly, "we weren't sure you would cone."

"l shouldn't have, you bungler,"” the ugly man snapped. "You've made a ness of
things as usual, Belgarath." He turned to the twins. "Get ne sonething to eat,"”
he told them perenptorily.

"Yes, Beldin," they said quickly and started away.

"And don't be all day," he shouted after them

"You seemto be in a good hunor today, Beldin," Belgarath said with no trace of
sarcasm "Wat's nade you so cheerful ?"

The ugly dwarf scow ed at him then | aughed, a short, barking sound. "I saw

Bel zedar. He | ooked |ike an unnmade bed. Sonething had gone terribly wong for
him and | enjoy that sort of thing."

"Dear Uncle Beldin," Aunt Pol said fondly, putting her arns around the filthy

little man. "1've m ssed you so much."
"Don't try to charmme, Polgara," he told her, though his eyes seened to soften
slightly. "This is as nmuch your fault as it is your father's. | thought you were

going to keep an eye on him How did Bel zedar get his hands on our Master's

O b?"

"We think he used a child," Belgarath answered seriously. "The Orb won't strike
an innocent."

The dwarf snorted. "There's no such thing as an innocent. Al nen are born
corrupt." He turned his eyes back to Aunt Pol and | ooked appraisingly at her
"You're getting fat," he said bluntly. "Your hips are as wide as an ox cart."
Durni k inmedi ately clenched his fists and went for the hideous little man.

The dwarf |aughed, and one of his big hands caught the front of the smth's
tunic. Wthout any seemng effort, he lifted the surprised Durnik and threw him
several yards away. "You can start your second life right nowif you want," he
growl ed threateningly.

"Let me handle this, Durnik," Aunt Pol told the smth. "Beldin," she said
coolly, "how long has it been since you've had a bath?"

The dwarf shrugged. "It rained on nme a couple nonths ago."
"Not hard enough, though. You snell |ike an uncleaned pigsty."
Beldin grinned at her. "That's ny girl." He chortled. "I was afraid the years

had taken off your edge."

The two of themthen began to trade the nobst hair-raising insults Garion had
ever heard in his life. Gaphic, ugly words passed back and forth between them
al nost sizzling in the air. Barak's eyes w dened in astoni shrent, and
Mandoral | en's face bl anched often. Ce' Nedra, her face flam ng, bolted out of

ear shot .

The worse the insults, however, the nore the hideous Beldin snmled. Finally Aunt
Pol delivered an epithet so vile that Garion actually cringed, and the ugly
little nman col |l apsed on the ground, roaring with |aughter and hamrering at the
dirt with his great fists. "By the Gods, |'ve nissed you, Pol!" he gasped. "Cone
here and give us a kiss."

She smled, kissing his dirty face affectionately. "Mangy dog."

"Big cow." He grinned, catching her in a crushing enbrace.

"I''"l'l need ny ribs nore or less in one piece, uncle," she told him

"I haven't cracked any of your ribs in years, ny girl."
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"I'"'d like to keep it that way."

The twins hurried across to the dwarf Beldin, carrying a |arge plate of steam ng
stew and a huge tankard. The ugly man | ooked curiously at the plate, then
casual | y dunped the stew on the ground and tossed the plate away. "Doesn't snell
too bad." He squatted and began to stuff the food into his nmouth with both
hands, pausing only now and then to spit out some of the l|arger pebbles that
clung to the chunks of meat. When he had finished, he swilled down the contents
of the tankard, belched thunderously, and sat back, scratching at his matted
hair with gravy-sneared fingers. "Let's get down to business," he said.

"Where have you been?" Bel garath asked him

"Central Cthol Murgos. |'ve been sitting on a hilltop since the Battle of Vo

M nbre, watching the cave where Bel zedar took Torak."

"Five hundred years?" Silk gasped.

Bel din shrugged. "More or less,"” he replied indifferently. "Sonmebody had to keep
an eye on Burnt-Face, and | wasn't doing anything that couldn't be interrupted.”
"You said you saw Bel zedar," Aunt Pol said.

"About a nonth ago. He cane to the cave as if he had a denon on his tail and
pul I ed Torak out. Then he changed hinself into a vulture and flew off with the
body. "

"That nust have been right after Ctuchi k caught himat the Nyissan border and
took the Orb away fromhim" Bel garath nused.

"I woul dn't know about that. That was part of your responsibility, not mne. A

I was supposed to do was keep watch over Torak. Did any of the ashes fall on
you?"

"Whi ch ashes?" one of the tw ns asked.

"When Bel zedar took Torak out of the cave, the mountain exploded -blewits guts

out. | imagine it had sonmething to do with the force surroundi ng One-Eye's body.
It was still blowing when | left."
"W wondered what had caused the eruption,” Aunt Pol comrented. "It put ash down

an inch deep all over Nyissa."

"Good. Too bad it wasn't deeper."

"Did you see any signs-"

"-of Torak stirring?" the tw ns asked.

"Can't you two ever talk straight?" Beldin demanded.

"We're sorry-"

"-it's our nature."

The ugly little man shook his head with disgust. "Never mind. No. Torak didn't
move once in the whole five hundred years. There was nol d on hi m when Bel zedar
dragged hi mout of the cave."

"Did you foll ow Bel zedar ?" Bel garath asked.

"Naturally."

"Where did he take Torak?"

"Now where do you think, idiot? To the ruins of Cthol Mshrak in Mllorea, of
course. There are only a few places on earth that will bear Torak's weight, and
that's one of them Belzedar will have to keep Ctuchik and the Ob away from
Torak, and that's the only place he could go. The Mallorean Golins refuse to
accept Ctuchik's authority, so Belzedar will be safe there. It will cost hima
great deal to pay for their aid, but they'll keep Ctuchik out of Mllorea -

unl ess he raises an arny of Miurgos and invades."

"That's sonet hing we could hope for," Barak said.

"You' re supposed to be a bear, not a donkey," Beldin told him "Don't base your
hopes on the inpossible. Neither Ctuchik nor Bel zedar woul d start that sort of
war at this particular tine - not with Bel garion here stal king through the world

i ke an earthquake." He scowled at Aunt Pol. "Can't you teach himto be a little
quieter? O are your wits getting as flabby as your behi nd?"
"Be civil, uncle," she replied. "The boy's just comng into his strength. W

were all a bit clunsy at first."

"He doesn't have time to be a baby, Pol. The stars are dropping into southern
Cthol Murgos |ike poisoned roaches, and dead Grolins are nmobaning in their tonbs
fromRak Cthol to Rak Hagga. The time's on us, and he has to be ready."

"He'll be ready, uncle."
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"Maybe," the filthy man said sourly.

"Are you going back to Cthol M shrak?" Bel garath asked.

"No. Qur Master told nme to stay here. The twins and | have work to do and we
don't have much tine."

"He spoke to-"

"-us, too."

"Stop that!" Bel din snapped. He turned back to Belgarath. "Are you going to Rak
Ct hol now?"

"Not yet. We've got to go to Prolgu first. | have to talk to the Gorim and

we' ve got to pick up another nenber of the party."

"l noticed that your group wasn't conplete yet. Wat about the | ast one?"

Bel garath spread his hands. "That's the one that worries ne. | haven't been able
to find any trace of her - and |'ve been | ooking for three thousand years."
"You spent too much tine |ooking in al ehouses.™

"l noticed the sane thing, uncle,” Aunt Pol said with a sweet little snile.
"Where do we go after Prol gu?" Barak asked.

"I think that then we'll go to Rak Cthol," Belgarath replied rather grimy.
"We've got to get the Orb back from Ctuchik, and |I've been neaning to have a
rat her pointed discussion with the magician of the Murgos for a long, long tineg,
now. "

Part Three
ULGO

Chapter Thirteen

THE FOLLOW NG MORNI NG t hey turned northwest and rode toward the stark, white
peaks of the mountains of Ugo, glittering in the norning sun above the |ush
meadows of the Vale.

"Snow up there," Barak observed. "It could be a difficult trip."

"It always is," Hettar told him

"Have you been to Prol gu before?" Durnik asked.

"A few tines. W keep comuni cations open with the Ugos. Qur visits are nostly
cerenoni al . "

Princess Ce' Nedra had been riding beside Aunt Pol, her tiny face troubl ed. "How
can you stand him Lady Pol gara?" she burst out finally. "He's so ugly."

"Who' s that, dear?"

"That awful dwarf."

"Uncl e Bel di n?" Aunt Pol |ooked mldly surprised. "He's always been like that.
You have to get to know him that's all."

"But he says such terrible things to you."

"It's the way he hides his real feelings,” Aunt Pol explained. "He's a very
gentle person, really, but people don't expect that - coming fromhim Wen he
was a child, his people drove himout because he was so deformed and hi deous.
When he finally came to the Vale, our Master saw past the ugliness to the beauty
in his mnd."

"But does he have to be so dirty?"

Aunt Pol shrugged slightly. "He hates his deforned body, so he ignores it." She
| ooked at the princess, her eyes calm "It's the easiest thing in the world to

j udge things by appearances, Ce' Nedra," she said, "and it's usually wong. Uncle
Beldin and | are very fond of each other. That's why we take the trouble to

i nvent such el aborate insults. Conplinments would be hypocrisy - he is, after
all, very ugly."

"I just don't understand." Ce' Nedra sounded baffl ed.

"Love can show itself in many strange ways," Aunt Pol told her. Her tone was

of fhand, but the | ook she directed at the tiny princess was penetrating.

Ce' Nedra flickered one quick look at Garion, and then averted her eyes, bl ushing
slightly.
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Garion considered the exchange between his Aunt Pol and the princess as he rode.
It was quite obvious that Aunt Pol had been telling the little girl something

i mportant, but whatever it was escaped him

They rode for several days across the Vale and then noved up into the foothills
which clustered al ong the flanks of the ragged peaks that formed the | and of the
U gos. Once again the seasons changed as they rode. It was early autum as they
crested the first lowrange, and the valleys beyond were aflane with crinson

| eaves. At the top of a second, higher range, the trees had been swept bare, and
the wind had the first bite of winter init as it whistled down fromthe peaks.
The sky grew overcast, and tendrils of cloud seeped down the rocky gorges above
them Spits of intermittent snow and rain pelted themas they clinbed higher up
the rocky sl opes.

"l suppose we'd better begin keeping an eye out for Brill," Silk said hopefully
one snowy afternoon. "It's about time for himto show up again."

"Not very likely," Belgarath replied. "Mirgos avoid U gol and even nore than they
avoid the Vale. U gos dislike Angaraks intensely."

"So do Alorns."

"U gos can see in the dark, though," the old man told him "Mirgos who cone into
these mountains tend not to wake up fromtheir first night's sleep up here.

don't think we need to worry about Brill."

"Pity," Silk remarked with a certain disappointnent.

"I't won't hurt to keep our eyes open, though. There are worse things than Mirgos
in the nountains of Ugo."

Silk scoffed. "Aren't those stories exaggerated?"

"No. Not really."

"The region abounds with nonsters, Prince Kheldar," Mandorallen assured the
little man. "Sone years back, a dozen foolish young knights of my acquai ntance
rode into these nountains to test their bravery and prowess agai hst the unseemy
beasts. Not one returned."”

When they crested the next ridge, the full force of a winter gale struck them
Snow, whi ch had grown steadily heavier as they clinbed, drove horizontally in
the how i ng wi nd.

"We'l'l have to take cover until this blows over, Belgarath," Barak shouted above
the wind, fighting to keep his flapping bearskin cape around hi m

"Let's drop down into this next valley," Belgarath replied, also struggling with
his cloak. "The trees down there should break the wind."

They crossed the ridge and angl ed down toward the pines clustered at the bottom
of the basin ahead. Garion pulled his cloak tighter and bowed his head into the
shri eki ng wi nd.

The thick stand of sapling pine in the basin blocked the force of the gale, but
the snow swirl ed about themas they reined in.

"We're not going to get nuch farther today, Belgarath," Barak declared, trying
to brush the snow out of his beard. "We might as well hole up here and wait for
nor ni ng. "

"What's that?" Durni k asked sharply, cocking his head to one side.

"The wind," Barak shrugged.

"No. Listen."

Above the howing of the wind, a shrill whinnying sound cane to them

"Look there." Hettar pointed.

Dmy they saw a dozen horselike animls crossing the ridge behind them Their
shapes were blurred by the thickly falling snow, and their Iine as they noved
seened al nbst ghostly. On a rise just above them stood a huge stallion, his mane
and tail tossing in the wind. H's neigh was al nbst a shrill scream

"Hrul gin!" Belgarath said sharply.

"Can we outrun then?" Silk asked hopefully.

"l doubt it," Belgarath replied. "Besides, they' ve got our scent now. They'l

dog our trail fromhere to Prolgu if we try to run."

"Then we nmust teach themto fear our trail and avoid it," Mandorallen decl ared,
tightening the straps on his shield. H's eyes were very bright.

"You're falling back into your old habits, Mandorallen," Barak observed in a

grunpy voice
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Hettar's face had assuned that curiously blank expression it usually did when he
was conmuni cating with his horses. He shuddered finally, and his eyes went sick
with revul sion

"Wl 1 ?" Aunt Pol asked him

"They aren't horses," he began

"We know that, Hettar," she replied. "Can you do anything with then? Frighten
them of f perhaps?"

He shook his head. "They're hungry, Polgara," he told her, "and they have our
scent. The herd stallion seens to have much nore control over themthan he would

if they were horses. | mght be able to frighten one or two of the weaker ones -
if it weren't for him"
"Then we'll have to fight themall," Barak said grimy, buckling on his shield.

"I don't think so," Hettar replied, his eyes narrowi ng. "The key seens to be the
stallion. He dom nates the whole herd. | think that if we kill him the rest
will turn and run."

"Al right," Barak said, "we try for the stallion then."

"W might want to nmake sone kind of noise," Hettar suggested. "Sonething that
sounds |ike a challenge. That m ght nmake himcone out to the front to answer it.
O herwise, we'll have to go through the whole herd to get to him™"

"Mayhap this will provoke him" Mndorallen said. He lifted his horn to his lips
and bl ew a brassy note of ringing defiance that was whi pped away by the gal e.
The stallion's shrill scream answered i nmedi ately.

"It sounds as if it's working," Barak observed. "Blow it again, Mandorallen."
Mandor al | en sounded his horn again, and again the stallion shrilled his reply.
Then the great beast plunged down fromthe ridgetop and charged furiously
through the herd toward them Wen he reached the forefront, he shrieked again
and reared up on his hind legs, his front claws flashing in the snow air.

"That did it," Barak barked. "Let's go!" He jammred his spurs honme, and his big
gray | eaped forward, spraying snow behind him Hettar and Mandoral |l en swept out
to flank him and the three plunged forward through the thickly falling snow
toward the scream ng Hrulga stallion. Mandorallen set his | ance as he charged,
and a strange sound drifted back on the wind as he thundered toward the
advanci ng Hrul gi n. Mandoral | en was | aughi ng.

Garion drew his sword and pulled his horse in front of Aunt Pol and Ce' Nedra. He
realized that it was probably a futile gesture, but he did it anyway.

Two of the Hrulgin, perhaps at the herd stallion's unspoken conmand, bounded
forward to cut off Barak and Mandorallen while the stallion hinself noved to
meet Hettar as if recognizing the Algar as the greatest potential danger to the
herd. As the first Hulga reared, his fangs bared in a catlike snarl and his

cl awed feet w despread, Mandorallen | owered his |ance and drove it through the
snarling nonster's chest. Bloody froth burst fromthe Hulga' s nouth, and he
toppl ed over backward, clawi ng the broken shaft of Mandorallen's lance into
splinters as he fell.

Bar ak caught a clawed swi pe on his shield and split open the head of the second
Hrulga with a vast overhand swing of his heavy sword. The beast coll apsed, his
convul si ons churning the snow.

Hettar and the herd stallion stal ked each other in the swirling snow. They noved
warily, circling, their eyes |ocked on each other with a deadly intensity.
Suddenly the stallion reared and lunged all in one notion, his great forelegs

wi de and his claws outspread. But Hettar's horse, his mnd linked with his
rider's, danced clear of the furious charge. The Hrul ga spun and charged agai n,
and once again Hettar's horse junped to one side. The infuriated stallion
screaned his frustration and lunged in, his claws flailing. Hettar's horse

si dest epped the enraged beast, then darted in, and Hettar |aunched hinself from
his saddl e and | anded on the stallion's back. His |ong, powerful |egs |ocked
about the Hrulga's ribs and his right hand gathered a great fistful of the
ani mal ' s mane.

The stallion went nmad as he felt for the first tinme in the entire history of his
species the weight of a rider on his back. He plunged and reared and shri eked,
trying to shake Hettar off. The rest of the herd, which had been noving to the
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attack, faltered and stared in unconprehending horror at the stallion's wild
attenpts to dislodge his rider. Mandorall en and Barak reined in, dunbfounded, as
Hettar rode the raging stallion in circles through the blizzard. Then, grimy,
Hettar slid his left hand down his leg and drew a | ong, broad dagger fromhis
boot. He knew horses, and he knew where to strike.

H's first thrust was | ethal. The churned snow turned red. The stallion reared
one last tine, scream ng and with bl ood pouring out of his mouth, and then he
dropped back to stand on shuddering |l egs. Slowy his knees buckled and he
toppl ed to one side. Hettar junped clear

The herd of Hrulgin turned and fled, squealing, back into the blizzard.

Hettar grimy cleaned his dagger in the snow and resheathed it in his boot.
Briefly he laid one hand on the dead stallion's neck, then turned to | ook
through the tranpled snow for the sabre he had discarded in his wild | eap onto
the stallion's back

When the three warriors returned to the shelter of the trees, Mandorallen and
Barak were staring at Hettar with a | ook of profound respect.

"It's a shane they're nad," the Algar said with a distant |ook on his face.
"There was a nonment just a nonment-when | alnbst got through to him and we noved
toget her. Then the nmadness cane back, and | had to kill him If they could be
tamed-" He broke off and shook his head. "Ch, well." He shrugged regretfully.
"You woul dn't actually ride sonething Iike that?" Durnik's voice was shocked
"I'"ve never had an aninal l|ike that under nme," Hettar said quietly. "I don't
think 1'lIl ever forget what it was like." The tall man turned and wal ked sone

di stance away and stood staring out into the swirling snow.

They set up for the night in the shelter of the pines. The next norning the w nd
had abated, although it was still snowi ng heavily when they set out again. The
snow was al ready knee-deep, and the horses struggl ed as they clinbed.

They crossed yet another ridge and started down into the next valley. Silk

| ooked dubiously around at the thick-falling snow settling through the silent

air. "If it gets nmuch deeper, we're going to bog down, Belgarath," he said
glumMy. "Particularly if we have to keep clinbing like this."
"We'll be all right now," the ald man assured him "W follow a series of

val | eys fromhere. They lead right up to Prolgu, so we can avoid the peaks."
"Bel garath," Barak said back over his shoulder fromhis place in the |ead,
"there are sone fresh tracks up here." He pointed ahead at a |ine of footprints
pl owed t hrough the new snow across their path.

The ol d man noved ahead and stopped to examine the tracks. "Algroth," he said
shortly. "We'd better keep our eyes open."

They rode warily down into the valley where Mandoral |l en paused | ong enough to
cut hinself a fresh |ance.

"I'd be a little dubi ous about a weapon that keeps breaking," Barak observed as
t he kni ght renount ed.

Mandor al | en shrugged, his arnor creaking. "There are always trees about, ny
Lord," he replied.

Back anong the pines that carpeted the valley floor, Garion heard a faniliar
bar ki ng.

"G andf ather," he warned.

"I hear them" Bel garath answered.

"How many, do you think?" Silk asked.

"Perhaps a dozen," Bel garath sai d.

"Eight," Aunt Pol corrected firmy.

"I'f they are but eight, will they dare attack?" Mandorall en asked. "Those we net
in Arendi a seened to seek courage in nunbers."

"Their lair's in this valley, |I think," the old man replied. "Any animal tries
to defend its lair. They're alnpst certain to attack."

"W nust seek themout, then," the knight declared confidently.

"Better to destroy them now on ground of our own choosing than to be surprised
in some anbush. "

"He's definitely backsliding," Barak observed sourly to Hettar

"He's probably right this time, though," Hettar replied.

"Have you been drinking, Hettar?" Barak asked suspiciously.
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"Conme, ny Lords," Mandorallen said gaily. "Let us rout the brutes so that we may
continue our journey unnolested." He plowed off through the snow in search of

t he barking Al groths.

"Comi ng, Barak?" Hettar invited as he drew his sabre.

Barak sighed. "I guess |I'd better," he answered nmournfully. He turned to

Bel garath. "This shouldn't take long. I'Il try to keep our bloodthirsty friends
out of trouble."”

Hettar | aughed.

"You're getting to be as bad as he is,
into a gallop in Mandorall en's wake.
Garion and the others sat waiting tensely in the sifting snowfall. Then the
bar ki ng sounds off in the woods suddenly turned into yel ps of surprise. The
sound of bl ows began to ring through the trees, and there were shrieks of pain
and shouts as the three warriors called to each other. After perhaps a quarter
of an hour, they cane galloping back with the deep snow spraying out fromtheir
hor ses' hooves.

"Two of them got away," Hettar reported regretfully.

"What a shane," Silk replied.

"Mandoral l en," Barak said with a pained | ook, "you've picked up a bad habit
somewhere. Fighting's a serious business, and all this giggling and | aughi ng of
yours smacks of frivolity."

"Doth it offend thee, ny Lord?"

"I't's not so much that it offends ne, Mandorallen. It's nore a distraction. It
breaks ny concentration."”

"l shall strive to noderate ny laughter in future, then."

"I'd appreciate it."

"How did it go?" Silk asked.

"I't wasn't nuch of a fight," Barak replied. "W caught them conpl etely by
surprise. | hate to admt it, but our chortling friend there was right for
once. "

Garion thought about Mandorallen's changed behavi or as they rode on down the
val | ey. Back at the cave where the colt had been born, Durnik had told
Mandoral | en that fear could be conquered by |aughing at it, and, though Durnik
had probably not neant it in precisely that way, Mandorallen had taken his words
quite literally. The laughter which so irritated Barak was not directed at the
foes he net, but rather at the eneny within him Mandorallen was |aughing at his
own fear as he rode to each attack

"It's unnatural," Barak was nmuttering to Silk. "That's what bothers ne so nuch.
Not only that, it's a breach of etiquette. If we ever get into a serious fight,
it's going to be terribly enbarrassing to have himgiggling and carrying on |ike
that. What will people think?"

"You're making too nuch of it, Barak," Silk told him "Actually, | think it's
rat her refreshing."

"You think it's what?"

"Refreshing. An Arend with a sense of hunor is a novelty, after all sort of like
a tal king dog."

Bar ak shook his head in disgust. "There's absolutely no point in ever trying to
di scuss anything seriously with you, Silk, do you know that? The conpul sion of
yours to make clever remarks turns everything into a joke."

"We all have our little shortcomings," Silk admtted bl andly.

Barak accused as the two of them npved

Chapter Fourteen

THE SNOW GRADUALLY sl ackened t hroughout the rest o the day and by evening only a
few solitary flakes drifted down through the darkening air as they set up for
the night in a grove of dense spruces. During the night, however, the
tenperature fell, and the air was bitterly cold when they arose the next

nmor ni ng.

"How rmuch farther to Prol gu?" Silk asked, standing close to the fire with his
shivering hands stretched out to its warnth.

"Two nore days," Belgarath replied.
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"I don't suppose you'd consider doing sonething about the weather?" the little
man asked hopeful ly.

"I prefer not to do that unless | absolutely have to," the old man told him "It
di srupts things over a very wide area. Besides, the Gorimdoesn't |like us to
tanmper with things in his nountains. The U gos have reservati ons about that sort
of thing."

"I was afraid you might look at it that way."

Their route that norning tw sted and turned so often that by noon Garion was
compl etely turned around. Despite the biting cold, the sky was overcast, a solid
| ead-gray. It seened sonehow as if the cold had frozen all color fromthe world.
The sky was gray; the snow was a flat, dead white; and the tree trunks were
starkly black. Even the rushing water in the streanms they followed flowed bl ack
bet ween snow nounded banks. Bel garath noved confidently, pointing their
direction as each succeeding valley intersected with another

"Are you sure?" the shivering Silk asked himat one point. "W've been going
upstream all day, now you say we go down."

"We'll hit another valley in a fewnmles. Trust ne, Silk. |'ve been here
before. ™

Silk pulled his heavy cloak tighter. "It's just that | get nervous on unfamliar
ground, " he objected, |ooking at the dark water of the river they foll owed.

From far upstream canme a strange sound, a kind of nindless hooting that was

al nost |ike laughter. Aunt Pol and Bel garath exchanged a qui ck | ook

"What is it?" Garion asked.

"Rock-wol f," Bel garath answered shortly.

"I't doesn't sound like a wolf."

"I't isn"t." The old man | ooked around warily. "They're scavengers for the nost
part and, if it's just a wild pack, they probably won't attack. It's too early
in the winter for themto be that desperate. If it's one of the packs that has
been raised by the Eldrakyn, though, we're in for trouble." He stood up in his
stirrups to | ook ahead. "Let's pick up the pace a bit," he called to
Mandor al | en, "and keep your eyes open."

Mandoral l en, his arnmor glittering with frost, glanced back, nodded, and noved
out at a trot, following the seething black water of the nountain river

Behind themthe shrill, yelping |aughter grew | ouder.

"They're followi ng us, father," Aunt Pol said.

"l can hear that." The old nan began searching the sides of the valley with his
eyes, his face creased with a worried frown. "You' d better have a | ook, Pol. |
don't want any surprises."

Aunt Pol's eyes grew distant as she probed the thickly forested sides of the
valley with her m nd. After a nonent, she gasped and then shuddered. "There's an
El drak out there, father. He's watching us. His nmind is a sewer."

"They always are," the old man replied. "Could you pick up his name?"

"Gul."

"That's what | was afraid of. | knew we were getting close to his range." He put
his fingers to his lips and whistled sharply.

Barak and Mandorallen halted to wait while the rest caught up with them "W've
got trouble," Belgarath told themall seriously. "There's an El drak out there
with a pack of rock-wolves. He's watching us right now It's only a question of
time until he attacks."

"What's an Eldrak?" Silk asked.

"The Eldrakyn are related to Algroths and Trolls, but they're nore intelligent -
and nuch bigger."

"But only one?" Mandorall en asked.

"One's enough. 1've nmet this one. His nane is Gul. He's big, quick, and as
cruel as a hook-pointed knife. He'll eat anything that noves, and he doesn't
really care if it's dead or not before he starts to eat."

The hooting | aughter of the rock-wolves drew cl oser.

"Let's find an open place and build a fire," the old man said. "The rock-wol ves
are afraid of fire, and there's no point in fighting with themand Gul if we
don't have to."

"There?" Durni k suggested, pointing to a broad, snow covered bar protruding out
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into the dark water of the river. The bar was joined to the near bank by a
narrow neck of gravel and sand.

"It's defensible, Belgarath,” Barak approved, squinting at the bar. "The river
will keep them off our backs, and they can only cone at us across that one
narrow pl ace. "

"It will do," Belgarath agreed shortly. "Let's go."

They rode out onto the snow covered bar and quickly scraped an area clear with
their feet while Durnik worked to build a fire under a |arge, gray driftwood
snag that half bl ocked the narrow neck of the bar. Wthin a few nonents, orange
flanmes began to lick up around the snag. Durnik fed the fire with sticks until
the snag was fully ablaze. "Gve ne a hand,"” the snmth said, starting to pile

| arger pieces of wood on the fire. Barak and Mandorallen went to the junbl ed
mass of driftwood piled against the upstream edge of the gravel and began

haul ing Iinbs and chunks of log to the fire. At the end of a quarter of an hour
they had built a roaring bonfire that stretched across the narrow neck of sand,
cutting themoff conpletely fromthe dark trees on the riverbank.

"It's the first tinme |'ve been warmall day." Silk grinned, backing up to the
fire.

"They're coming," Garion warned. Back anong the dark tree trunks, he had caught
a few glinpses of furtive novenents.

Barak peered through the flanes. "Big brutes, aren't they?" he observed grimy.
"About the size of a donkey," Bel garath confirnmed.

"Are you sure they're afraid of fire?" Silk asked nervously.

"Most of the time."

"Most of the time?"

"Once in a while they get desperate - or Gul could drive themtoward us. They'd
be nore afraid of himthan of the fire."

"Bel garath," the weasel-faced |ittle man objected, "sonetinmes you've got a nasty
habit of keeping things to yourself."

One of the rock-wolves cane out onto the riverbank just upstreamfromthe bar
and stood sniffing the air and | ooking nervously at the fire. Its forel egs were
noticeably longer than its hind ones, giving it a peculiar, half erect stance,
and there was a large, nuscul ar hunp across its shoulders. Its nmuzzle was short,
and it seened snub-faced, alnpost |like a cat. Its coat was a splotchy bl ack and
white, marked with a pattern hovering sonmewhere between spots and stripes. It
paced nervously back and forth, staring at themwith a dreadful intensity and
yel ping its highpitched, hooting |augh. Soon another cane out to joinit, and
then another. They spread out al ong the bank, pacing and hooting, but staying
wel | back fromthe fire.

"They don't | ook |ike dogs exactly," Durnik said.

"They're not," Belgarath replied. "Wl ves and dogs are rel ated, but rock-wolves
belong to a different famly."

By now ten of the ugly creatures lined the bank, and their hooting rose in a

m ndl ess chorus.

Then Ce' Nedra screaned, her face deathly pale and her eyes wide with horror.

The El drak shanbl ed out of the trees and stood in the mddle of the yel ping
pack. It was about eight feet tall and covered with shaggy black fur. It wore an
arnored shirt that had been made of |arge scraps of chainmail tied together with
thongs; over the mail, also held in place with thongs, was a rusty breastplate
that appeared to have been hammered out with rocks until it was big enough to
fit around the creature's nmassive chest. A conical steel helnet, split up the
back to make it fit, covered the brute's head. In its hand the Eldrak held a
huge, steel wapped club, studded with spikes. It was the face, however, that had
brought the screamto Ce' Nedra's |ips. The Eldrak had virtually no nose, and its
| ower jaw jutted, showi ng two massive, protruding tusks. Its eyes were sunk in
deep sockets beneath a heavy ridge of bone across its brow, and they burned with
a hi deous hunger.

"That's far enough, Gul," Belgarath warned the thing in a cold, deadly voice.
"*Grat cone back to Gul's nountains?" the nonster growed. Its voice was deep
and holl ow, chilling.
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"I't talks?" Silk gasped incredul ously.

"Why are you follow ng us, Gul?" Bel garath denanded.

The creature stared at them its eyes like fire. "Hungry, "Gat," it grow ed.
"Go hunt sonething else,” the old man told the nonster

"Why? Horses here - men. Plenty to eat."

"But not easy food, Gul," Belgarath replied.

A hideous grin spread across Gul's face. "Fight first," he said, "then eat.
Come 'Grat. Fight again."”

"Grat?" Silk asked.

"He neans nme. He can't pronounce ny nane - it has to do with the shape of his
jaw. "

"You fought that thing?" Barak sounded stunned.

Bel garath shrugged. "I had a knife up ny sleeve. Wen he grabbed me, | sliced

hi m open. It wasn't nuch of a fight."

"Fight!" Gul roared. He hamrered on his breastplate with his huge fist. "lron,"
he said. "Conme, 'Grat. Try to cut Gul's belly again. Now Grul wear iron - |ike
men wear." He began to pound on the frozen ground with his steel-shod club

"Fight!" he bell owed. "Cone, 'Grat. Fight!"

"Maybe if we all go after himat once, one of us might get in a lucky thrust,6"
Barak said, eyeing the nonster specul atively.

"Thy plan is flawed, ny Lord," Mandorallen told him "W nust |ose severa
conpani ons should we conme within range of that club."

Barak | ooked at himin astonishnment. "Prudence, Mndorallen? Prudence from you?"

"It were best, | think, should | undertake this alone," the knight stated
gravely. "My lance is the only weapon that can seek out the nonster's life with
safety. "

"There's sonething to what he says," Hettar agreed.

"Conme fight!" Gul roared, still beating on the ground with his club

"Al'l right," Barak agreed dubiously. "W'I| distract himthen - cone at himfrom

two sides to get his attention. Then Mandoral |l en can nake his charge."

"What about the rock-wol ves?" Garion asked.

"Let nme try sonething," Durnik said. He took up a burning stick and threwit,
spinning and flaring, at the nervous pack surrounding the nonster. The
rock-wol ves yel ped and shied quickly away fromthe tunbling brand. "They're
afraid of the fire, all right," the smith said. "I think that if we all throw at
once and keep throwing, their nerve will break and they'Il run."

They all noved to the fire.

"Nowt " Durni k shouted sharply. They began throwi ng the blazing sticks as fast as
they coul d. The rock-wol ves yel ped and dodged, and several of them screaned in
pain as the tunbling firebrands singed them

Gul roared in fury as the pack dodged and scurried around his feet, trying to
escape the sudden deluge of fire. One of the singed beasts, nmaddened by pain and
fright, tried to leap at him The Eldrak junped out of its way wi th astonishing
agility and smashed the rock-wolf to the ground with his great club.

"He's quicker than | thought," Barak said. "W'Il|l have to be careful."

"They're running!" Durni k shouted, throwi ng another fiery stick. The pack had
broken under the rain of burning brands and turned to flee howing back into the
woods, leaving the infuriated Gul standing alone on the riverbank, hamering at
t he snow covered ground with his spiked club. "Cone fight!" he roared again.
"Conme fight!" He advanced one huge step and smashed his club at the snow again.
"We'd better do whatever we're going to do now," Silk said tensely. "He's
getting hinself worked up. W'll have himout here on the bar with us in another
mnute or two."

Mandor al | en nodded grimy and turned to nmount his charger

"Let the rest of us distract himfirst," Barak said. He drew his heavy sword.
"Let's go!" he shouted and | eaped over the fire. The others followed him
spreading out in a half circle in front of the towering Gul. Garion reached for
hi s sword.

"Not you," Aunt Pol snapped. "You stay here."

"But "

"Do as | say."
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One of Silk's daggers, skillfully thrown from several yards away, sank into

G ul's shoul der while the creature was advanci ng on Barak and Durni k. Grul

how ed and turned to charge Silk and Hettar, swi nging his vast club. Hettar
dodged, and Sil k danced back out of reach. Durnik began pelting the nonster with
fist-sized rocks fromthe riverbank. Gul turned back, raging now, with flecks
of foamdripping fromhis pointed tusks.

"Now, Mandorallen!" Barak shout ed.

Mandor al | en couched his | ance and spurred his warhorse. The huge arnored ani nal
| eaped forward, its hooves churning gravel, junped the fire, and bore down on
the astonished Grul. For a nonent it |ooked as if their plan mght work. The
deadly, steel-pointed | ance was leveled at Gul's chest, and it seened that
not hing could stop it fromplunging through his huge body. But the nonster's

qui ckness again astonished themall. He | eaped to one side and smashed his

spi ked cl ub down on Mandorallen's |ance, shattering the stout wood.

The force of Mandorallen's charge, however, could not be stopped. Horse and man
crashed into the great brute with a deafening inpact. Gul reeled back, dropping
his club, tripping, falling with Mandorallen and his warhorse on top of him
"Get him" Barak roared, and they all dashed forward to attack the fallen G ul
with swords and axes. The nonster, however, |evered his | egs under Mandorallen's
thrashi ng horse and thrust the big aninmal off. A great, flailing fist caught
Mandorallen in the side, throwing himfor several yards. Durnik spun and
dropped, felled by a glancing blow to the head even as Barak, Hettar, and Silk
swarmed over the fallen Gul.

"Father!" Aunt Pol cried in a ringing voice.

There was suddenly a new sound directly behind Garion - first a deep, runbling
snarl followed instantly by a hair-raising how. Garion turned quickly and saw
the huge wolf he had seen once before in the forests of northern Arendia. The
old gray wol f bounded across the fire and entered the fight, his great teeth
flashing and tearing.

"Grion, | need you!" Aunt Pol was shaking off the panic-stricken princess and
pul l'ing her amul et out of her bodice. "Take out your mnedallion-quickly!"

He did not understand, but he drew his anulet out fromunder his tunic. Aunt Pol
reached out, took his right hand, and placed the nmark on his pal magai nst the
figure of the owl on her own talisman; at the same tine, she took his nmedallion
in her other hand. "Focus your will," she commanded.

"On what ?"

"On the anulets. Quickly!"

Garion brought his will to bear, feeling the power building in himtrenendously,
anplified sonmehow by his contact with Aunt Pol and the two amul ets. Pol gara

cl osed her eyes and raised her face to the | eaden sky. "Mother!" she cried in a
voice so loud that the echo rang like a trunpet note in the narrow vall ey.

The power surged out of Garion in so vast a rush that he collapsed to his knees,
unabl e to stand. Aunt Pol sank down beside him

Ce' Nedra gasped.

As Garion weakly raised his head, he saw that there were two wol ves attacking

the raging Gul - the gray old wolf he knew to be his grandfather, and another,
slightly smaller wolf that seened surrounded by a strange, flickering blue
l'i ght.

G ul had struggled to his feet and was | aying about himwi th his huge fists as
the nmen attacking himchopped futilely at his arnored body. Barak was flung out
of the fight and fell to his hands and knees, shaking his head groggily. Gul
brushed Hettar aside, his eyes alight with dreadful glee as he lunged toward
Barak with both huge arns raised. But the blue wolf | eaped snarling at his face.
Gul swung his fist and gaped with astoni shnment as it passed directly through
the flickering body. Then he shrieked with pain and began to topple backward as
Bel garath, darting in frombehind to enploy the wolf's ancient tactic, neatly
hanstrung himw th great, ripping teeth. The towering Gul, howing, fell and
struck the earth |ike sonme vast tree.

"Keep himdown!" Barak roared, stunbling to his feet and staggering forward.
The wol ves were ripping at Gul's face, and he flailed his arns, trying to beat
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them away. Agai n and again his hands passed through the body of the strange,
flickering blue wolf. Mandorallen, his feet spread wi de apart and hol ding the
hilt of his broadsword with both hands, chopped steadily at the nonster's body,
his great bl ade shearing long rents in Gul's breastplate. Barak swng huge
blows at Gul's head, his sword striking sparks fromthe rusty steel helnnet.
Hettar crouched at one side, eyes intent, sabre ready, waiting. Gul raised his
armto ward off Barak's blows, and Hettar |unged, thrusting his sabre through
the exposed arnpit and into the huge chest. A bloody froth spouted fromGul's
mouth as the sabre ripped through his lungs. He struggled to a half sitting
posi tion.

Then Silk, who had lurked just at the edge of the fight, darted in, set the
poi nt of his dagger against the back of Gul's neck and smashed a | arge rock
agai nst the dagger's pommel. Wth a sickening crunch, the dagger drove through
bone, angling up into the nonster's brain. Gul shuddered convul sively. Then he
col | apsed.

In the moment of silence that foll owed, the two wolves | ooked at each ot her
across the nonster's dead face. The blue wolf seemed to wink once; in a voice
whi ch Garion could hear quite clearly - a woman's voice - she said, "How
remarkable." Wth a seening snmile and one |ast flicker, she vani shed.

The old gray wolf raised his nuzzle and howl ed, a sound of such piercing anguish
and loss that Garion's heart wenched within him

Then the old wolf seemed to shimmer, and Bel garath knelt in his place. He rose
slowy to his feet and wal ked back toward the fire, tears stream ng openly down
his grizzl ed cheeks.

Chapter Fifteen

"IS HE GONG to be all right?" Barak asked anxiously, hovering over the stil
unconsci ous Durni k as Aunt Pol exam ned the | arge purple contusion on the side
of the smith's face.
"I't's nothing serious,
weari ness.

Garion sat nearby with his head in his hands. He felt as if all the strength had
been wrenched out of his body.

Beyond t he heaped coals of the rapidly dying bonfire, Silk and Hettar were
struggling to renove Mandorallen's dented breastplate. A deep crease running

di agonally from shoul der to hip gave nute evidence of the force of Gul's bl ow
and placed so much stress on the straps beneath the shoul der plates that they
were al nost inpossible to unfasten.

"I think we're going to have to cut them" Silk said

"I pray thee, Prince Kheldar, avoid that if possible,” Mndorallen answered,

Wi ncing as they wenched at the fastenings. "Those straps are crucial to the fit
of the arnor, and are nost difficult to replace properly."”

"This one's com ng now," Hettar grunted, prying at a buckle with a short iron
rod. The buckl e rel eased suddenly and the taut breastplate rang like a softly
struck bell.

"Now | can get it," Silk said, quickly |Ioosening the other shoul der buckle
Mandoral | en sighed with relief as they pulled off the dented breastplate. He
took a deep breath and wi nced again.

"Tender right here?" Silk asked, putting his fingers lightly to the right side
of the knight's chest. Mandorallen grunted with pain, and his face pal ed
visibly. "I think you' ve got sone cracked ribs, ny splendid friend," Silk told
him "You'd better have Pol gara take a | ook."

"In a nonment," Mandorallen said. "My horse?"

"He'll be all right,"” Hettar replied. "A strained tendon in his right foreleg is
all."

Mandoral l en let out a sigh of relief. "I had feared for him™"

"I feared for us all there for a while," Silk said. "Qur oversized playmate
there was al nost nore than we could handle."

"Good fight, though," Hettar renarked.

Sil k gave hima disgusted | ook, then glanced up at the scudding gray clouds

she replied in a voice seenming to droop with a great
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overhead. He jumped across the glowi ng coals of their fire and went over to
where Bel garath sat staring into the icy river. "W're going to have to get off
this bar, Belgarath," he urged. "The weather's going bad on us again, and we'll
all freeze to death if we stay out here in the niddle of the river tonight."
"Leave nme alone," Belgarath muttered shortly, still staring at the river

"Pol gara?" Silk turned to her.

"Just stay away fromhimfor a while," she told him "Go find a sheltered pl ace
for us to stay for a few days."

"I''l'l go with you," Barak offered, hobbling toward his horse.

"You'll stay here," Aunt Pol declared firmy. "You creak |like a wagon with a
broken axle. I want to have a | ook at you before you get a chance to damage
yoursel f permanently."

"I know a place," Ce'Nedra said, rising and pulling her cloak about her

shoul ders. "I saw it when we were coming down the river. I'Il show you."

Silk | ooked inquiringly at Aunt Pol .

"CGo ahead," she told him "It's safe enough now. Nothing else would live in the
same valley with an Eldrak."

Silk laughed. "I wonder why? Comi ng, Princess?" The two of them nmounted and rode
of f through the snow.

"Shoul dn't Durni k be com ng around?" Garion asked his Aunt.

"Let himsleep,"” she replied wearily. "He'll have a blinding headache when he
wakes up."

"Aunt Pol ?"

"Yes?"

"Who was the other wol f?"

"My nother, Poledra."

"But isn't she-"

"Yes. It was her spirit."

"You can do that?" Garion was stunned by the enornmity of it.

"Not al one," she said. "You had to help ne."

"I's that why | feel so-" It was an effort even to talKk.

"I't took everything we could both raise to do it. Don't ask so many questions
just now, Garion. |'mvery tired and | still have many things to do."

"I's Grandfather all right?"

"He'll come around. Mandorallen, cone here."

The kni ght stepped over the coals at the neck of the bar and wal ked sl owy
toward her, his hand pressed |ightly against his chest.

"You'll have to take off your shirt," she told him "And please sit down."
About a half hour later Silk and the princess returned. "It's a good spot," Silk
reported. "A thicket in alittle ravine. Water, shelter - everything we need. Is
anybody seriously hurt?"

"Not hi ng pernmanent." Aunt Pol was applying a salve to Barak's hairy |eg.

"Do you suppose you could hurry, Polgara?" Barak asked. "It's a little chilly
for standing around hal f-dressed. "

"Stop being such a baby," she said heartl essly.

The ravine to which Silk and Ce' Nedra | ed them was a short way back upriver. A
smal | nountain brook trickled fromits mouth, and a dense thicket of spindly
pines filled it seemingly fromwall to wall. They followed the brook for a few
hundred yards until they came to a snmall clearing in the center of the thicket.
The pines around the inner edge of the clearing, pressed by the Iinbs of the
others in the thicket, |eaned inward, alnpst touching above the center of the
open ar ea.

"Good spot." Hettar |ooked around approvingly. "How did you find it?"

"She did." Silk nodded at Ce' Nedra.

"The trees told nme it was here," she said. "Young pine trees babble a lot." She
| ooked at the clearing thoughtfully. "We' Il build our fire there," she decided,
poi nting at a spot near the brook at the upper end of the clearing, "and set up
our tents along the, edge of the trees just back fromit. You'll need to pile
rocks around the fire and clear away all the twigs fromthe ground near it. The
trees are very nervous about the fire. They prom sed to keep the wind off us,
but only if we keep our fire strictly under control. | gave themny word."
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A faint smle flickered across Hettar's hawklike face.

"I"mserious," she said, stanping her little foot.

"OF course, your Highness," he replied, bow ng.

Because of the incapacity of the others, the work of sating up the tents and
building the firepit fell largely upon Silk and Hettar. Ce' Nedra commanded them
like alittle general, snapping out her orders in a clear, firmvoice. She
seened to be enjoying herself i mensely.

Garion was sure that it was sone trick of the fading light, but the trees al nost
seened to draw back when the fire first flared up, though after a while they
seened to lean back in again to arch protectively over the little clearing
Wearily he got to his feet and began to gather sticks and dead |inbs for
firewood.

"Now, " Ce' Nedra said, bustling about the fire in a thoroughly businesslike way,
"what would you all |ike for supper?"

They stayed in their protected little clearing for three days while their
battered warriors and Mandorallen's horse recuperated fromthe encounter wth
the El drak. The exhaustion which had fallen upon Garion when Aunt Pol had
summoned all his strength to help call the spirit of Poledra was |argely gone
after one night's sleep, though he tired easily during the next day. He found
Ce' Nedra's officiousness in her domain near the fire al nost unbearable, so he
passed sone tinme hel ping Durni k hammrer the deep crease out of Mandorallen's
breastplate; after that, he spent as nuch tine as possible with the horses. He
began teaching the little colt a few sinple tricks, though he had never
attenpted training aninals before. The colt seened to enjoy it, although his
attention wandered frequently.

The incapacity of Durnik, Barak, and Mandoral |l en was easy to understand, but

Bel garath's deep silence and seem ng indifference to all around himworried
Garion. The old nman appeared to be sunk in a nelancholy reverie that he could
not or would not shake off.

"Aunt Pol," Garion said finally on the afternoon of the third day, "you'd better
do sonething. W'll be ready to | eave soon, and Grandfather has to be able to
show us the way. Right now | don't think he even cares where he is."

Aunt Pol | ooked across at the old sorcerer, who sat on a rock, staring into the
fire. "Possibly you're right. Cone with ne." She led the way around the fire and
stopped directly in front of the old man. "All right, father," she said crisply,
"I think that's about enough.”

"Go away, Polgara," he told her

"No, father," she replied. "It's tine for you to put it away and conme back to
the real world."
"That was a cruel thing to do, Pol," he said reproachfully.

"To nother? She didn't mnd."

"How do you know t hat? You never knew her. She died when you were born."
"What's that got to do with it?" She |l ooked at himdirectly. "Father," she
decl ared pointedly, "you of all people should know that nother was extrenely
strong-m nded. She's al ways been with ne, and we know each other very well."
He | ooked dubi ous.

"She has her part to play in this just the sane as the rest of us do. If you'd
been paying attention all these years, you' d have realized that she's never
really been gone."

The old man | ooked around a little guiltily.

"Precisely," Aunt Pol said with just the hint of a barb in her voice. "You
really should have behaved yoursel f, you know. Mother's very tolerant for the
nost part, but there were tines when she was quite vexed with you."

Bel garat h coughed unconfortably.

"Now it's time for you to pull yourself out of this and stop feeling sorry for
yoursel f," she continued crisply.

Hi s eyes narrowed. "That's not entirely fair, Polgara," he replied.

"I don't have tinme to be fair, father."

"Way did you choose that particular fornP" he asked with a hint of bitterness.
"I didn't, father. She did. It's her natural form after all."
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"I'"d almost forgotten that," he nused.
"She didn't."
The ol d man straightened and drew back his shoulders. "Is there any food

around?" he asked suddenly.

"The princess has been doing the cooking," Garion warned him "You night want to
think it over before you decide to eat anything she's had a hand in."

The next norning under a still-threatening sky, they struck their tents, packed
their gear again, and rode down along the narrow bed of the brook back into the
river valley.

"Did you thank the trees, dear?" Aunt Pol asked the princess.

"Yes, Lady Polgara," Ce'Nedra replied. "Just before we left."

"That's nice," Aunt Pol said.

The weat her continued to threaten for the next two days, and finally the
blizzard broke in full fury as they approached a strangely pyrani dal peak. The
sloping walls of the peak were steep, rising sharply up into the swirling snow,
and they seened to have none of the randomirregularities of the surrounding
nmount ai ns. Though he rejected the idea i mediately, Garion could not quite
overcone the notion that the curiously angul ar peak had sonmehow been constructed
- that its shape was the result of a conscious design

"Prolgu," Belgarath said, pointing at the peak with one hand while he clung to
hi s wi nd-whi pped cl oak with the other.

"How do we get up there?" Silk asked, staring at the steep walls dimy visible
in the driving snow.

"There's a road," the old man replied. "It starts over there." He pointed to a
vast pile of junbled rock to one side of the peak

"We'd better hurry then, Belgarath," Barak said. "This stormisn't going to

i mprove much. "

The ol d man nodded and noved his horse into the |lead. "Wen we get up there," he
shouted back to them over the sound of the shrieking wind, "we'll find the city.
It's abandoned, but you may see a few things |ying about-broken pots, sone other
things. Don't touch any of them The U gos have some peculiar beliefs about
Prolgu. It's a very holy place to them and everything there is supposed to stay
just where it is."

"How do we get down into the caves?" Barak asked.

"The Ugos will let us in," Belgarath assured him "They already know we're
here. "

The road that led to the nountaintop was a narrow | edge, inclining steeply up
and around the sides of the peak. They di snmounted before they started up and | ed
their horses. The wind tugged at themas they clinbed, and the driving snow,
nmore pellets than flakes, stung their faces.

It took themtwo hours to wind their way to the top, and Garion was nunmb with
cold by the tine they got there. The wind seened to batter at him trying to

pl uck himoff the | edge, and he made a special point of staying as far away from
the edge as possible.

Though the wi nd had been brutal on the sides of the peak, once they reached the
top it howed at themw th unbroken force. They passed through a broad, arched
gate into the deserted city of Prolgu with snow swirling about them and the w nd
shrieking insanely in their ears.

There were columms lining the enpty streets, tall, thick columms reaching up
into the dancing snow. The buildings, all unroofed by tinme and the endl ess
progressi on of the seasons, had a strange, alien quality about them Accustoned
to the rigid rectangularity of the structures in the other cities he had seen,
Garion was unprepared for the sloped corners of U go architecture. Nothing
seened exactly square. The conplexity of the angles teased at his m nd,
suggesting a subtle sophistication that sonehow just eluded him There was a
massi veness about the construction that seenmed to defy tine, and t he weat hered
stones sat solidly, one atop the other, precisely as they had been placed

t housands of years before.

Durni k seened al so to have noticed the peculiar nature of the structures, and
hi s expressi on was one of disapproval. As they all noved behind a building to
get out of the wind and to rest for a nonent fromthe exertions of the clinb, he
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ran his hand up one of the slanted corners. "Hadn't they ever heard of a plunb
line?" he nuttered critically.

"Where do we go to find the U gos?" Barak asked, pulling his bearskin cloak even
tighter about him

"It isn't far," Belgarath answered.

They led their horses back out into the blizzard-swept streets, past the
strange, pyram dal buil dings.

"An eerie place," Mandorallen said, |ooking around him "How |ong hath it been
abandoned t hus?"

"Since Torak cracked the world," Belgarath replied. "About five thousand years."
They trudged across a broad street through the deepening snow to a building
somewhat | arger than the ones about it and passed inside through a w de doorway
surmounted by a huge stone lintel. Inside, the air hung still and calm A few
flakes of snow drifted down through the silent air, sifting through the narrow
opening at the top where the roof had been and lightly dusting the stone floor
Bel garat h noved purposefully to a large black stone in the precise center of the
floor. The stone was cut in such a way as to duplicate the truncated pyram da
shape of the buildings in the city, angling up to a flat surface about four feet
above the floor. "Don't touch it," he warned them carefully stepping around the
st one.

"I's it dangerous?" Barak asked.

"No," Belgarath said. "It's holy. The U gos don't want it profaned. They believe
that UL hinself placed it here." He studied the floor intently, scraping away
the thin dusting of snowwith his foot in several places. "Let's see." He
frowned slightly. Then he uncovered a single flagstone that seened a slightly
different color fromthose surrounding it. "Here we are," he grunted. "I always
have to look for it. Gve ne your sword, Barak."

Wordl essly the big man drew his sword and handed it to the old sorcerer

Bel garath knelt beside the flagstone he'd uncovered and rapped sharply on it
three tinmes with the pormel of Barak's heavy sword. The sound seenmed to echo
hol I oWl y from under neat h.

The old man waited for a nonent, then repeated his signal. Nothing happened.

A third time Belgarath hammered his three neasured strokes on the echoing
flagstone. A slow grinding sound started in one corner of the |arge chanber.
"What's that?" Silk demanded nervously.

"The U gos," Belgarath replied, rising to his feet and dusting off his knees.
"They're opening the portal to the caves."

The grinding continued and a line of faint |ight appeared suddenly about twenty
feet out fromthe east wall of the chanmber. The |line becane a crack and then
slowy yawned wi der as a huge stone in the floor tilted up, rising with a

ponder ous sl owness. The light from bel ow seened very dim

"Bel garath," a deep voice echoed from beneath the slowy tilting stone, "Yad ho,
groja UL. "

"Yad ho, groja UL. dad mar ishum Bel garath responded fornmally. "Peed no,

Bel garath. Mar ishum U go, " the unseen speaker said.

"What was that?" Garion asked in perplexity.

"He invited us into the caves," the old man said. "Shall we go down now?"

Chapter Sixteen

IT TOOK ALL O Hettar's force of persuasion to start the horses nmoving down the
steeply inclined passageway that led into the di mess of the caves of U go.

Their eyes rolled nervously as they took step after braced step down the
slanting corridor, and they all flinched noticeably as the grinding stone booned
shut behind them The colt wal ked so close to Garion that they frequently bunped
agai nst each other, and Garion could feel the little animal's trenbling with
every step.

At the end of the corridor two figures stood, each with his face veiled in a
kind of filmy cloth. They were short men, shorter even than Silk, but their

shoul ders seemed bul ky beneath their dark robes. Just beyond theman irregularly
shaped chamber opened out, faintly lighted by a dim reddish gl ow

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (79 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:47 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

Bel garath noved toward the two, and they bowed respectfully to himas he
approached. He spoke with thembriefly, and they bowed again, pointing toward
anot her corridor opening on the far side of the chanmber. Garion nervously | ooked
around for the source of the faint red light, but it seened lost in the strange,
poi nted rocks hanging fromthe ceiling.

"W go this way," Belgarath quietly told them crossing the chanber toward the
corridor the two veiled men had indicated to him

"Why are their faces covered?" Durnik whispered.

"To protect their eyes fromthe |ight when they opened the portal."

"But it was alnpst dark inside that building up there," Durnik objected.

"Not to an U go," the old man repli ed.

"Don't any of them speak our | anguage?"

"A fewnot very many. They don't have nuch contact with outsiders. W'd better
hurry. The Gorimis waiting for us."

The corridor they entered ran for a short distance and then opened abruptly into
a cavern so vast that Garion could not even see the other side of it in the
faint light that seened to pervade the caves

"How extensive are these caverns, Bel garath?" Mandorall en asked, sonmewhat awed
by the i mensity of the place.

"No one knows for sure. The U gos have been exploring the caves since they cane
down here, and they're still finding new ones."

The passageway they had followed fromthe portal chanber had enmerged high up in
the wall of the cavern near the vaulted roof, and a broad | edge sl oped downward
fromthe opening, running along the sheer wall. Garion glanced once over the
edge. The cavern floor was lost in the gloomfar below He shuddered and stayed
close to the wall after that.

As they descended, they found that the huge cavern was not silent. From what
seened infinitely far away there was the cadenced sound of chanting by a chorus
of deep mal e voices, the words blurred and confused by the echoes reverberating
fromthe stone walls and seenming to die off, endlessly repeated. Then, as the

| ast echoes of the chant faded, the chorus began to sing, their song strangely
di sharnonic and in a mournful, minor key. In a peculiar fashion, the disharnony
of the first phrases echoi ng back joined the succeedi ng phrases and nerged with
them noving inexorably toward a final harmonic resolution so profound that
Garion felt his entire being noved by it. The echoes nerged as the chorus ended
its song, and the caves of U go sang on alone, repeating that final chord over
and over.

"I'"ve never heard anything |like that," Ce' Nedra whi spered softly to Aunt Pol
"Few peopl e have," Polgara replied, "though the sound lingers in some of these
galleries for days."

"What were they singing?"

"A hymm to UL. It's repeated every hour, and the echoes keep it alive. These
caves have been singing that same hymm for five thousand years now. "

There were ot her sounds as well, the scrape of netal against netal, snatches of
conversation in the guttural |anguage of the U gos, and an endl ess chi pping
sound, coming, it seened, froma dozen pl aces

"There must be a |lot of them down there," Barak observed, peering over the edge.
"Not necessarily," Belgarath told him "Sound lingers in these caves, and the
echoes keep com ng back over and over again."

"Where does the light cone fron?" Durnik asked, |ooking puzzled. "I don't see
any torches."

"The U gos grind two different kinds of rock to powder,'
"When you mi x them they give off a glow"

"It's pretty dimlight," Durnik observed, |ooking down toward the floor of the
cavern.

"U gos don't need all that much light."

It took them al nost half an hour to reach the cavern floor. The walls around the
bottom were pierced at regular intervals with the openings of corridors and
galleries radiating out into the solid rock of the mountain. As they passed,
Garion glanced down one of the galleries. It was very long and dimy lighted
with openings along its walls and a few U gos noving from place to place far

Bel garath repli ed.
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down toward the other end.

In the center of the cavern lay a large, silent |ake, and they skirted the edge
of it as Belgarath noved confidently, seem ng to know precisely where he was
goi ng. Sonewhere fromfar out on the dimlake, Garion heard a faint splash, a
fish perhaps or the sound of a dislodged pebble fromfar above falling into the
wat er. The echo of the singing they had heard when they entered the cavern stil
lingered, curiously loud in sone places and very faint in others.

Two U gos waited for themnear the entrance to one of the galleries. They bowed
and spoke briefly to Belgarath. Like the men who had net themin the porta
chanber, both were short and heavy-shoul dered. Their hair was very pal e and
their eyes large and al nost bl ack.

"We'll | eave the horses here," Belgarath said. "W have to go down sone stairs.
These nen will care for them"
The colt, still trenbling, had to be told several tinmes to stay with his nother

but he finally seemed to understand. Then Garion hurried to catch up to the
others, who had already entered the nouth of one of the galleries.

There were doors in the walls of the gallery they foll owed, doors opening into
smal | cubicl es, sone of them obviously workshops of one kind or another and
others just as obviously arranged for donestic use. The U gos inside the
cubicles continued at their tasks, paying no attention to the party passing in
the gallery. Sonme of the pal e-haired people were working with netal, sone with
stone, a fewwith wood or cloth. An U go wonman was nursing a small baby.
Behind themin the cavern they had first entered, the sound of the chanting
began again. They passed a cubicle where seven U gos, seated in a circle, were
reciting sonmething in unison

"They spend a great deal of tine in religious observances," Bel garath renarked
as they passed the cubicle. "Religion's the central fact of Ugo life."
"Sounds dull," Barak grunted.

At the end of the gallery a flight of steep, worn stairs descended sharply, and
they went down, their hands on the wall to steady thensel ves.

"I't would be easy to get turned around down here,"” Silk observed. "I've |ost
track of which direction we're going."

"Down," Hettar told him

"Thanks," Silk replied dryly.

At the bottomof the stairs they entered another cavern, once again high up in
the wall, but this tine the cavern was spanned by a sl ender bridge, arching
across to the other side. "W cross that," Belgarath told themand | ed them out
onto the bridge that arched through the half light to the other side.

Garion gl anced down once and saw a nyriad of gl eam ng openings dotting the
cavern walls far bel ow. The openings did not appear to have any systenatic
arrangenent, but rather seened scattered randomy. "There nust be a | ot of
people living here," he said to his grandfather

The old man nodded. "It's the hone cave of one of the mapjor U go tribes," he
replied.

The first disharnmonic phrases of the ancient hyctm to UL drifted up to them as
they neared the other end of the bridge. "I wish they'd find another tune,"
Barak nmuttered sourly. "That one's starting to get on ny nerves."

"I''"ll mention that to the first Ugo | neet,"” Silk told himlightly. "I'msure
they'll be only too glad to change songs for you."

"Very funny," Barak said.

"I't probably hasn't occurred to themthat their song isn't universally admred."
"Do you m nd?" Barak asked acidly.

"They' ve only been singing it for five thousand years now. "

"That' Il do, Silk," Aunt Pol told the little man.

"Anyt hing you say, great lady," Silk answered nockingly.

They entered another gallery on the far side of the cavern and followed it unti

it branched. Belgarath firmy led themto the |eft.

"Are you sure?" Silk asked. "I could be wong, but it seens like we're going in
acircle."

"We are.”
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"l don't suppose you'd care to explain that."

"There's a cavern we wanted to avoid, so we had to go around it."
"Wy did we have to avoid it?"

"I't's unstable. The slightest sound there might bring the roof down."

n G.] n
"That's one of the dangers down here."
"You don't really need to go into detail, old friend," Silk said, |ooking

nervously at the roof above. The little man seened to be tal king nore than
usual , and Garion's own sense of oppression at the thought of all the rock
surroundi ng himgave hima quick insight into Silk's mnd. The sense of being
closed in was unbearable to sone nmen, and Silk, it appeared, was one of them
Garion glanced up al so, and seened to feel the weight of the nountain above
pressing down firmy on him Silk, he decided, mght not be the only one

di sturbed by the thought of all that dreadful mass above them

The gallery they foll owed opened out into a small cavern with a gl asscl ear | ake
inits center. The | ake was very shallow and it had a white gravel bottom An
island rose fromthe center of the | ake, and on the island stood a buil di ng
constructed in the same curiously pyrani dal shape as the buildings in the ruined
city of Prolgu far above. The building was surrounded by a ring of colums, and
here and there benches were carved fromwhite stone. G ow ng crystal gl obes were
suspended on long chains fromthe ceiling of the cavern about thirty feet
overhead, and their light, while still faint, was noticeably brighter than that
in the galleries through which they had passed. A white nmarbl e causeway crossed
to the island, and a very old nman stood at its end, peering across the stil
water toward them as they entered the cavern

"Yad ho, Belgarath," the old man called. "Goja UL. "

"Corim" Belgarath replied with a formal bow. "Yad ho, groja UL. " He led them
across the marbl e causeway to the island in the center of the | ake and warmy
clasped the old man's hand, speaking to himin the guttural U go |anguage.

The Gorimof U go appeared to be very old. He had long, silvery hair and beard,
and his robe was snowy white. There was a kind of saintly serenity about him
that Garion felt imedi ately, and the boy knew, without knowi ng how he knew,
that he was approaching a holy man - perhaps the holiest on earth.

The Gorimextended his arns fondly to Aunt Pol, and she enbraced him

af fectionately as they exchanged the ritual greeting, "Yad ho, groja UL."

"Qur conpani ons don't speak your |anguage, old friend," Belgarath said to the
Gorim "Wuld it offend you if we conversed in the | anguage of the outside?"
"Not at all, Belgarath," the Gorimreplied. "UL tells us that it's inportant for
men to understand one another. Cone inside, all of you. |I've had food and drink
prepared for you." As the old man | ooked at each of them Garion noticed that
his eyes, unlike those of the other U gos he had seen, were a deep, al nost
violet blue. Then the Gorimturned and |l ed themalong a path to the doorway of
t he pyram d-shaped buil di ng.

"Has the child conme yet?" Belgarath asked the Gorimas they passed through the
massi ve stone doorway.

The Gorim sighed. "No, Belgarath, not yet, and | amvery weary. There's hope at
each birth. But after a few days, the eyes of the child darken. It appears that
UL is not finished with ne yet."

"Don't give up hope, Gorim" Belgarath told his friend. "The child will cone-in
U's owmn tinme."

"So we are told." The Gorim sighed again. "The tribes are grow ng restless,

t hough, and there's bickering-and worse - in sone of the farther galleries. The
zeal ots grow bol der in their denunciations, and strange aberrations and cults
have begun to appear. U go needs a new Gorim |'ve outlived ny tine by three
hundred years."

"UL still has work for you," Belgarath replied. "H s ways are not ours, Gorim
and he sees tine in a different way."

The roomthey entered was square but had, nonetheless, the slightly sloping
wal | s characteristic of Ugo architecture. A stone table with | ow benches on
either side sat in the center of the room and there were a nunber of bow s
containing fruit sitting upon it. Among the bowl s sat several tall flasks and
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round crystal cups. "I'mtold that winter has conme early to our nountains," the
Gorimsaid to them "The drink should help to warm you."

"It's chilly outside," Belgarath adnmtted.

They sat down on the benches and began to eat. The fruit was tangy and
wild-tasting, and the clear liquid in the flasks was fiery and brought an

i medi ate warm gl ow that radiated out fromthe stonmach

"Forgive us our custons, which may seem strange to you," the Gorimsaid, noting
that Barak and Hettar in particular approached the nmeal of fruit with a distinct
| ack of enthusiasm "We are a people nmuch tied to cerenony. We begin our neals
with fruit in renenbrance of the years we spent wandering in search of UL. The
meat will come in due tinme."

"Where do you obtain such food in these caves, Holy One?" Silk asked politely.
"Qur gatherers go out of the caves at night," the Gorimreplied. "They tell us
that the fruits and grains they bring back with themgrowwild in the nountains,
but | suspect that they have long since taken up the cultivation of certain
fertile valleys. They also maintain that the neat they carry down to us is the
flesh of wild cattle, taken in the hunt, but | have ny doubts about that as
well." He smiled gently. "I permit themtheir little deceptions."”

Per haps enbol dened by the Gorim s geniality, Durnik raised a question that had
obvi ously been bothering himsince he had entered the city on the nobuntaintop
above. "Forgive nme, your Honor," he began, "but why do your buil ders nake

everyt hing crooked? What | nean is, nothing seens to be square. It all |eans
over."

"It has to do with weight and support; | understand,"” the Gorimreplied. "Each
wal |l is actually falling down; but since they're all falling agai nst each other,

none of them can nove so nuch as a finger's width - and, of course, their shape
remnds us of the tents we lived in during our wanderings."

Durni k frowned thoughtfully, struggling with the alien idea.

"And have you as yet recovered Aldur's Ob, Belgarath?" the Goriminquired then,
his face grow ng serious.

"Not yet," Belgarath replied. "W chased Zedar as far as Nyissa, but when he
crossed over into Cthol Murgos, Ctuchik was waiting and took the Ob away from
him Cuchik has it now - at Rak Cthol."

"And Zedar ?"

"He escaped Ctuchik's anbush and carried Torak off to Cthol Mshrak in Mllorea
to keep Ctuchik fromraising himwith the Ob."

"Then you'll have to go to Rak Cthol ."

Bel garat h nodded as an U go servingnman brought in a huge, steam ng roast, set it
on the table, and left with a respectful bow

"Has anyone found out how Zedar was able to take the Orb w thout being struck
down?" the Gorim asked

"He used a child,"” Aunt Pol told him "An innocent."

"Ah." The Gorimstroked his beard thoughtfully. "Doesn't the prophecy say, 'And
the child shall deliver up the birthright unto the Chosen One' ?"

"Yes," Belgarath replied.

"Where's the child now?"

"So far as we know, Ctuchik has himat Rak Cthol."

"WIIl you assault Rak Cthol, then?"

"I'"d need an arny, and it could take years to reduce that fortress. There's
anot her way, | think. A certain passage in the Darine Codex speaks of caves
under Rak Cthol."

"I know that passage, Belgarath. It's very obscure. It could nean that, |
suppose, but what if it doesn't?"

"I't's confirmed by the Min Codex," Belgarath said a little defensively.

"The Min Codex is even worse, old friend. It's obscure to the point of being
gi bberish."

"l sonehow have the feeling that when we | ook back at it - after all this is
over - we're going to find that the Min Codex is the nobst accurate version of
all. | do have certain other verification, however. Back during the tinme when
the Murgos were constructing Rak Cthol, a Sendarian slave escaped and nmade his

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (83 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:47 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

way back to the West. He was delirious when he was found, but he kept talking of
caves under the nountain before he died. Not only that, Anheg of Cherek found a
copy of The Book of Torak that contains a fragnent of a very old G olimprophecy
- '"Q@uard well the tenple, above and beneath, for Cthrag Yaska will sumon foes
down fromthe air or up fromthe earth to bear it away again.' "

"That's even nore obscure," the Gori m objected.

"Grolimprophecies usually are, but it's all I've got to work with. If | reject
the notion of caves under Rak Cthol, 1'lIl have to lay siege to the place. It
woul d take all the armies of the West to do that, and then Ctuchi k woul d sumon
the Angarak armies to defend the city. Everything points to sone final battle,
but I'd prefer to pick the time and place - and the Wastel and of Murgos is
definitely not one of the places |I'd choose."

"You're | eadi ng soneplace with this, aren't you?"

Bel garath nodded. "I need a diviner to help ne find the caves beneath Rak C hol
and to lead nme up through themto the city."

The Gori m shook his head. "You're asking the inpossible, Belgarath. The diviners
are all zealots-nystics. You'll never persuade one of themto | eave the holy
caverns here beneath Prolgu - particularly not now. Al of Ugo is waiting for
the coning of the child, and every zealot is firmy convinced that he will be
the one to discover the child and reveal himto the tribes. | couldn't even
order one of themto acconpany you. T he diviners are regarded as holy nmen, and
I have no authority over them"

"I't may not be as hard as you think, Gorim" Belgarath pushed back his plate and
reached for his cup. "The diviner |I need is one naned Relg."

"Rel g? He's the worst of the lot. He's gathered a followi ng and he preaches to
them by the hour in some of the far galleries. He believes that he's the nost
important man in U go just now. You'll never persuade himto | eave these caves."
"I don't think I'Il have to, Gorim |'mnot the one who selected Rel g. That

deci sion was nmade for ne |ong before | was born. Just send for him"

"I''l'l send for himif you want," the Gorimsaid doubtfully. "I don't think he'l
cone, though."

"He'll come," Aunt Pol told himconfidently. "He won't know why, but he'll cone.
And he will go with us, Gorim The sane power that brought us all together wll
bring himas well. He doesn't have any nore choice in the matter than we do."

Chapt er Sevent een

I T ALL SEEMED so tedi ous. The snow and cold they had endured on the journey to
Prol gu had nunbed Ce' Nedra, and the warnth here in the caverns nade her drowsy.
The endl ess, obscure talk of Belgarath and the strange, frail old Gorim seened
to pull her toward sleep. The peculiar singing began agai n somewhere, echoing
endl essly through the caves, and that too lulled her. Only a lifetine of
training in the involved etiquette of court behavior kept her awake.

The journey had been ghastly for Ce'Nedra. Tol Honeth was a warmcity, and she
was not accustonmed to cold weather. It seenmed that her feet would never be warm
again. She had al so discovered a world filled with shocks, terrors, and

unpl easant surprises. At the Inperial Palace in Tol Honeth, the enornous power
of her father, the Enperor, had shiel ded her from danger of any kind, but now
she felt vulnerable. In a rare nonment of absolute truth with herself, she
admtted that nmuch of her spiteful behavior toward Gari on had grown out of her
dreadful new sense of insecurity. Her safe, panpered little world had been
snatched away from her, and she felt exposed, unprotected, and afraid.

Poor Garion, she thought. He was such a nice boy. She felt a little ashaned that
he had been the one who'd had to suffer fromher bad tenper. She pron sed
hersel f that soon - very soon - she would sit down with himand explain it all
He was a sensible boy, and he'd be sure to understand. That, of course, would

i medi ately patch up the rift which had grown between them

Feeling her eyes on him he glanced once at her and then | ooked away with
apparent indifference. Ce' Nedra's eyes hardened |ike agates. How dared he? She
made a nental note of it and added it to her list of his many inperfections.
The frail-1ooking old Gori mhad sent one of the strange, silent Ugos to fetch
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the man he and Bel garath and Lady Pol gara had been di scussing, and then they
turned to nore general topics. "Were you able to pass through the nountains
unnol est ed?" the Gorim asked.

"W had a few encounters," Barak, the big, red-bearded Earl of Trellheim
replied with what seenmed to Ce' Nedra gross understat enent.

"But thanks to UL you're all safe,"” the Gorim decl ared piously.

"Which of the nobnsters are still abroad at this season? | haven't been out of
the caves in years, but as | recall nost of themseek their lairs when the snow
begi ns. "

"W encountered Hrulgin, Holy One," Baron Mandorallen informed him "and sone

Al groths. And there was an El drak."

"The Eldrak was troublesone," Silk said dryly.

"Understandably. Fortunately there aren't very many El drakyn. They're fearsone
nonsters. "

"W noticed that," Silk said.

"Whi ch one was it?"

"Gul," Belgarath replied. "He and | had nmet before, and he seened to hold a
grudge. I'msorry, Gorim but we had to kill him There wasn't any ot her way."
"Ah," the Gorimsaid with a slight note of pain in his voice. "Poor Gul."

"l personally don't mss himvery nmuch," Barak said. "lI'mnot trying to be
forward, Holy One, but don't you think it mght be a good idea to externinate
sone of the nore troubl esone beasts in these nmountains?"

"They're the children of UL, even as we," the Gorim expl ai ned.

"But if they weren't out there, you could return to the world above," Barak

poi nted out.

The Gorimsmiled at that. "No," he said gently. "Ugo will never |eave the caves
now. We've dwelt here for five nillennia and, over the years, we've changed. Cur
eyes could not bear the sunlight now The nonsters above cannot reach us here,
and their presence in the nountains keeps strangers out of Ugo. W' re not at
ease with strangers, really, so it's probably for the best."

The Gorimwas sitting directly across the narrow stone table from Ce' Nedra. The
subj ect of the nmonsters obviously pained him and he | ooked at her for a nonent,
then gently reached out his frail old hand and cupped her little chininit,
lifting her face to the dimlight of the hangi ng gl obe suspended above the
table. "All of the alien creatures are not nonsters," he said, his large, violet
eyes cal mand very wise. "Consider the beauty of this Dryad."

Ce'Nedra was a little startled - not by his touch, certainly, for ol der people
had responded to her flowerlike face with that sanme gesture for as |long as she
coul d remenber - but rather by the ancient man's inmediate recognition of the
fact that she was not entirely human.

"Tell nme, child," the Gorimasked, "do the Dryads still honor UL?"
She was conpl etely unprepared for the question. "I - I'msorry, Holy One," she
floundered. "Until quite recently, |I'd not even heard of the God UL. For sone

reason, my tutors have very little information about your people or your God."
"The princess was raised as a Tol nedran," Lady Pol gara expl ained. "She's a
Borune - |I'msure you've heard of the |link between that house and the Dryads. As
a Tol nedran, her religious affiliation is to Nedra."

"A serviceable God," the Gorimsaid. "Perhaps a bit stuffy for ny taste, but

certainly adequate. The Dryads thensel ves, though - do they still know their
God?"
Bel garath coughed a bit apologetically. "I"'mafraid not, Gorim They've drifted

away, and the eons have erased what they knew of UL. They're flighty creatures
anyway, not nuch given to religi ous observances."

The Gorinms face was sad. "What God do they honor now?"

"None, actually," Belgarath adnitted. "They have a few sacred groves - a rough

i dol or two fashioned fromthe root of a particularly venerated tree. That's
about it. They don't really have any clearly fornul ated theol ogy."

Ce' Nedra found the whole discussion a trifle offensive. Rising to the occasion,
she drew herself up slightly and smiled winsonely at the old Gorim She knew
exactly how.to charman elderly man. She'd practiced for years on her father. "I
feel the shortcom ngs of ny education nost keenly, Holy One," she lied. "Since
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mysterious UL is the hereditary God of the Dryads, | should know him 1| hope
that soneday soon | mmy receive instruction concerning him It nay be that | -
unworthy though I am- can be the instrunment of renewing the allegiance of ny
sisters to their rightful God."

It was an artful little speech, and on the whole Ce' Nedra was rather proud of
it. To her surprise, however, the Gorimwas not satisfied to accept a vague
expression of interest and let it go at that. "Tell your sisters that the core
of our faith is to be found in The Book of U go, " he told her seriously.

"The Book of U go, " she repeated. "I nust renenber that. As soon as | return to
Tol Honeth, 1'll obtain a copy and deliver it to the Wod of the Dryads
personal ly." That, she thought, should satisfy him

"I"'mafraid that such copies as you'd find in Tol Honeth would be nuch
corrupted,” the Gorimtold her. "The tongue of nmy people is not easily
understood by strangers, and translations are difficult.”

Ce' Nedra definitely felt that the dear old man was becom ng just a bit tiresone
about the whol e thing.

"As is so often the case with scriptures,” he was saying, "our Holy Book is
bound up in our history. The wi sdomof the Gods is such that their instruction
is concealed within stories. Qur mnds delight in the stories, and the nessages
of the Gods are inplanted thus. Al unaware, we are instructed even as we are
entertained."

Ce' Nedra was famliar with the theory. Master Jeebers, her tutor, had |ectured
her tediously concerning it. She cast about rather desperately, trying to find
sonme graceful way to change the subject.

"Qur story is very old," the Gorimcontinued inexorably. "Wuld you like to hear
it?"

Caught by her own cl everness, Ce' Nedra could only nod hel plessly. And so the
Gorim began: "At the Beginning of Days when the Wrld was spun out of darkness
by the wayward Gods, there dwelt in the silences of the heavens a spirit known
only as UL."

In utter dismay, Ce'Nedra realized that he fully intended to recite the entire
book to her. After a few nonents of chagrin, however, she began to feel the
strangely conmpelling quality of his story. Mdre than she would have cared to
admt, she was noved by the first Gorinis appeal to the indifferent spirit that
appeared to himat Prolgu. Wat nmanner of man woul d thus dare to accuse a God?
As she listened, a faint flicker seenmed to tug at the corner of her eye. She

gl anced toward it and saw a soft gl ow sonewhere deep within the nassive rocks
that fornmed one of the walls of the chanber. The gl ow was peculiarly different
fromthe dimlight of the hanging crystal gl obes.

"Then the heart of Gorimwas made glad," the old man continued his recitation,
"and he called the name of the high place where all this had cone to pass

Prol gu, which is Holy Place. And he departed from Prol gu and returned unto-"
"Ya! Garach tek, Gorim" The words were spat out in the snarling U go |anguage,
and the harsh voice that spoke themwas filled with outrage.

Ce' Nedra jerked her head around to |l ook at the intruder. Like all U gos, he was
short, but his arns and shoul ders were so massively devel oped that he seened

al nost defornmed. His colorless hair was tangled and unkenpt. He wore a hooded

| eat her snock, stained and sneared with sonme kind of nmud, and his |arge bl ack
eyes burned with fanaticism Crowded behind himwere a dozen or nore other

U gos, their faces set in expressions of shock and righteous indignation. The
fanatic in the | eather snbck continued his stream of crackling vituperation

The Gorims face set, but he endured the abuse fromthe wld-eyed nman at the
door patiently. Finally, when the fanatic paused for breath, the frail old man
turned to Belgarath. "This is Relg," he said a bit apol ogetically. "You see what
I mean about hinfP Trying to convince himof anything is inpossible.”

"What use would he be to us?" Barak denmanded, obviously irritated by the
newconer's attitude. "He can't even speak a civilized tongue."

Relg glared at him "I speak your |anguage, foreigner," he said with towering
contenpt, "but | choose not to defile the holy caverns with its unsanctified
nmout hi ngs." He turned back to Gorim "Wo gave you the right to speak the words
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of the Holy Book to unbelieving forei gners?" he demanded.

The gentle old Gorim s eyes hardened slightly. "I think that's about enough,
Relg," he said firmy. "Watever idiocies you babble in out-of the-way galleries
to those gullible enough to listen is your concern, but what you say to me in ny
house is mine. | amstill Gorimin U go, whatever you may think, and I am not
required to answer to you." He | ooked past Relg at the shocked faces of the
zealot's followers. "This is not a general audience," he inforned Relg. "You
were sumoned here; they were not. Send them away. "

"They canme to be sure you intended ne no harm" Relg replied stiffly. "I have
spoken the truth about you, and powerful men fear the truth."
"Relg," the Gorimsaid in an icy voice, "I don't think you could even begin to

realize howindifferent | amto anything you m ght have said about ne. Now send
them away - or would you rather have ne do it?"

"They won't obey you," Relg sneered. "I amtheir |eader."

The Gorims eyes narrowed, and he rose to his feet. Then he spoke in the U go
tongue directly to Relg's adherents. Ce' Nedra could not understand his words,
but she did not really need to. She recognized the tone of authority instantly,
and she was a bit startled at how absolutely the saintly old Gorimused it. Not
even her father would have dared speak in that tone.

The nen crowded behind Rel g | ooked nervously at each other and began to back
away, their faces frightened. The CGori m barked one final conmmand, and Relg's
followers turned and fl ed.

Rel g scowl ed after them and seened for a monent on the verge of raising his
voice to call them back, but apparently thought better of it. "You go too far,
Gorim" he accused. "That authority is not neant to be used in worldly matters."
"That authority is mne, Relg," the Gorimreplied, "and it's up to nme to decide
when it's required. You' ve chosen to confront nme on theol ogi cal ground,
therefore | needed to rem nd your followers - and you just who I am"

"Why have you sumoned nme here?" Rel g denmanded. "The presence of these
unsanctified ones is an affront to ny purity."

"I require your service, Relg," the Gorimtold him "These strangers go to
battl e agai nst our Ancient Foe, the one accursed above all others. The fate of
the world hangs upon their quest, and your aid is needed."

"What do | care about the world?" Relg's voice was filled with contenpt. "And
what do | care about nmmined Torak? | amsafe within the hand of UL. He has need
of me here, and | will not go fromthe holy caverns to risk defilenent in the

| ewd conpany of unbelievers and nonsters."

"The entire world will be defiled if Torak gains doninion over it,'
pointed out, "and if we fail, Torak will beconme king of the world."

"He will not reign in Ugo," Relg retorted.

"How little you know him" Pol gara murnured.

"I will not |eave the caves," Relg insisted. "The coning of the child is at

hand, and | have been chosen to reveal himto U go and to guide and instruct him
until he is ready to becone Gorim"

"How interesting," the Gorimobserved dryly. "Just who was it who advised you of
your el ection?"

"UL spoke to ne," Relg declared.

"Odd. The caverns respond universally to the voice of UL. All U go would have
heard his voice."

"He spoke to nme in ny heart,'
"What a curious thing for himto do,

Bel garat h

Rel g replied quickly.
" the Gorimanswered mildly.

"Al'l of this is beside the point," Belgarath said brusquely. "I'd prefer to have
you join us willingly, Relg; but willing or not, you will join us. A power
greater than any of us commands it. You can argue and resist as nmuch as you

i ke, but when we | eave here, you'll be going with us."

Rel g spat. "Never! | will remain here in the service of UL and of the child who
will become Gorimof Ugo. And if you try to conpel ne, my followers will not
permt it."

"Why do we need this blind nole, Beigarath?" Barak asked. "He's just going to be
an aggravation to us. |I've noticed that nen who spend all their tine

congratul ating thensel ves on their sanctity tend to be very poor conpani ons, and
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what can this one do that | can't?"

Rel g | ooked at the red-bearded giant with disdain. "Big nen with big nouths

sel dom have big brains,"” he said. "Watch closely, hairy one." He wal ked over to
the sloping wall of the chanber. "Can you do this?" he asked and slowy pushed
his hand directly into the rock as if he were sinking it into water.

Silk whistled with anazenent and noved quickly over to the wall beside the
fanatic. As Relg pulled his hand out of the rock, Silk reached out to put his
own hand on the precise spot. "How did you do that?" he demanded, shoving at the
st ones.

Rel g | aughed harshly and turned his back

"That's the ability that nmakes himuseful to us, Silk," Belgarath expl ai ned.
"Relg's a diviner. He finds caves, and we need to | ocate the caves under Rak
Cthol. If necessary, Relg can wal k through solid rock to find themfor us."

"How coul d anyone do that?" Silk asked, still staring at the spot where Rel g had
sunk his hand into the wall.

"It has to do with the nature of matter," the sorcerer replied. "Wiat we see as
solidisn't really all that inpenetrable."

"Either sonething's solid or it's not," Silk insisted, his face baffl ed.
"Solidity's an illusion,"” Belgarath told him "Relg can slip the bits and pi eces
that make up his substance through the spaces that exist between the bits and

pi eces that nmake up the substance of the rock."

"Can you do it?" Silk demanded skeptically.

Bel garath shrugged. "I don't know. |'ve never had occasion to try. Anyway, Relg
can snell caves, and he goes straight to them He probably doesn't know hinsel f
how he does it."

"I amled by ny sanctity," Relg declared arrogantly.

"Perhaps that's it," the sorcerer agreed with a tolerant smle.

"The holiness of the caves draws nme, since | amdrawn to all holy things," Relg
rasped on, "and for ne to | eave the caverns of U go would be to turn ny back on
hol i ness and nove toward defil enent."

"We'll see," Belgarath told him

The glow in the rock wall which Ce' Nedra had noticed before began to shi nmer and
pul sate, and the princess seened to see a dimshape within the rocks. Then, as
if the stones were only air, the shape becane distinct and stepped out into the
chanber. For just a nonent, it seened that the figure was an ol d nman, bearded
and robed like the Gorim although much nore robust. Then Ce' Nedra was struck by
an overpowering sense of sonething nore than human. Wth an awed shudder, she
realized that she was in the presence of divinity.

Rel g gaped at the bearded figure, and he began to trenble violently. Wth a
strangl ed cry he prostrated hinself.

The figure looked calmy at the groveling zealot. "Rise, Relg," it said in a
soft voice that seened to carry all the echoes of eternity init, and the
caverns outside rang with the sound of that voice. "Rise, Relg, and serve thy
God. "

Chapt er Ei ghteen

CE' NEDRA HAD RECE!l VED an exqui site education. She had been so thoroughly trained
that she knew instinctively all the niceties of etiquette and all the proper
forns to be observed upon coming into the presence of an enperor or a king, but
the physical presence of a God still baffled and even frightened her. She felt
awkwar d, even gauche, |ike some ignorant farmgirl. She found herself trenbling
and, for one of the fewtines in her life, she hadn't the faintest idea what to
do.

UL was still looking directly into Relg's awe-struck face. "Thy mind hath
twisted what | told thee, ny son," the God said gravely. "Thou hast turned ny
words to make them conformto thy desire, rather than to nmy will."

Rel g flinched, and his eyes were stricken

"I told thee that the child who will be Gorimw |l cone to U go through thee,"
UL continued, "and that thou nust prepare thyself to nurture himand see to his
rearing. Did | tell thee to exalt thyself by reason of this?"
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Rel g began to shake violently.

"Did | tell thee to preach sedition? Or to stir U go against the Gori mwhom I
have chosen to gui de thenf"

Rel g col l apsed. "Forgive nme, O ny God," he begged, groveling again on the floor

"Rise, Relg," UL told himsternly. "I amnot pleased with thee, and throe
obei sance of fends nme, for thy heart is filled with pride. | will bend thee to ny
will, Relg, or | will break thee. I will purge thee of this overweening esteem

thou hast for thyself. Only then wilt thou be worthy of the task to which I have
set thee."

Rel g stunbled to his feet, his face filled with renorse. "O ny God-" He choked.
"Hear ken unto ny words, Relg, and obey ne utterly. It is my command that thou
acconpany Bel garath, Disciple of Aldur, and render unto himall aid within thy
power. Thou wilt obey himeven as if he were speaking in ny voice. Dost thou
under stand thi s?"

"Yes, Ony God," Relg replied hunbly.

"And wilt thou obey?"

"I will do as thou hast commanded ne. O ny God - though it cost ne ny life."
"I't shall not cost thee thy life, Relg, for | have need of thee. Thy reward for
this shall be beyond thy imagining."

Rel g bowed in nute acceptance.

The God then turned to the Gorim "Abide yet a while, ny son," he said, "though
the years press heavily upon thee. It shall not be long until thy burden shal
be lifted. Know that | am pleased with thee."

The Gori m bowed in acceptance.

"Belgarath," UL greeted the sorcerer. "I have watched thee at thy task, and
share thy Master's pride in thee. The prophecy noves through thee and Pol gara
thy daughter toward that nonment we have all awaited."

Bel garath al so bowed. "It's been a long tinme, Mst Holy," he replied, "and there
were twists and turns to it that none of us could see at the beginning."
"Truly," UL agreed. "It hath surprised us all upon occasion. Hath Aldur's gift
to the world conme into his birthright as yet?"

"Not entirely, Most Holy," Polgara answered gravely. "He's touched the edges of
it, however, and what he's shown us so far gives us hope for his success."

"Hail then, Belgarion," UL said to the startled young man. "Take ny bl essing
with thee and know that | will join with Aldur to be with thee when thy great
task begins."

Garion bowed - rather awkwardly, Ce'Nedra noticed. She decided that soon - very
soon-she' d have to give himsone schooling in such natters. He'd resist,
naturally - he was inpossibly stubborn - but she knew that if she nagged and
badgered hi m enough, he'd eventually come around. And it was for his own good,
after all.

UL seenmed to be still |ooking at Garion, but there was a subtle difference in
his expression. It seened to Ce' Nedra that he was communi cating wordlessly to
some ot her presence - sonething that was a part of Garion and yet not a part of
him He nodded gravely then, and turned his gaze directly upon the princess

her sel f.

"She seenms but a child," he observed to Pol gara.

"She's of a suitable age, Mdst Holy," Polgara replied. "She's a Dryad, and
they're all quite small."

UL smled gently at the princess, and she felt herself suddenly glowing in the
warnth of that smle. "She is like a flower, is she not?" he said.

"She still has a few thorns, Mst Holy," Belgarath replied wyly, "and a bit of
branble in her nature.”

"W will value her all the nore for that, Belgarath. The tine wilt cone when her
fire and her branbles will serve our cause far nore than her beauty." UL gl anced
once at Garion, and a strange, knowing smle crossed his face. For sone reason,
Ce' Nedra felt herself beginning to blush, then Iifted her chin as if daring the
blush to go any further

"It is to speak with thee that | have cone, ny daughter,"” UL said directly to
her then, and his tone and face grew serious. "Thou nust abide here when thy
conpani ons depart. Do not venture into the ki ngdom of the Murgos, for if it
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shoul d cone to pass that thou nakest this journey unto Rak Cthol, thou shalt
surely die, and without thee the struggle against the darkness nmust fail. Abide
here in the safety of Ugo until thy conpanions return."

This was the kind of thing Ce' Nedra conpl etely understood. As a princess, she
knew the need for instant subm ssion to authority. Though she had wheedl ed,
coaxed, and teased her father all her life to get her own way, she had sel dom
directly rebelled. She bowed her head. "I will do as thou hast commanded, Mbst
Holy," she replied w thout even thinking of the inplications of the God' s words.
UL nodded with satisfaction. "Thus is the prophecy protected,"” he decl ared.
"Each of you hath his appointed tasks in this work of ours - and | have mne as
well. I will delay you no longer, ny children. Fare you all well in this. W
will nmeet again." Then he vani shed

The sounds of his last words echoed in the caverns of U go. After a nonent of
stunned silence, the hymm of adoration burst forth again in a mghty chorus, as
every U go raised his voice in ecstasy at this divine visitation

"Bel ar!" Barak breathed explosively. "Did you feel it?"

"UL has a commandi ng presence," Belgarath agreed. He turned to | ook at Relg, one

eyebrow cocked rather whinsically. "I take it you've had a change of heart," he
observed.

Rel g's face had gone ashen, and he was still trenbling violently. "I will obey
my God," he vowed. "Were he has comanded ne, | wll go.

"I'mglad that's been settled," Belgarath told him "At the nonment he wants you
to go to Rak Cthol. He may have other plans for you later, but right now Rak
Cthol's enough to worry about."

"I will obey you without question,
commanded ne."

the fanatic declared, "even as ny God has

"Good," Belgarath replied, and then he went directly to the point. "Is there a
way to avoid the weather and the difficulties above?"
"I know a way," Relg answered. "It's difficult and long, but it will lead us to

the foothills above the | and of the horse people."
"You see," Silk observed to Barak, "he's proving useful already." Barak grunted,
still not |ooking entirely convinced.

"May | know why we nust go to Rak Cthol ?" Rel g asked, his entire manner changed
by his neeting with his God.

"W have to reclaimthe Orb of Aldur," Belgarath told him

"I'"ve heard of it," Relg adm tted.

Silk was frowning. "Are you sure you'll be able to find the caves under Rak
Cthol ?" he asked Relg. "Those caves won't be the caverns of UL, you know, and in
Cthol Murgos they're not likely to be holy - quite the opposite, nobst probably."
"I can find any cave - anywhere," Relg stated confidently.

"A'l right then," Belgarath continued. "Assumng that all goes well, we'll go up
through the caves and enter the city unobserved. W'll find Ctuchik and take the
Ob away fromhim™

"Wn't he try to fight?" Durni k asked

"I certainly hope so," Belgarath replied fervently.

Bar ak | aughed shortly. "You're starting to sound |ike an Al orn, Belgarath."
"That's not necessarily a virtue," Pol gara pointed out.

"I''l'l deal with the magician of Rak Cthol when the tine cones,

t he sorcerer

said grimy. "At any rate, once we've recovered the Ob, we'll go back down
through the caves and make a run for it."
"Wth all of Cthol Murgos hot on our heels," Silk added. "I've had dealings

occasionally with Murgos. They're a persistent sort of people."”

"That could be a problem™" Belgarath admtted. "W don't want their pursuit

gai ning too nmuch nonentum If any army of Mirgos inadvertently follows us into
the Wst, it will be viewed as an invasion, and that will start a war we aren't
ready for yet. Any ideas?" He | ooked around.

"Turn themall into frogs," Barak suggested with a shrug. Belgarath gave hima
wi t hering | ook

"It was just a thought," Barak sai d defensively.

"Whay not just stay in the caves under the city until they give up the search?"
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Durni k of f er ed.

Pol gara shook her head firmly. "No," she said. "There's a place we have to be at
a certain tine. W'll barely make it there as it is. W can't afford to | ose a
month or nore hiding in sone cave in Cthol Mirgos."

"Where do we have to be, Aunt Pol ?" Garion asked her

"I''"l'l explain |ater," she evaded, throwing a quick glance at Ce' Nedra. The
princess perceived inmediately that the appointnment the Lady spoke of concerned
her, and curiosity began to gnaw at her

Mandoral I en, his face thoughtful and his fingers lightly touching the ribs that
had been cracked in his encounter with Gul, cleared his throat. "Does there

per chance happen to be a map of the regi on we nust enter sonewhere nearby, Holy
Gorin?" he asked politely.

The Gorimthought for a nmonent. "I believe | have one somewhere,"” he replied. He
tapped his cup lightly on the table and an U go servingman i medi ately entered
the chanber. The Gorim spoke briefly to him and the servingman went out. "The
map | recall is very old," the Gorimtold Mandorallen, "and |I'mafraid it won't
be very accurate. Qur cartographers have difficulty conprehendi ng the di stances
involved in the world above."

"The distances do not nmatter so nuch,"” Mandorallen assured him "I w sh but to
refresh my menmory concerning the contiguity of certain other real ns upon the
borders of Cthol Murgos. | was at best an indifferent student of geography as a
school boy. "

The servingman returned and handed a large roll of parchnent to the Gorim The
Gorimin turn passed the roll to Mandorall en.

The knight carefully unrolled the chart and studied it for a noment. "It is as |
recalled,” he said. He turned to Belgarath. "Thou hast said, ancient friend,

that no Murgo will enter the Vale of Al dur?"

"That's right," Belgarath repli ed.

Mandoral | en pointed at the map. "The cl osest border from Rak Cthol is that which
abuts Tol nedra," he showed them "Logic would seemto dictate that our route of
escape should lie in that direction - toward the nearest frontier."

"Al'l right," Belgarath conceded.

"Let us then seemto nmake all haste toward Tol nedra, |eaving behind us abundant
evi dence of our passage. Then, at some point where rocky ground woul d concea
signs of our change of direction, let us turn and strike out to the northwest
toward the Vale. Mght this not confound then? May we not confidently anticipate
that they will continue to pursue our imagined course? In tine, certainly, they
will realize their error, but by then we will be many | eagues ahead of them
Pursuing far to our rear, mght not the further discouragenment of the prohibited
Val e cause themto abandon the chase entirely?"

They all | ooked at the map.

"I like it," Barak said, effusively slapping one huge hand on the knight's

shoul der.

Mandoral | en wi nced and put his hand to his injured ribs.

"Sorry, Mandorallen," Barak apol ogized quickly. "I forgot."

Silk was studying the map intently. "It's got a lot to recomend it, Belgarath,"
he urged, "and if we angle up to hers" He pointed. "-we'll|l conme out on top of
the eastern escarpnent. W should have plenty of tinme to make the descent, but
they'Il definitely want to think twice before trying it. It's a good nmile

strai ght down at that point."

"W could send word to Cho-Hag," Hettar suggested. "If a few clans just happened
to be gathered at the foot of the escarpnent there, the Murgos woul d think nore
than twi ce before starting down."

Bel garath scratched at his beard. "All right," he decided after a nonent, "we'l]l
try it that way. As soon as Relg |l eads us out of U go, you go pay your father a
visit, Hettar. Tell himwhat we're going to do and invite himto bring a few

t housand warriors down to the Vale to neet us."

The | ean Al gar nodded, his black scalp | ock bobbing. H's face, however, showed a
certai n di sappoi nt nent.

"Forget it, Hettar," the old man told himbluntly. "I never had any intention of
taking you into Cthol Miurgos. There'd be too nany opportunities there for you to
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get yourself in trouble.”

Hettar sighed somewhat nournfully.

"Don't take it so hard, Hettar," Silk bantered. "Miurgos are a fanatic race. You
can be practically certain that a few of themat least will try the descent - no
matter what's waiting for themat the bottom You'd al nbst have to nake an
exanpl e of them wouldn't you?"

Hettar's face brightened at that thought.

"Silk," Lady Pol gara said reprovingly.

The little man turned an innocent face to her. "W have to di scourage pursuit,
Pol gara," he protested.

"OfF course," she replied sarcastically.

"I't wouldn't do to have Murgos infesting the Vale, would it?"

"Do you mind?"

"I'"'mnot really all that bloodthirsty, you know "

She turned her back on him

Sil k sighed piously. "She always thinks the worst of ne."

By now Ce' Nedra had had sufficient time to consider the inplications of the

prom se she had so unhesitatingly given to UL. The others would soon | eave, and
she nust remain behind. Al ready she was beginning to feel isolated, cut off from
them as they made plans which did not include her. The nore she thought about
it, the worse it became. She felt her lower |ip beginning to quiver

The Gorimof the U gos had been watching her, his wise old face synpathetic.
"It's difficult to be left behind," he said gently, alnobst as if his large eyes
had seen directly into her thoughts, "and our caves are strange to you-dark and
seemingly filled with gl oom™

Wordl essly she nodded her agreenent.

"In a day or so, however," he continued, "your eyes wll becone accustoned to
the subdued light. There are beauties here which no one fromthe outside has
ever seen. Wiile it's true that we have no flowers, there are hidden caverns
where gens bl oomon the floors and walls like wild blossonms. No trees or foliage
grow in our sunless world, but I know a cave wall where vines of pure gold twi st
in ropey coils down fromthe ceiling and spill out across the floor."

"Careful, Holy Gorim" Silk warned. "The Princess is Tolnedran. If you show her
that kind of wealth, she may go into hysterics right before your eyes.”

"I don't find that particularly amusing, Prince Kheldar," Ce'Nedra told himin a
frosty tone.

"I"movercone with renorse, your Inperial Highness,
hypocrisy and a florid bow.

In spite of herself, the princess |aughed. The rat-faced little Drasnian was so
absol utely outrageous that she found it inpossible to remain angry with him
"You'll be as ny bel oved granddaughter while you stay in Ugo, Princess," the
Gorimtold her. "W can wal k together beside our silent |akes and explore |ong
forgotten caves. And we can talk. The world outside knows little of Ugo. It may
wel |l be that you will becone the very first stranger to understand us."

Ce' Nedra i npul sively reached out to take his frail old hand in hers. He was a
dear old nman. "I'Il be honored, Holy Gorim" she told himwi th conplete
sincerity.

They stayed that night in confortable quarters in the Gorims pyram d-shaped
house -though the terns night and day had no nmeaning in this strange |and
beneath the earth. The foll owing norning several U gos |ed the horses into the
Gorim s cavern, traveling, the princess assuned, by sone |onger route than the
one the party had followed, and her friends nade their preparations to | eave.
Ce' Nedra sat to one side, feeling terribly alone already. Her eyes noved from
face to face as she tried to fix each of themin her nenory. Wen she cane at
last to Garion, her eyes brinmed.

Irrationally, she had already begun to worry about him He was so inpul sive. She
knew that he'd do things that would put himin danger once he was out of her
sight. To be sure, Polgara would be there to watch aver him but it wasn't the
sanme. She felt quite suddenly angry with himfor all the foolish things he was
going to do and for the worry his carel ess behavior was going to cause her. She

he apol ogi zed with towering
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glared at him wi shing that he would do sonething for which she could scold him
She had deternined that she would not follow themout of the Gorims house -

that she would not stand forlornly at the edge of the water staring after them
as they departed - but as they all filed out through the heavy-arched doorway,
her resolution crunbled. Wthout thinking she ran after Garion and caught his
arm

He turned with surprise, and she stretched up on her tiptoes, took his face

bet ween her tiny hands and kissed him "You nust be careful," she commanded.

Then she ki ssed hi magain, spun and ran sobbing back into the house, |eaving him
staring after her in bafiied astoni shnent.

Part Four
CTHOL MJURGOS

Chapter N neteen

THEY HAD BEEN In the darkness for days. The single dimlight Relg carried could
only provide a point of reference, sonething to follow The darkness pressed
against Garion's face, and he stunbled al ong the uneven floor with one hand
thrust out in front of himto keep hinself from banging his head into unseen
rocks. It was not only the nusty snelling darkness, however. He could sense the
oppressi ve wei ght of the nountai ns above himand on all sides. The stone seened
to push in on him he was closed in, sealed up in mles of solid rock. He fought
continually with the faint, fluttering edges of panic and he often clenched his
teeth to keep from screanm ng.

There seened to be no purpose to the twisting, turning route Relg foll owed. At
the branchi ng of passageways, his choices seened random but always he noved

wi th steady confidence through the dark, murnuring caves where the nmenory of
sounds whi spered in the dank air, voices out of the past echoing endl essly,

whi spering, whispering. Relg's air of confidence as he |ed themwas the only
thing that kept Garion fromgiving in to unreasoning panic.

At one point the zeal ot stopped.

"What's wong?" Silk asked sharply, his voice carrying that sane faint edge of
panic that Garion felt gnawing at his own awareness.

"I have to cover ny eyes here," Relg replied. He was wearing a peculiarly

fashi oned shirt of leaf nmail, a strange garnment formed of overl appi ng netal

scal es, belted at the waist and with a snug-fitting hood that left only his face
exposed. From his belt hung a heavy, hookppointed knife, a weapon that nade
Garion cold just to look at it. He drew a piece of cloth out fromunder his nail
shirt and carefully tied it over his face.

"Why are you doi ng that?" Durnik asked him

"There's a vein of quartz in the cavern just ahead," Relg told him "It reflects
sunlight down fromthe outside. The light is very bright."

"How can you tell which way to go if you're blindfol ded?" Silk protested.

"The cloth isn't that thick. | can see through it well enough. Let's go.

They rounded a corner in the gallery they were follow ng, and Gari on saw |i ght
ahead. He resisted an inpulse to run toward it. They noved on, the hooves of the
horses Hettar was |eading clattering on the stone floor. The |lighted cavern was
huge, and it was filled with a glittering crystal light. A gleaning band of
quartz angl ed across the ceiling, illunminating the cavern with a bl azing

radi ance. Great points of stone hung like icicles fromthe ceiling, and other
points rose fromthe floor to neet them In the center of the cavern another
underground | ake stretched, its surface rippled by a tiny waterfall trickling
down into its upper end with an endl ess tinkling sound that echoed in the cave
like a little silver bell and joined harmoniously with the faint, remenbered
sigh of the singing of the Ugos niles behind. Garion's eyes were dazzl ed by
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color that seened to be everywhere. The prisns in the crystalline quartz twi sted
the light, breaking it into colored fragments and filling the cave with the
mul ti hued light of the rainbow. Garion found hinself quite suddenly w shing that
he coul d show the dazzling cave to Ce' Nedra, and the thought puzzled him
"Hurry," Relg urged them holding one hand across his browas if to further
shade his already veil ed eyes

"Why not stop here?" Barak suggested. "W need sone rest, and this | ooks like a
good pl ace."

"It's the worst place in all the caves," Relg told him "Hurry."

"Maybe you like the dark," Barak said, "but the rest of us aren't that fond of
it." He | ooked around at the cave.

"Protect your eyes, you fool," Relg snapped.

"I don't care for your tone, friend."

"You'll be blind once we get past this place if you don't. It's taken your eyes
two days to get used to the dark. You'll lose all of that if you stay here too
I ong."

Barak stared hard at the U go for a nonment. Then he grunted and nodded shortly.
"Sorry," he said. "I didn't understand." He reached out to put his hand on

Rel g' s shoul der in apol ogy.

"Don't touch nme!" Relg cried, shrinking away fromthe big hand.

"What's the matter?"

"Just don't touch ne - not ever." Relg hurried on ahead.

"What's the matter with hin?" Barak denmanded.

"He doesn't want you to defile him" Bel garath expl ai ned.

"Defile hin? Defile hin®"

"He's very concerned about his personal purity. The way he sees it, any kind of
touch can soil him"

"Soil? He's as dirty as a pig in a wallow"

"It's a different kind of dirt. Let's nobve on."

Barak strode al ong behind the rest of them grunbling and sputtering in outrage.
They noved into another dark passageway, and Garion | ooked | ongingly back over
his shoulder at the fading |light fromthe gl owing cavern behind. Then they
rounded a corner and the |ight was gone.

There was no way to keep track of time in the nurnuring darkness. They stunbl ed
on, pausing now and then to eat or to rest, though Garion's sleep was filled

wi th ni ght mares about mountains crushing in on him He had al nost given up all
hope of ever seeing the sky again when the first faint cobweb touch of noving
air brushed his cheek. It had been, as closely as he could judge, five days
since they had left the last dimy lighted gallery of the U gos behind and
plunged into this eternal night. At first he thought the faint hint of warmer
air might only be his imagination, but then he caught the scent of trees and
grass in the nusty air of the cave, and he knew that sonmewhere ahead there | ay
an opening - a way out.

The touch of warmer outside air grew stronger, and the snell of grass began to
fill the passageway al ong which they crept. The floor began to sl ope upward, and
i nperceptibly it grew |less dark. It seened sonehow that they noved up out of
endl ess night toward the light of the first norning in the history of the world.
The horses, plodding along at the rear, had al so caught the scent of fresh air,
and their pace quickened. Relg, however, noved slower, and then slower still.
Finally he stopped altogether. The faint nmetallic rustling of his |eaf nail
shirt spoke loudly for him Relg was trenbling, bracing hinself for what |ay
ahead. He bound his veil across his face again, nmunbling sonething over and over
in the snarling | anguage of the U gos, fervent, alnost pleading. Once his eyes
were covered, he noved on again, reluctantly, his feet al nost draggi ng.

Then there was gol den |ight ahead. The nouth of the passageway was a jagged,
irregular opening with a stiff tangle of linbs sharply outlined in front of it.
Wth a sudden clatter of little hooves, the colt, ignoring Hettar's sharp
command, bolted for the opening and plunged out into the |light.

Bel garath scratched at his whiskers, squinting after the little aninmal. "Mybe
you' d better take himand his nmother with you when we separate," he said to
Hettar. "He seenms to have a little trouble taking things seriously, and C hol
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Murgos is a very serious place.”
Hettar nodded gravely.

"I can't," Relg blurted suddenly, turning his back to the |light and pressing
hi nsel f agai nst the rock wall of the passageway. "I can't do it."
"Of course you can," Aunt Pol said confortingly to him "We'Ill go out slowy so

you can get used to it alittle at a tinme."

"Don't touch nme," Relg replied al nost absently.

"That's going to get very tiresone," Barak grow ed

Garion and the rest of them pushed ahead eagerly, their hunger for light pulling
at them They shoved their way roughly through the tangle of bushes at the nouth
of the cave and, blinking and shading their eyes, they energed into the
sunlight. The light at first stabbed Garion's eyes painfully; but after a few
monents, he found that he could see again. The partially conceal ed entrance to
the caves was near the mdpoint of a rocky hillside. Behind them the

snow- covered nountains of U go glittered in the norning sun, outlined agai nst
the deep blue sky, and a vast plain spread before themlike a sea. The tal

grass was golden with autum, and the norning breeze touched it into |ong,
undul ati ng waves. The plain reached to the horizon, and Garion felt as if he had
j ust awakened from a ni ght nare.

Just inside the mouth of the cave behind them Relg knelt with his back to the
light, praying and beating at his shoulders and chest with his fists.

"Now what's he doi ng?" Barak denmanded.

"It's a kind of purification ritual,"” Belgarath explained. "He's trying to purge
hi nsel f of all unholiness and draw the essence of the caves into his soul. He
thinks it may help to sustain himwhile he's outside."

"How | ongs he going to be at it?"

"About an hour, I'd imagine. It's a fairly conplicated ritual."

Rel g stopped praying |ong enough to bind a second veil across his face on top of
the first one.

"If he waps any nore cloth around his head, he's likely to snother,” Silk
observed.

"I'd better get started,"” Hettar said, tightening the straps on his saddle. "Is
there anything else you wanted ne to tell Cho-Hag?"

"Tell himto pass the word along to the others about what's happened so far,"

Bel garath answered. "Things are getting to the point where I'd |ike everybody to
be nore or less alert.”

Hett ar nodded.

"Do you know where you are?" Barak asked him

"Of course."” The tall nan | ooked out at the seemingly featurel ess plain before
hi m

"It's probably going to take us at least a nonth to get to Rak Cthol and back,"

Bel garath advised. "If we get a chance, we'll light signal fires on top of the
eastern escarpnent before we start down. Tell Cho-Hag how inportant it is for
himto be waiting for us. W don't want Miurgos blundering into Algaria. |'m not
ready for a war just yet."

"We'll be there," Hettar replied, swinging up into his saddle. "Be careful in
Cthol Murgos." He turned his horse and started down the hill toward the plain

with the mare and the colt taggi ng al ong behind him The colt stopped once to

| ook back at Garion, gave a forlorn little whinny, then turned to follow his

not her .

Bar ak shook his head sonbrely. "I'"'mgoing to mss Hettar," he runbl ed.

"Cthol Murgos wouldn't be a good place for Hettar," Silk pointed out. "W'd have
to put a leash on him™"

"I know that." Barak sighed. "But I'Il miss himall the sane."
"Wich direction do we take?" Mandorallen asked, squinting out at the grassl and.
Bel garath pointed to the southeast. "That way. We'll cross the upper end of the

Vale to the escarpnent and then go through the southern tip of Mshrak ac Thull.
The Thulls don't put out patrols as regularly as the Mirgos do."

"Thulls don't do nuch of anything unless they have to," Silk noted. "They're too
preoccupied with trying to avoid Golins."
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"When do we start?" Durni k asked.

"As soon as Relg finishes his prayers," Belgarath repli ed.

"We'll have tine for breakfast then," Barak said dryly.

They rode all that day across the flat grassland of southern Al garia beneath the
deep blue autumm sky. Relg, wearing an old hooded tunic of Durnik's over his
mai |l shirt, rode badly, with his legs sticking out stifliy. He seenmed to be
concentrating nore on keeping his face down than on watchi ng where he was goi ng.
Barak watched sourly, with disapproval witten plainly on his face. "I'm not
trying to tell you your business, Belgarath," he said after several hours, "but
that one's going to be trouble before we're finished with this."

"The light hurts his eyes, Barak," Aunt Pol told the big nan, "and he's not used
to riding. Don't be so quick to criticize."

Barak cl amped his nouth shut, his expression still disparaging.

"At least we'll be able to count on his staying sober," Aunt Pol observed
primy. "Which is nore than | can say about sone nenbers of this little group."
Bar ak coughed unconfortably.

They set up for the night on the treel ess bank of a meandering stream Once the
sun had gone down, Relg seened | ess apprehensive, though he made an obvi ous
poi nt of not |ooking directly at the driftwood fire. Then he | ooked up and saw
the first stars in the evening sky. He gaped up at themin horror, his unveil ed
face breaking out in a glistening sweat. He covered his head with his arns and
col l apsed face down on the earth with a strangled cry.

"Rel g!'" Garion exclaimed, junping to the stricken nman's side and putting his
hands on hi m wi t hout t hi nki ng.

"Don't touch ne," Relg gasped automatically.

"Don't be stupid. Wiat's wong? Are you sick?"

"The sky," Relg croaked in despair. "The sky! It terrifies me!l"

"The sky?" Garion was baffled. "What's wong with the sky?" He | ooked up at the
famliar stars

"There's no end to it," Relg groaned. "It goes up forever."

Quite suddenly Garion understood. In the caves he had been afraid unreasoningly
afraid - because he had been closed in. Qut here under the open sky, Relg
suffered fromthe sanme kind of blind terror. Garion realized with a kind of
shock that quite probably Rel g had never been outside the caves of Ugo in his
entire life. "It's all right," he assured himconfortingly. "The sky can't hurt
you. It's just up there. Don't pay any attention to it."

"I can't bear it."

"Don't look at it."

"I still knowit's there - all that enptiness."

Garion | ooked hel plessly at Aunt Pol. She nmade a quick gesture that told himto
keep talking. "It's not enpty," he floundered. "It's full of things - all kinds
of things - clouds, birds, sunlight, stars-"

"What ?" Relg lifted his face up out of his hands. "Wat are those?"

"Cl ouds? Everyone knows what-" Garion stopped. Obviously Relg did not know what
clouds were. He'd never seen a cloud in his life. Garion tried to rearrange his
thoughts to take that into account. It was not going to be easy to explain. He
took in a deep breath. "All right. Let's start with clouds, then."

It took a long tinme, and Garion was not really sure that Relg understood or if
he was sinmply clinging to the words to avoid thinking about the sky. After
clouds, birds were a bit easier, although feathers were very hard to expl ain.
"UL spoke to you," Relg interrupted Garion's description of wings. "He called
you Bel garion. |Is that your name?"

"Well-" Garion replied unconfortably. "Not really. Actually ny nane is Garion,
but | think the other nane is supposed to be nmine too sonetinme later, | believe
- when |I'molder."

"UL knows all things," Relg declared. "If he called you Belgarion, that's your
true name. | will call you Belgarion."

"I really wish you wouldn't."

"My God rebuked ne," Relg groaned, his voice sunk into a kind of sick self

| oathing. "I have failed him"

Garion couldn't quite follow that. Sonmehow, even in the midst of his panic, Relg
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had been suffering the horrors of a theological crisis. He sat on the ground
with his face turned away fromthe fire and his shoul ders slunped in an attitude
of absol ute despair.

"I"'munworthy," he said, his voice on the verge of a sob. "Wen UL spoke in the
silence of ny heart, | felt that | had been exalted above all other nmen, but now
| amlower than dirt."

I'n his angui sh he began to beat the sides of his head with his fists.

"Stop that!" Garion said sharply. "You'll hurt yourself. Wat's this all about?"
"UL told ne that | was to reveal the child to Ugo. | took his words to nean
that | had found special grace in his eyes."

"What child are we tal ki ng about ?"

"The child. The new Gorim It's UL's way to guide and protect his people. Wen
an old Gorims work is done, UL places a special mark upon the eyes of the child
who is to succeed him Wien UL told nme that | had been chosen to bring the child
to Ugo, | revealed his words to others, and, they revered ne and asked ne to
speak to themin the words of UL. | saw sin and corruption all around ne and
denounced it, and the people listened to me - but the words were mne, not UL's.
In nmy pride, | presuned to speak for UL. | ignored nmy own sins to accuse the
sins of others.” Relg's voice was harsh with fanatic self accusation. "I am
filth," he declared, "an abom nation. UL should have raised his hand agai nst ne
and destroyed ne."

"That's forbidden," Garion told himw thout thinking.

"Who has the power to forbid anything to UL?"

"I don't know. All | know is that unmaking is forbidden - even to the Gods. It's
the very first thing we learn."”

Rel g | ooked up sharply, and Garion knew i nstantly that he had nade a dreadful

m stake. "You know the secrets of the Gods?" the fanatic denanded incredul ously.
"The fact that they're Gods doesn't have anything to do with it," Grion
replied. "The rule applies to everybody."

Rel g's eyes burned with a sudden hope. He drew hinself up onto his knees and
bowed forward until his face was in the dirt. "Forgive me ny sin," he intoned.
"What ?"

"l have exalted nyself when | was unworthy."

"You nade a mistake - that's all. Just don't do it anynore. Please get up,
Rel g. "

"I"'mw cked and inpure.”

"You?"

"I'"ve had inpure thoughts about wonen."

Garion flushed with enbarrassnent. "W all have those kinds of thoughts once in
a while," he said with a nervous cough.

"My thoughts are wicked - wcked," Relg groaned with guilt. "I burn with them"
"I"'msure that UL understands. Please get up, Relg. You don't have to do this."
"l have prayed with nmy nmouth when ny mind and heart were not in ny prayers.”
"Rel g-"

"l have sought out hidden caves for the joy of finding themrather than to
consecrate themto UL. | have this defiled the gift given ne by ny God."

"Pl ease, Relg-"

Rel g began to beat his head on the ground. "Once | found a cave where the echoes
of UL's voice lingered. | did not reveal it to others, but kept the sound of
UL's voice for nyself."

Gari on began to becone alarnmed. The fanatic Relg was working hinself into a
frenzy.

"Punish me, Belgarion," Relg pleaded. "Lay a hard penance on ne for ny

iniquity."

Garion's mnd was very clear as he answered. He knew exactly what he had to say.
"I can't do that, Relg," he said gravely. "I can't punish you - any nore than |
can forgive you. If you've done things you shouldn't have, that's between you
and UL. If you think you need to be punished, you'll have to do it yourself. |
can't. | won't."

Relg lifted his stricken face out of the dirt and stared at Garion. Then with a
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strangled cry he lurched to his feet and fled wailing into the darkness.
"Garion!" Aunt Pol's voice rang with that familiar note.

"I didn't do anything," he protested al nost autonatically.

"What did you say to hinP" Bel garath demanded.

"He said that he'd commtted all Kkinds of sins,
to punish himand forgive him"

" goo"

"I couldn't do that, G andfather."

"What's so hard about it?"

Garion stared at him

"Al'l you had to do was lie to hima little. Is that so difficult?"

"Lie? About sonething like that?" Garion was horrified at the thought.

"l need him Garion, and he can't function if he's incapacitated by sone kind of
religious hysteria. Use your head, boy."

"I can't do it, Grandfather," Garion repeated stubbornly. "It's too inportant to
himfor me to cheat himabout it."

"You'd better go find him father," Aunt Pol said.

Bel garath scowl ed at Garion. "You and | aren't finished with this yet, boy," he

said, pointing an angry finger. Then, nuttering irritably to hinself, he went in
search of Relg.

Wth a cold certainty Garion suddenly knew that the journey to Cthol Mirgos was

going to be very long and unconfortabl e.

Garion explained. "He wanted ne

Chapter Twenty

THOUGH SUMMER THAT year had lingered in the | ow ands and on the plains of

Al garia, autum was brief. The blizzards and squalls they had encountered in the
mount ai ns above Maragor and agai n anong the peaks of U go had hinted that w nter
woul d be early and severe, and there was already a chill to the nights as they
rode day after day across the open grassland toward the eastern escarpnent.

Bel garath had recovered fromhis nmonentary fit of anger over Garion's failure to
deal with Relg's attack of guilt, but then, with inescapable |ogic, he had

pl aced an enornmous burden squarely on Garion's shoul ders. "For sonme reason he
trusts you," the old nman observed, "so I'mgoing to | eave himentirely in your
hands. | don't care what you have to do, but keep himfromflying apart again.”
At first, Relg refused to respond to Garion's efforts to draw himout; but after
a while, one of the waves of panic caused by the thought of the open sky above
swept over the zealot, and he began to talk - haltingly at first but then
finally in a great rush. As Garion had feared, Relg's favorite topic was sin.
Garion was anmazed at the sinple things that Rel g considered sinful. Forgetting
to pray before a meal, for example, was a major transgression. As the fanatic's
gl oony catal ogue of his faults expanded, Garion began to perceive that nost of
his sins were sins of thought rather than of action. The one matter that kept
croppi ng up again and again was the question of lustful thoughts about wonmen. To
Garion's intense disconfort, Relg insisted on describing these lustful thoughts
ext ensi vel y.

"Wmen are not the sane as we are, of course,” the zeal ot confided one afternoon
as they rode together. "Their m nds and hearts are not drawn to holiness the way
ours are, and they set out deliberately to tenpt us with their bodies and draw
us into sin."

"Why do you suppose that is?" Garion asked carefully.

"Their hearts are filled with lust,"” Relg declared adamantly. "They take
particular delight in tenpting the righteous. | tell you truly, Belgarion, you
woul d not believe the subtlety of the creatures. | have seen the evidence of
this wi ckedness in the soberest of matrons - the w ves of some of ny nbst devout
followers. They're forever touching - brushing as if by accident - and they take
great pains to allow the sleeves of their robes to slip up brazenly to expose
their rounded arns - and the henms of their garnments always seemto be hitching
up to display their ankles.”

"If it bothers you, don't |ook," Garion suggested.

Rel g ignored that. "I have even consi dered banning themfrom ny presence, but
then I thought that it mght be better if |I kept ny eyes on themso that | could

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (98 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:47 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

protect my followers fromtheir w ckedness. | thought for a tine that | should
forbid marriage anong ny followers, but some of the ol der ones told nme that |
m ght lose the young if | did that. | still think it might not be a bad idea."
"Wul dn't that sort of elimnate your foll owers altogether?" Garion asked him
"I mean, if you kept it up |ong enough? No narriage, no children. You get ny
poi nt ?"

"That's the part | haven't worked out yet," Relg adnitted.

"And what about the child - the new Gorin? If two people are supposed to get
married so they can have a child - that particular, special child - and you
persuade themnot to, aren't you interfering with sonmething that UL wants to

happen?"

Relg drew in a sharp breath as if he had not considered that. Then he groaned.
"You see? Even when |I'mtrying nmy very hardest, | always seemto stunble
straight into sin. I'mcursed, Belgarion, cursed. Wiy did UL choose ne to revea

the child when | am so corrupt?"

Garion qui ckly changed the subject to head off that Iine of thought. For nine
days they crossed the endl ess sea of grass toward the eastern escarpnent, and
for nine days the others, with a callousness that hurt Garion to the quick, |eft
himtrapped in the conpany of the ranting zeal ot. He gew sul ky and frequently
cast reproachful glances at them but they ignored him

Near the eastern edge of the plain, they crested a long hill and stared for the
first tine at the inmense wall of the eastern escarpnent, a sheer basalt cliff
rising fully a mle above the rubble at its base and stretching off into the

di stance in either direction.

"I nmpossi ble," Barak stated flatly. "We'l|l never be able to clinb that."

"W won't have to," Silk told himconfidently. "I know a trail."

"A secret trail, | suppose?”

"Not exactly a secret,"” Silk replied. "I don't inmagine too many people know
about it, but it's right out in plain sight - if you know where to | ook. | had
occasion to | eave Mshrak ac Thull in a hurry once, and | stunbled across it."

"One gets the feeling that you' ve had occasion to | eave just about every pl ace
in a hurry at one tine or another."

Sil k shrugged. "Knowi ng when it's time to run is one of the npbst inportant
things people in my profession ever learn."

"WIl the river ahead not prove a barrier?" Mandoral |l en asked, |ooking at the
sparkling surface of the Aldur River |ying between themand the grim bl ack
cliff. He was running his fingertips lightly over his side, testing for tender
spots.

"Mandoral l en, stop that,"” Aunt Pol told him "They'll never heal if you keep
poking at them™"

"Me thinks, nmy Lady, that they are nearly whol e again," the knight replied
"Only one still causes nme any disconfort."

"Well, leave it alone."

"There's a ford a fewnles upstream" Belgarath said in answer to the question
"The river's down at this tinme of year, so we won't have any difficulty
crossing." He started out again, |eading themdown the gradual slope toward the
Al dur .

They forded |ate that afternoon and pitched their tents on the far side. The
next norning they noved out to the foot of the escarpnent.

"The trail's just a fewniles south,”" Silk told them I|eading the way al ong the
| ooming black cliff.

"Do we have to go up along the face of it?" Garion asked apprehensively, craning
his neck to |l ook up the towering wall

Sil k shook his head. "The trail's a streanbed. It cuts down through the cliff.
It's alittle steep and narrow, but it will get us safely to the top."

Garion found that encouraging.

The trail appeared to be little nore than a crack in the stupendous cliff, and a
trickle of water ran out of the opening to disappear into the junble of rocky
debris along the base of the escarpment.

"Are you sure it goes all the way to the top?" Barak asked, eyeing the narrow
chi mey suspi ci ously.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20David...-%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (99 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:47 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt
"Trust me," Silk assured him

"Not if I can help it."

The trail was awful, steep and strewn with rock. At tinmes it was so narrow t hat
t he packhorses had to be unl oaded before they could make it through and they had
to be literally manhandl ed up over basalt boulders that had fractured into
squares, alnost |ike huge steps. The trickle of water running down the cut nade
everything slick and nmuddy. To nake matters even worse, thin, high clouds swept
in fromthe west and a bitterly cold draft spilled dow the narrow cut fromthe
arid plains of Mshrak ac Thull, |ying high above.

It took themtwo days, and by the tine they reached the top, a mle or so back
fromthe brink of the escarpnent, they were all exhausted.

"I feel as if sonebody's been beating ne with a stick," Barak groaned, sinking
to the ground in the brushy gully at the top of the cut. "A very big, dirty
stick."

They all sat on the ground anong the prickly thornbushes in the gully,
recovering fromthe dreadful clinmb. "I'Il have a look around,” Silk said after
only a few nonents. The small nan had the body of an acrobat - supple, strong,
and quick to restore itself. He crept up to the rimof the gully, ducking |ow
under the thornbushes and wormng his way the |ast few feet on his stomach to
peer carefully over the top. After several mnutes, he gave a | ow whistle, and
they saw himnotion sharply for themto join him

Bar ak groaned again and stood up. Durni k, Mandorallen, and Garion al so got
stiffly to their feet.

"See what he wants," Belgarath told them "I'mnot ready to start noving around
just yet."

The four of themstarted up the slope through the | oose gravel toward the spot
where Silk lay peering out fromunder a thornbush, crawming the |ast few feet as
he had done.

"What's the troubl e?" Barak asked the little man as they came up beside him
"Conpany," Silk replied shortly, pointing out over the rocky, arid plain lying
brown and dead under the flat gray sky.

A cloud of yellow dust, whipped lowto the ground by the stiff, chill w nd, gave
evi dence of riders.

"A patrol?" Durnik asked in a hushed voi ce.

"I don't think so," Silk answered. "Thulls aren't confortable on horses. They
usual ly patrol on foot."

Garion peered out across the arid waste. "lIs that sonmebody out in front of

t hen?" he asked, pointing at a tiny, noving speck a half mle or so in front of
the riders.

"Ah," Silk said with a peculiar kind of sadness.

"What is it?" Barak asked. "Don't keep secrets, Silk. I'"'mnot in the nood for
it."

"They're Golins," Silk explained. "The one they're chasing is a Thull trying to
escape being sacrificed. It happens rather frequently."

"Shoul d Bel garath be warned?" Mandoral | en suggest ed.

"It's probably not necessary," Silk replied. "The Grolins around here are nostly
| ow-ranking. | doubt that any of them would have any skill at sorcery."

"I''"ll go tell himanyway," Durnik said. He slid back away fromthe edge of the
gully, rose, and went back down to where the old man rested with Aunt Pol and
Rel g.

"As long as we stay out of sight, we'll probably be all right,” Silk told them
"It looks as if there are only three of them and they're concentrating on the
Thul | . "

The running man had noved closer. He ran with his head down and his arns punpi ng
at his sides.

"What happens if he tries to hide here in the gully?" Barak asked.

Silk shrugged. "The Golins will follow him™"

"We'd have to take steps at that point, wouldn't we?" Silk nodded with a w cked
little smrk.

"W could call him | suppose,

Bar ak suggested, |oosening his sword in its
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sheat h.

"The same thought had just occurred to ne."

Dur ni k came back up the slope, his feet crunching in the gravel

"Wl f says to keep an eye on them" he reported, "but he says not to do anything
unl ess they actually start into the gully.”

"What a shame!" Silk sighed regretfully.

The running Thull was clearly visible now He was a thick-bodied nman in a rough
tunic, belted at the waist. H s hair was shaggy and rnudcol ored, and his face was
contorted into an expression of brutish panic. He passed the place where they
hid, perhaps thirty paces out on the flats, and Garion could clearly hear his
breath whistling in his throat as he pounded past. He was whi npering as he ran -
an animal -1i ke sound of absol ute despair.

"They al nost never try to hide," Silk said in a soft voice tinged with pity.
"Al'l they do is run." He shook his head.

"They' || overtake himsoon," Mndorall en observed. The pursuing Golins wore

bl ack, hooded robes and polished steel nmasks.

"We'd better get down," Barak advi sed.

They all ducked below the gully rim A few nonents later, the three horses
gal | oped by, their hooves thudding on the hard earth.

"They' || catch himin a few nore mnutes,” Garion said. "He's running right for
the edge. He'll be trapped."

"I don't think so," Silk replied sonberly.

A nonment | ater they heard a |ong, despairing shriek, fading horribly into the
gul f bel ow.

"I nmore or |less expected that," Silk said.

Garion's stomach wenched at the thought of the dreadful height of the

escar pnent .

"They're com ng back," Barak warned. "Get down."

The three Grolins rode back along the edge of the gully. One of themsaid

sonmet hing Garion could not quite hear, and the other two | aughed.
"The world might be a brighter place with three less Golinms init,'
suggested in a grim whisper

"Attractive thought," Silk agreed, "but Belgarath woul d probably disapprove.
suppose it's better to let themgo. W wouldn't want anybody | ooking for them"
Barak | ooked longingly after the three Golins, then sighed with deep regret.
"Let's go back down," Silk said.

They all turned and craw ed back down into the brushy gully. Belgarath | ooked up
as they returned. "Are they gone?"

"They're riding off," Silk told him

"What was that cry?" Rel g asked.

"Three Golins chased a Thull off the edge of the escarpnent,"” Silk replied.
"\Nhy 2"

"He'd been selected for a certain religious observance, and he didn't want to
participate.”

"He refused?" Relg sounded shocked. "He deserved his fate then."

"I don't think you appreciate the nature of Golimceremnies, Relg," Silk said
"One nmust subnit to the will of one's God," Relg insisted. There was a

sancti noni ous note to his voice. "Religious obligations are absolute.”

Silk's eyes glittered as he | ooked at the Ugo fanatic. "How nuch do you know
about the Angarak religion, Relg?" he asked.

"I concern nyself only with the religion of Ugo."

"A man ought to know what he's tal king about before he makes judgnents."

"Let it lie, Silk," Aunt Pol told him

"I don't think so, Polgara. Not this tinme. A few facts might be good for our
devout friend here. He seens to | ack perspective." Silk turned back to Relg.
"The core of the Angarak religion is a ritual nost men find repugnant. Thulls
devote their entire lives to avoiding it. That's the central reality of Thullish
life."

"An abomni nabl e people." Relg' s denunciation was harsh

"No. Thulls are stupid - even brutish - but they're hardly abom nable. You see,
Rel g, the ritual we're tal king about involves human sacrifice."

Mandor al | en
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Rel g pulled the veil fromhis eyes to stare incredulously at the ratfaced little
nan.

"Each year two thousand Thulls are sacrificed to Torak," Silk went on, his eyes
boring into Relg's stunned face. "The Golinms permt the substitution of slaves,
so a Thull spends his whole Iife working in order to get enough noney to buy a
slave to take his place on the altar if he's unlucky enough to be chosen. But

sl aves die sonetines - or they escape. If a Thull without a slave is chosen, he
usually tries to run. Then the Golins chase him- they've had a | ot of

practice, so they're very good at it. I've never heard of a Thull actually
getting away."

"It's their duty to submt,’
| ess sure of hinself.

"How are they sacrificed?" Durnik asked in a subdued voice. The Thull's
willingness to hurl hinself off the escarpnent had obvi ously shaken him

"It's a sinple procedure," Silk replied, watching Relg closely. "Two Golins
bend the Thull backward over the altar, and a third cuts his heart out. Then
they burn the heart in alittle fire. Torak isn't interested in the whole Thull.
He only wants the heart."

Rel g flinched at that.

"They sacrifice wonen, too," Silk pressed. "But wonen have a sinpler neans of

Rel g mai ntai ned stubbornly, though he seened a bit

escape. The Golins won't sacrifice a pregnant woman - it confuses their count -
so Thulllish women try to stay pregnant constantly. That explains why there are
so many Thulls and why Thul | i sh wonen are notorious for their indiscrimnate
appetite.”

"Monstrous." Relg gasped. "Death would be better than such vile corruption.™

"Death lasts for along tine, Relg," Silk said with a cold little smle. "A
little corruption can be forgotten rather quickly if you put your mnd to it.
That's particularly true if your |life depends on it."

Rel g's face was troubled as he struggled with the blunt description of the
horror of Thullish life. "You' re a wicked nan," he accused Silk, though his

voi ce | acked conviction

"I know," Silk admitted.

Rel g appeal ed to Belgarath. "lIs what he says true?"

The sorcerer scratched thoughtfully at his beard. "He doesn't seemto have |eft
out very nuch," he replied. "The word religion neans different things to
different people, Relg. It depends on the nature of one's God. You ought to try
to get that sorted out in your mind. It mght nake some of the things you'l

have to do a bit easier."

"I think we've just about exhausted the possibilities of this conversation,
father," Aunt Pol suggested, "and we have a long way to go."

"Right," he agreed, getting to his feet.

They rode down through the arid junble of rock and scrubby bushes that spread
across the western frontier of the land of the Thulls. The continual w nd that
swept up across the escarpnment was bitterly cold, though there were only a few
pat ches of thin snow |ying beneath the sonber gray sky.

Rel g's eyes adjusted to the subdued |ight, and the clouds appeared to quiet the
pani ¢ the open sky had caused him But this was obviously a difficult tine for
him The world here above ground was alien, and everything he encountered seened
to shatter his preconceptions. It was also a tine of personal religious turnoil,
and the crisis goaded himinto peculiar fluctuations of speech and action. At
one nonent he woul d sancti noni ously denounce the sinful w ckedness of others,
his face set in a stern expression of righteousness; and in the next, he would
be withing in an agony of self loathing, confessing his sin and guilt in an
endl ess, repetitious litany to any who would listen. H's pale face and huge,
dark eyes, franmed by the hood of his leaf mail shirt, contorted in the tumult of
his enptions. Once again the others - even patient, good-hearted Durnik - drew
away fromhim leaving himentirely to Garion. Relg stopped often for prayers
and obscure little rituals that always seened to involve a great deal of
groveling in the dirt.

"It's going to take us all year to get to Rak Cthol at this rate,"” Barak runbl ed
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sourly on one such occasion, glaring with open dislike at the ranting fanatic
kneeling in the sand beside the trail.

"W need him" Belgarath replied calmy, "and he needs this. We can live with it
if we have to."

"We're getting close to the northern edge of Cthol Mirgos," Silk said, pointing
ahead at a low range of hills. "W won't be able to stop like this once we cross

the border. We'll have to ride as hard as we can until we get to the South
Caravan Route. The Miurgos patrol extensively, and they di sapprove of side trips.
Once we get to the track, we'll be all right, but we don't want to be stopped

before we get there."

"WIIl we not be questioned even on the caravan route, Prince Khel dar?"
Mandor al | en asked. "Qur conpany is oddly assorted, and Miurgos are suspicious."
"They' |l watch us," Silk admtted, "but they won't interfere as long as we don't
stray fromthe track. The treaty between Taur Urgas and Ran Borune guarantees
freedom of travel along the caravan route, and no Mirgo alive would be foolish
enough to enbarrass his king by violating it. Taur Urgas is very severe with
peopl e who enbarrass him"

They crossed into Cthol Murgos shortly after noon on a cold, nurky day and

i medi ately pushed into a gallop. After about a | eague or so, Relg began to pul
in his horse

"Not now, Relg," Belgarath told himsharply. "Later."

"But -"

"UL's a patient God. He'll wait. Keep going."

They gal | oped on across the high, barren plain toward the caravan route, their
cl oaks streaning behind themin the biting wind. It was m dafternoon when they
reached the track and reined in. The South Caravan Route was not precisely a
road, but centuries of travel had clearly nmarked its course. Silk |ooked around
with satisfaction. "Made it," he said. "Now we becone honest nerchants again,
and no Murgo in the world is going to interfere with us." He turned his horse
eastward then and led the way with a great show of confidence. He squared his
shoul ders, seeming to puff himself up with a kind of busy self inportance, and
Garion knew that he was nmaki ng nmental preparations involved in assuning a new
role. Wien they encountered the well-guarded packtrain of a Tol nedran nerchant
movi ng west, Silk had made his transition and he greeted the nmerchant with the
easy camaraderie of a nan of trade.

"Good day, Grand High Merchant," he said to the Tol nedran, noting the other's
mar ks of rank. "If you can spare a nmonent, | thought we m ght exchange

i nformati on about the trail. You' ve cone fromthe east, and |'ve just cone over
the route to the west of here. An exchange m ght prove nutually beneficial."
"Excel l ent idea," the Tol nedran agreed. The Grand Hi gh Merchant was a stocky nan
with a high forehead and wore a fur-lined cloak pulled tightly about himto ward
of f the icy w nd.

"My nane is Anbar," Silk said. "From Kotu."

The Tol nedran nodded in polite acknow edgenent. "Kalvor," he introduced hinself,
"of Tol Horb. You've picked a hard season for the journey east, Anbar."
"Necessity," Silk said. "My funds are linited, and the cost of w nter |odgings
in Tol Honeth woul d have devoured what little |I have."

"The Honet hs are rapacious," Kalvor concurred. "Is Ran Borune still alive?"

"He was when | left."

Kal vor made a face. "And the squabble over the succession goes on?"

Silk laughed. "Ch, yes."

"I's that swi ne Kador from Tol Vordue still dom nant?"
"Kador fell upon hard tinmes, | understand. | heard that he nmade an attenpt on
the life of Princess Ce' Nedra. | imagine that the Enperor's going to take steps

to renmove himfromthe race."”

"What splendid news," Kalvor said, his face brightening.

"How s the trail to the east?" Silk asked

"There's not much snow," Kalvor told him "O course there never is in Cthol
Murgos. It's a very dry kingdom It's cold, though. It's bitter in the passes.
What about the nountains in eastern Tol nedra?"

"I't was snowi ng when we cane through."
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"I was afraid of that," Kalvor said with a gloony | ook

"You probably should have waited until spring, Kalvor. The worst part of the
trip's still ahead of you."

"I had to get out of Rak Goska." Kal var | ooked around al nbst as if expecting to
see soneone listening. "You' re headed toward trouble, Anbar," he said seriously.
" Cch?"

"This is not the tine to go to Rak Goska. The Murgos have gone insane there."
"I nsane?" Silk said with alarm

"There's no other explanation. They're arresting honest nerchants on the
flinsiest charges you ever heard of, and everyone fromthe West is followed
constantly. It's certainly not the tine to take a lady to that place."

"My sister,” Silk replied, glancing at Aunt Pol. "She's invested in ny venture,
but she doesn't trust ne. She insisted on conmng along to nmake sure | don't
cheat her."

"I'"d stay out of Rak Goska," Kal vor advised.

"I"'mcommitted now," Silk said helplessly. "I don't have any other choice, do

| 2"

"Il tell you quite honestly, Anbar, it's as nmuch as a nan's life is worth to
go to Rak Goska just now. A good nerchant | know was actual ly accused of
violating the wonen's quarters in a Mirgo househol d."

"Well, | suppose that happens sonetines. Murgo wonen are reputed to be very
handsone. "

"Anbar," Kalvor said with a pained expression, "the man was seventy-three years
old."

"H's sons can be proud of his vitality then." Silk | aughed. "Wat happened to
hi "

"He was condemed and inpal ed," Kalvor said with a shudder. "The soldiers
rounded us all up and made us watch. It was ghastly."

Silk frowned. "There's no chance that the charges were true?"

"Seventy-three years old, Anbar," Kal vor repeated. "The charges were obviously
false. If | didn't know better, 1'd guess that Taur Urgas is trying to drive al
western nerchants out of Cthol Mirgos. Rak Goska sinply isn't safe for us any
nore."

Silk grimaced. "Wio can ever say what Taur Urgas is thinking?"

"He profits fromevery transaction in Rak Goska. He'd have to be insane to drive
us out deliberately."

"I'"ve net Taur Urgas," Silk said grimy. "Sanity's not one of his nmjor
failings." He | ooked around with a kind of desperation on his face. "Kal vor,
I'"ve invested everything | own and everything | can borrowin this venture. If |
turn back now, |I'll be ruined."

"You could turn north after you get through the nountains," Kal vor suggest ed.
"Cross the river into Mshrak ac Thull and go to Thull Mardu."

Silk made a face. "I hate dealing with Thulls."

"There's another possibility," the Tol nedran said. "You know where the hal fway
poi nt between Tol Honeth and Rak Goska is?"

Si | k nodded.

"There's al ways been a Murgo resupply station there - food, spare horses, other
necessities. Anyway, since the troubles in Rak Goska, a few enterprising Mirgos
have cone out there and are buying whol e caravan | oads - horses and all. Their
prices aren't as attractive as the prices in Rak Goska, but it's a chance for
sone profit, and you don't have to put yourself in danger to nake it."

"But that way you have no goods for the return journey," Silk objected. "Half
the profit's lost if you come back with nothing to sell in Tol Honeth."

"You'd have your life, Anbar," Kalvor said pointedly. He | ooked around again
nervously, as if expecting to be arrested. "I'mnot coning back to Cthol
Murgos," he declared in a firmvoice. "I'mas willing as any nman to take risks
for a good profit, but all the gold in the world isn't worth another trip to Rak
Goska. "

"How far is it to the hal fway point?" Silk asked, seem ngly troubl ed.

"I'"ve ridden for three days since | left there," Kalvor replied. "Good | uck,
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Anbar - what ever you decide." He gathered up his reins. "I want to put a few
nmore | eagues behind ne before | stop for the night. There may be snow in the
Tol nedran nountains, but at least |'ll be out of Cthol Mirgos and out from under

the fist of Taur Urgas." He nodded briefly and noved off to the west at a fast
trot, with his guards and his packtrain followi ng after him

Chapter Twenty-one

THE SOUTH CARAVAN ROUTE wound through a series of high, arid valleys that ran in
a general ly east-west direction. The surroundi ng peaks were high - higher
probably than the nountains to the west, but their upper slopes were only
faintly touched with snow. The clouds overhead turned the sky a dirty

sl ate-gray, but what noisture they held did not fall on this desiccated

wi | derness of sand, rock, and scrubby thorn. Though it did not snow, it was
nonet hel ess bitterly cold. The wind blew continually, and its edge was like a
kni f e.

They rode east, maki ng good tine.

"Bel garath," Barak said back over his shoulder, "there's a Mirgo on that
ridgeline ahead just to the south of the track."

"I see him™"

"What's he doi ng?"

"Watching us. He won't do anything as long as we stay on the caravan route."
"They always watch like that," Silk stated. "The Murgos |like to keep a cl ose
wat ch on everybody in their kingdom?"

"That Tol nedran-Kal vor," Barak said. "Do you think he was exaggerating?"

"No," Belgarath replied. "I'd guess that Taur Urgas is |ooking for an excuse to
cl ose the caravan route and expel all the westerners from Cthol Mirgos."
"Why?" Durni k asked

Bel garat h shrugged. "The war is conming. Taur Urgas knows that a good nunber of
the nmerchants who take this route to Rak Goska are spies. He'll be bringing
armes up fromthe south soon, and he'd |like to keep their nunbers and novenents
a secret."”

"What manner of arny could be gathered fromso bl eak and uni nhabited a real n?"
Mandor al | en asked.

Bel garath | ooked around at the high, bleak desert. "This is only the little
piece of Cthol Mirgos we're pernmtted to see. It stretches a thousand | eagues or
more to the south, and there are cities down there that no westerner has ever
seen - we don't even know their nanmes. Here in north, the Mirgos play a very
el aborate gane to conceal the real Cthol Mirgos."

"I's it thy thought then that the war will conme soon?"

"Next summer perhaps,"” Belgarath replied. "Possibly the summer follow ng."
"Are we going to be ready?" Barak asked.

"We're going to try to be."

Aunt Pol made a brief sound of disgust.

"What's wong?" Garion asked her quickly.

"Vultures," she said. "Filthy brutes.”

A dozen heavy-bodi ed birds were flapping and squawki ng over sonething on the
ground to one side of the caravan track

"What are they feeding on?" Durnik asked. "I haven't seen any aninmals of any
kind since we left the top of the escarpnent."”

"A horse, probably - or a man," Silk said. "There's nothing el se up here."
"Wuld a man be left unburied?" the snmith asked.

"Only partially,” Silk told him "Sonetines certain brigands decide that the
pi cki ngs al ong the caravan route m ght be easy. The Miurgos give them plenty of
time to realize how wong they were."

Durni k | ooked at hi m questioningly.

"The Murgos catch them" Silk explained, "and then they bury themup to the neck
and | eave them The vultures have learned that a man in that situation is
hel pl ess. Oten they get inpatient and don't bother to wait for the man to
finish dying before they start to eat."

"That's one way to deal with bandits," Barak said, alnost approvingly. "Even a
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Murgo can have a good idea once in a while."

"Unfortunately, Mirgos autonmatically assunme that anybody who isn't on the track
itself is a bandit."

The vultures brazenly continued to feed, refusing to | eave their dreadful feast
as the party passed no nore than twenty yards fromtheir flapping congregation.
Their wi ngs and bodi es conceal ed whatever it was they were feeding on, a fact
for which Garion was profoundly grateful. Watever it was, however, was not very
| ar ge.

"We should stay quite close to the track when we stop for the night, then,"
Durni k said, averting his eyes with a shudder

"That's a very good idea, Durnik," Silk agreed.

The infornmation the Tol nedran nerchant had gi ven them about the nakeshift fair
at the hal fway point proved to be accurate. On the afternoon of the third day,
they canme over a rise and saw a cluster of tents surrounding a solid stone

buil ding set to one side of the caravan track. The tents | ooked small in the
di stance and they billowed and flapped in the endl ess wind that swept down the
val | ey.

"What do you think?" Silk asked Bel garat h.

"It's late," the old man replied. "W're going to have to stop for the night
soon anyway, and it would | ook peculiar if we didn't stop."

Si | k nodded.

"We're going to have to try to keep Relg out of sight, though," Belgarath
continued. "Nobody's going to believe we're ordinary nerchants if they see an
Ugo with us."

Silk thought a nonment. "We'll wap himin a blanket," he suggested, "and tel
anybody who asks that he's sick. People stay away from sick nen."

Bel garat h nodded. "Can you act sick?" he asked Rel g.

"I amsick," the Ugo said without any attenpt at hunor. "Is it always this cold
up here?" He sneezed.

Aunt Pol pulled her horse over beside his and reached out to put her hand on his
f or ehead.

"Don't touch nme." Relg cringed away from her hand.

"Stop that," she told him She briefly touched his face and | ooked at him
closely. "He's coming dowmmn with a cold, father," she announced. "As soon as we

get settled, I'Il give himsonething for it. Wiy didn't you tell nme?" she asked
the fanatic.

"I will endure what UL chooses to send ne," Relg declared. "It's his punishnent
for ny sins.”

"No," she told himflatly. "It has nothing to do with sin or punishnment. It's a

cold - nothing nore."

"Am | going to die?" Relg asked calmy.

"OfF course not. Haven't you ever had a cold before?"

"No. |'ve never been sick inny life."

"You won't be able to say that again," Silk said lightly, pulling a bl anket out
of one of the packs and handing it to him "Wap this around your shoul ders and
pull it up over your head. Try to look like you're suffering.”

"I am" Relg said, starting to cough

"But you have to look like it," Silk told him "Think about sin - that ought to
make you | ook miserable."

"I think about sin all the tinme," Relg replied, still coughing.
"I know," Silk said, "but try to think about it alittle harder."
They rode down the hill toward the collection of tents with the dry, icy wnd

whi pping at them as they rode. Very few of the assenbl ed nerchants were outside
their tents, and those who were noved qui ckly about their tasks in the biting
chill.

"W should stop by the resupply station first, | suppose,” Silk suggested,
gesturing toward the square stone building squatting anmong the tents. "That
woul d | ook nore natural. Let ne handle things."

"Silk, you mangy Drasnian thief!" a coarse voice roared froma nearby tent.
Silk's eyes widened slightly, and then he grinned. "I seemto recognize the
squeal s of a certain Nadrak hog," he said, |oud enough to be heard by the man in
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the tent.

A rangy Nadrak in a belted, ankle-length, black felt overcoat and a snug-fitting
fur cap strode out of the tent. He had coarse, black hair and a thin, scraggly
beard. H s eyes had the peculiar angularity to themthat was a characteristic of
al | Angaraks; but unlike the dead eyes of the Miurgos, this Nadrak's eyes were
alive with a kind of wary friendship. "Haven't they caught you yet, Silk?" he

demanded raucously. "I was sure that by now sonmeone woul d have peel ed of f your
hi de. "
"Drunk as usual, | see." Silk grinned viciously. "How many days has it been this

time, Yarbl ek?"

"Who counts?" The Nadrak | aughed, swaying slightly on his feet. "Wat are you
doing in Cthol Miurgos, Silk? | thought your fat king needed you in Gar og

Nadr ak. "

"I was getting to be alittle too well-known on the streets of Yar Nadrak," Silk
replied. "It was getting to the point that people were avoiding ne."

"Now | wonder just why that could be," Yarblek retorted with heavy sarcasm "You
cheat at trade, you switch dice, you nake free with other nen's w ves, and
you're a spy. That shouldn't be any reason for nen not to admire your good

poi nts - whatever they are.”

"Your sense of hunor's as overpowering as ever, Yarblek."

"I't's ny only failing," the slightly tipsy Nadrak admtted. "Get down off that
horse, Silk. Cone inside ny tent and we'll get drunk together. Bring your
friends." He lurched back inside the tent.

"An old acquaintance," Silk explained quickly, sliding out of his saddle.

"Can he be trusted?" Barak asked suspici ously.

"Not entirely, but he's all right. He's not a bad fellow, really - for a Nadrak
He' Il know everything that's going on, and if he's drunk enough, we night be
able to get sone useful information out of him"

"Get in here, Silk," Yarblek roared frominside his gray felt tent.

"Let's see what he has to say," Belgarath said.

They all disnmounted, tied their horses to a picket line at the side of the
Nadrak's tent, and trooped inside. The tent was large, and the floor and walls
were covered with thick crinson carpets. An oil lanp hung fromthe ridgepol e,
and an iron brazier shimrered out waves of heat.

Yarbl ek was sitting cross-1egged on the carpeting at the back of the tent, with
a large black keg conveniently beside him "Come in. Conme in," he said
brusquely. "Close the flap. You're letting out all the heat."

"This is Yarblek," Silk said by way of introduction, "an adequate nerchant and a
not ori ous drunkard. W've known each other for a long tine now "

"My tent is yours." Yarblek hiccuped indifferently. "It's not nuch of a tent,
but it's yours anyway. There are cups over there in that pile of things by ny
saddl e - some of themare even clean. Let's all have a drink."

"This is Mstress Pol, Yarblek," Silk introduced her

" Good- | ooki ng worman, " Yar bl ek observed, |ooking at her boldly. "Forgive me for
not getting up, Mstress, but | feel a bit giddy at the noment - probably
sonething | ate.”

"OfF course," she agreed with a dry little smle. "A man should al ways be carefu
about what he puts in his stomach."

"I'"ve made that exact point nmyself a thousand tines." He squinted at her as she
pul I ed back her hood and unfastened her cape. "That's a remarkably handsone
worman, Silk," he declared. "I don't suppose you'd care to sell her."

"You couldn't afford nme, Yarblek," she told himw thout seening to take the
slightest offense.

Yarbl ek stared at her and then roared with [aughter. "By One-Eye's nose, |'d bet
that | couldn't, at that - and you' ve probably got a dagger somewhere under your
clothes, too. You'd slice open ny belly if | tried to steal you, wouldn't you?"
"Naturally."

"What a wonman!" Yarbl ek chortled. "Can you dance, too?"

"Li ke you've never seen before, Yarblek," she replied. "I could turn your bony
to water."
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Yarbl ek' s eyes burned. "After we all get drunk, nmaybe you'll dance for us."
"We'll see," she said with a hint of prom se. Garion was stunned at this
uncharacteristic boldness. It was obviously the way Yarbl ek expected a wonman to
behave, but Garion wondered just when Aunt Pol had | earned the custons of the
Nadraks so well that she could respond without the slightest hint of
enmbarrassment .

"This is Mster WIf," Silk said, indicating Bel garath.

"Never mnd nanes." Yarbl ek waved his hand. "I'd just forget them anyway." He
did, however, |ook rather shrewdly at each of them "As a matter of fact," he
continued, soundi ng suddenly not nearly as drunk as he appeared, "it night be
just as well if I didn't know your names. What a man doesn't know, he can't
reveal, and you're too well-nixed a group to be in stinking Cthol Mirgos on
honest busi ness. Fetch yourselves cups. This keg is alnost full, and |'ve got
anot her chilling out back of the tent."

At Silk's gesture, they each took a cup fromthe heap of cookware piled beside a
wel | -worn saddl e and joined Yarbl ek on the carpet near the keg.

"I'"d pour for you like a proper host," Yarblek told them "but | spill too much
that way. Dip out your own."

Yarbl ek's ale was a very dark brown and had a rich, alnost fruity flavor
"Interesting taste," Barak said politely.

"My brewer chops dried apples into his vats," the Nadrak replied. "It snooths
out sone of the bite." He turned to Silk. "I thought you didn't |ike Mirgos."
"l don't."

"What are you doing in Cthol Mirgos, then?"

Sil k shrugged. "Business."

"Whose? Yours or Rhodar's?"

Si I k wi nked at him

"I thought as nuch. | wish you luck, then. 1'd even offer to help, but 1'd
probably better keep my nose out of it. Mirgos distrust us even nore than they
distrust you Alorns - not that | can really blame them Any Nadrak worth the
nane woul d go ten | eagues out of his way for the chance to cut a Miurgo's
throat."

"Your affection for your cousins touches nmy heart." Silk grinned.
Yarbl ek scowl ed. "Cousins!" he spat. "If it weren't for the Golins, we'd have
ext erm nat ed the whol e col d-bl ooded race generations ago." He di pped out anot her

cup of ale, lifted it and said, "Confusion to the Mirgos."
"I think we've found sonething we can drink to together,"
broad smle. "Confusion to the Mirgos."

"And rmay Taur Urgas grow boils on his behind," Yarbl ek added. He drank deeply,
scooped anot her cupful of ale fromthe open keg and drank again. "I'ma little
drunk," he adnmitted.

"We'd never have guessed," Aunt Pol told him

Barak said with a

"I like you, girl." Yarblek grinned at her. "I wish | could afford to buy you.
don't suppose you'd consider running away?"
She sighed a nocking little sigh. "No," she refused. "I'mafraid not. That gives

a wonan a bad reputation, you know. "

"Very true," Yarblek agreed owishly. He shook his head sadly. "As | was
saying," he went on, "I"'ma little drunk. | probably shouldn't say anything
about this, but it's not a good tinme for westerners to be in Cthol Mirgos -
Alorns particularly. I've been hearing sonme strange things lately. Wrd's been
filtering out of Rak Cthol that Miurgoland is to be purged of outsiders. Taur
Urgas wears the crown and plays king in Rak Goska, but the old Golimat Rak
Cthol has his hand around Taur Urgas' heart. The king of the Mirgos knows that
one squeeze from Ctuchik will l[eave his throne enpty."

"W net a Tolnedran a few | eagues west of here who said the sane sort of thing,"
Silk said seriously. "He told us that nerchants fromthe Wst were being
arrested all over Rak Goska on fal se charges.”

Yar bl ek nodded. "That's only the first step. Mirgos are always predictable -
they have so little imagination. Taur Urgas isn't quite ready to offend Ran
Borune openly by butchering every western nmerchant in the kingdom but it's
getting closer. Rak Goska's probably a closed city by now Taur Urgas is free to
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turn his attention to the outlands. |I'd inmagine that's why he's com ng here."
"He's what?" Silk's face pal ed visibly.

"I thought you knew," Yarblek told him "Taur Urgas is marching toward the
frontier with his arnmy behind him M/ guess is that he plans to close the
border."

"How far away is he?" Silk demanded.

"I was told that he was seen this norning not five | eagues fromhere," Yarbl ek
said. "wWat's wong?"

"Taur Urgas and | have had sone serious fallings out," Silk answered quickly,
his face filled with consternation. "I can't be here when he arrives." He junped
to his feet.

"Where are you goi ng?" Bel garath asked qui ckly.

"Some place safe. I'Il catch up with you later." He turned then and bolted out
of the tent. A nonent |ater they heard the pounding of his horse's hooves.

"Do you want nme to go with hinP" Barak asked Bel garat h.

"You' d never catch him™"

"I wonder what he did to Taur Urgas," Yarbl ek nused. He chuckled then. "It nust
have been sonmething pretty awful, the way the little thief ran out of here."
"Is it safe for himto go away fromthe caravan track?" Garion asked,
renenbering the vultures at their grisly feast beside the trail

"Don't worry about Silk," Yarblek replied confidently.

From a great distance away, a slow thuddi ng sound began to intrude itself.

Yarbl ek's eyes narrowed with hate. "It looks like Silk left just in tine," he
grow ed.

The t huddi ng becane | ouder and turned into a hollow, boom ng sound. Diny,
behi nd the boomi ng, they could hear a kind of groaning chant of hundreds of
voices in a deep, mnor key.

"What's that?" Durni k asked

"Taur Urgas," Yarbl ek answered and spat. "That's the war song of the king of the
Mur gos. "

"War ?" Mandor al | en demanded sharply.

"Taur Urgas is always at war," Yarblek replied with heavy contenpt.

"Even when there isn't anybody to be at war with. He sleeps in his arnor, even
in his owm palace. It makes himsnelly, but all Mrgos stink anyway, so it
doesn't really make any difference. Maybe |'d better go see what he's up to." He
got heavily to his feet. "Wait here,"” he told them "This is a Nadrak tent, and
there are certain courtesies expected between Angaraks. H's soldiers won't cone

in here, so you'll be safe as long as you stay inside." He lurched toward the
door of the tent, an expression of icy hatred on his face.
The chanting and the nmeasured drunbeats grew |l ouder. Shrill fifes picked up a

di scordant, alnobst jigging acconpani nent, and then there was a sudden bl aring of
deep-throated horns.
"What do you think, Belgarath?" Barak runbled. "This Yarbl ek seens |ike a good

enough fellow, but he's still an Angarak. One word fromhim and we'll have a
hundred Murgos in here with us."
"He's right, father," Aunt Pol agreed. "I know Nadraks well enough to know t hat

Yarbl ek wasn't nearly as drunk as he pretended to be."

Bel garath pursed his lips. "Maybe it isn't too good an idea to ganble all that
much on the fact that Nadraks despi se Murgos,"” he conceded. "W mi ght be doing
Yarbl ek an injustice, but perhaps it would be better just to slip away before
Taur Urgas has tine to put guards around the whol e place anyway. There's no way
of knowi ng how | ong he's going to stay here; and once he settles in, we night
have trouble | eaving."

Durni k pulled aside the red carpeting that hung al ong the back wall, reached
down, and tugged out several tent pegs. He lifted the canvas. "I think we can
crawl out here."

"Let's go, then," Bel garath decided.

One by one, they rolled out of the tent into the chill w nd.

"Get the horses," Belgarath said quietly. He | ooked around, his eyes narrow ng.
"That gully over there." He pointed at a wash opening out just beyond the | ast
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row of tents. "If we keep the tents between us and the main caravan track, we
shoul d be able to get into it without being seen. Mst likely everybody here's
going to be watching the arrival of Taur Urgas."

"Whul d the Murgo king know thee, Bel garath?" Mndorall en asked.

"He nmight. W've never net, but ny description's been noised about in Chol
Murgos for a long time now It's best not to take any chances."

They led their horses along the back of the tents and gai ned the cover of the
gul Iy without incident.

"Thi s wash comes down off the back side of that hill there." Barak pointed. "If
we followit, we'll be out of sight all the way, and once we get the hil
bet ween us and the canp, we'll be able to ride away wi thout being seen."

"I't's al nost evening." Belgarath | ooked up at the |owering sky. "Let's go up a
ways and then wait until after dark."

They noved on up the gully until they were behind the shoul der of the hill
"Better keep an eye on things," Belgarath said.

Barak and Garion scranbled up out of the gully and noved at a crouch to the top
of the hill, where they |lay down behind a scrubby bush. "Here they cone," Barak
nmut t er ed.

A steady stream of grimfaced Murgo sol diers narched ei ght abreast into the
makeshift fair to the cadenced beat of great druns. In their mdst, astride a

bl ack horse and under a fl appi ng bl ack banner, rode Taur Urgas. He was a tal

man wi th heavy, sloping shoulders and an angul ar, nercil ess face. The thick
links of his mail shirt had been dipped in nolten red gold, making it al nost
appear as if he were covered with blood. A thick nmetal belt encircled his waist,
and the scabbard of the sword he wore on his left hip was jewel-encrusted. A
poi nted steel helnet sat | ow over his black eyebrows, and the bl ood-red crown of
Cthol Murgos was riveted to it. A kind of chain-mail hood covered the back and
sides of the king's neck and spread out over his shoul ders.

When he reached the open area directly in front of the square stone supply post,
Taur Urgas reined in his horse. "Wne!" he conmanded. Hi s voice, carried by the
icy wind, seened startlingly close. Garion squirnmed a bit |ower under the bush
The Murgo who ran the supply post scurried inside and cane back out, carrying a
flagon and a netal goblet. Taur Urgas took the goblet, drank, and then slowy
closed his big fist around it, crushing it in his grip. Barak snorted with

cont enpt .

"What was that about?" Garion whispered.

"Nobody drinks froma cup once Taur Urgas has used it," the redbearded Cherek
replied. "If Anheg behaved like that, his warriors would dunk himin the bay at
Val Alorn."

"Have you the nanmes of all foreigners here?" the king denmanded of the Mirgo

st orekeeper, his wind-carried voice distinct in Garion's ears. "As you
commanded, dread king," the storekeeper replied with an obsequi ous bow. He drew
a roll of parchnment out of one sleeve and handed it up to his ruler.

Taur Urgas unrolled the parchment and glanced at it. "Sunmon the Nadrak,
Yar bl ek, " he ordered.

"Let Yarblek of Gar og Nadrak approach," an officer at the king' s side bell owed.
Yarbl ek, his felt overcoat flapping stiffly in the wind, stepped forward. "Qur
cousin fromthe north," Taur Urgas greeted himcoldly.

"Your Majesty," Yarblek replied with a slight bow.

"I't would be well if you departed, Yarblek," the king told him "M soldiers
have certain orders, and sone of themmnight fail to recognize a fell ow Angar ak

in their eagerness to obey ny commands. | cannot guarantee your safety if you
remai n, and | would be nelancholy if sonething unpl easant befell you."
Yar bl ek bowed again. "My servants and | will |eave at once, your Mjesty."

"If they are Nadraks, they have our permission to go," the king said. "All

forei gners, however, nust renain. You re dismssed, Yarblek."

"I think we got out of that tent just in time," Barak nuttered. Then a man in a
rusty mail shirt covered with a greasy brown vest stepped out of the supply
post. He was unshaven, and the white of one of his eyes gl eamed unwhol esonely.
"Brill!" Garion exclained. Barak's eyes went flat.

Brill bowed to Taur Urgas with an unexpected grace. "Hail, Mghty King," he
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said. His tone was neutral, carrying neither respect nor fear
"What are you doi ng here, Kordoch?" Taur Urgas demanded col dly.

"I"'mon ny master's business, dread king," Brill replied.
"What business would Ctuchik have in a place |ike this?"
"Sonet hi ng personal, Great King," Brill answered evasively.

"I like to keep track of you and the ot her Dagashi, Kordoch. Wen did you cone
back to Cthol Mirgos?"

"A few nonths ago, Mghty Armof Torak. If I'd known you were interested, I'd
have sent word to you. The people ny master wants ne to deal with know I'm
following them so ny novenents aren't secret."

Taur Urgas | aughed shortly, a sound w thout any warnth. "You nust be getting
ol d, Kordoch. Mst Dagashi woul d have finished the business by now "

"These are rather special people."” Brill shrugged. "It shouldn't take nme nmuch
| onger, however. The gane is nearly over. Incidentally, Great King, | have a
gift for you." He snapped his fingers sharply, and two of his henchnen cane out

of the building, dragging a third man between them There was bl ood on the front
of the captive's tunic, and his head hung down as if he were only seni consci ous.
Barak's breath hissed between his teeth.

"I thought you mght like a bit of sport,"” Brill suggested.

"I"'mthe king of Cthol Mirgos, Kordoch," Taur Urgas replied coldly. "I'm not
amused by your attitude and I'mnot in the habit of doing chores for the
Dagashi. |If you want himdead, kill himyourself."

"This would hardly be a chore, your Majesty,” Brill said with an evil grin. "The

man's an old friend of yours." He reached out, roughly grasped the prisoner's
hair, and jerked his head up for the king to see.

It was Silk. Hs face was pale, and a deep cut on one side of his forehead
trickled bl ood down the side of his face

"Behol d the Drasnian spy Kheldar." Brill smirked. "I nmake a gift of himto your
Maj esty. "

Taur Urgas began to smile then, his eyes lighting with a dreadful pleasure.
"Splendid," he said. "You have the gratitude of your king, Kordoch. Your gift is
beyond price." His smle grew broader. "Geetings, Prince Kheldar," he said,

al nost purring. "1've been waiting for the chance to see you again for a |long
time now. W have many old scores to settle, don't we?"

Silk seened to stare back at the Murgo king, but Garion could not be sure if he
wer e consci ous enough even to conprehend what was happening to him

"Abi de here a bit, Prince of Drasnia," Taur Urgas gloated. "I'Il want to give
sonme special thought to your final entertainment, and I'll want to be sure
you're fully awake to appreciate it. You deserve sonething exquisite, | think -

probably lingering - and | certainly wouldn't want to di sappoint you by rushing
intoit."

Chapter Twenty-two
BARAK AND GARI ON slid back down into the gully with the gravel rattling down the
steep bank around them

"They've got Silk," Barak reported quietly. "Brill's there. It looks as if he
and his men caught Silk while he was trying to | eave. They turned himover to
Taur Urgas,"

Bel garath stood up slowy, a sick ook on his face. "Is he-" He broke off.
"No," Barak answered. "He's still alive. It |ooks as if they roughed himup a

little, but he seened to be all right."

Bel garath l et out a long, slow breath. "That's sonethi ng, anyway.
"Taur Urgas seemed to know him" Barak continued. "It sounded as if Silk had
done sonmet hing that offended the king pretty seriously, and Taur Urgas | ooks
i ke the kind of man who hol ds grudges."

"Are they hol ding himsonmepl ace where we can get to hin?" Durnik asked.

"W couldn't tell,"” Garion answered. "They all talked for a while, and then
several soliders took himaround behind that building down there. W coul dn't
see where they took himfromthere."

"The Murgo who runs the place said something about a pit," Barak added.
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"W have to do sonething, father," Aunt Pol said.

"I know, Pol. We'll cone up with something." He turned to Barak again. "Haw many
soldiers did Taur Urgas bring with hin®"

"A couple of reginents at least. They're all over the place down there."

"W can translocate him father," Aunt Pol suggested.

"That's a long way to |ift sonmething, Pol," he objected. "Besides, we'd have to
know exactly where he's being held."

"Il find that out." She reached up to unfasten her cloak

"Better wait until after dark," he told her. "There aren't many ows in C hol
Murgos, and you'd attract attention in the daylight. Did Taur Urgas have any
Golinms with hin?" he asked Gari on.

"I think | saw a couple."

"That's going to conplicate things. Translocation makes an awful noise. W'l
have Taur Urgas right on our heels when we |eave."

"Do you have any other ideas, father?" Aunt Pol asked.

"Let me work on it," he replied. "At any rate, we can't do anything until it
gets dark."

A | ow whistle came from sone di stance down the gully.

"Who's that?" Barak's hand went to his sword

"Ho, Alorns." It was a hoarse whisper

"Methinks it is the Nadrak Yarbl ek," Mandorallen said

"How did he know we're here?" Barak denanded.

There was the crunching sound of footsteps, in the gravel, and Yarbl ek cane
around a bend in the gully. H's fur cap was | ow over his face, and the collar of

his felt overcoat was pulled up around his ears. "There you are," he said,
soundi ng relieved.

"Are you al one?" Barak's voice was heavy wth suspicion

"Of course |I'malone,"” Yarblek snorted. "I told ny servants to go on ahead. You

certainly left in a hurry."”

"We didn't feel like staying to greet Taur Urgas," Barak replied.

"It's probably just as well. |'d have had a great deal of trouble getting you
out of that nmess back there. The Murgo sol diers inspected every one of ny people
to be sure they were all Nadraks before they'd |let nme | eave. Taur Urgas has
Silk."

"We know," Barak said. "How did you find us?"

"You left the pegs pulled up at the back of nmy tent, and this hill's the cl osest

cover on this side of the fair. | guessed which way you'd go, and you left a
track here and there to confirmit." The Nadrak's coarse face was serious, and
he showed no signs of his extended bout at the ale barrel. "W're going to have

to get you out of here," he said. "Taur Urgas will be putting out patrols soon,
and you're alnost in his lap."

"W nust rescue our conpanion first," Mandorallen told him

"Silk? You' d better forget that. I'mafraid ny old friend has switched his |ast
pair of dice." He sighed. "I liked him too."

"He's not dead, is he?" Durnik's voice was al nost sick

"Not yet," Yarblek replied, "but Taur Urgas plans to correct that when the sun

comes up in the nmorning. | couldn't even get close enough to that pit to drop a
dagger to himso he could open a vein. |'mafraid his last norning's going to be
a bad one."

"Why are you trying to help us?" Barak asked bluntly.

"You'll have to excuse him Yarblek," Aunt Pol said. "He's not famliar with

Nadrak customs." She turned to Barak. "He invited you into his tent and offered
you his ale. That makes you the sane as his brother until sunrise tonorrow "
Yarbl ek smiled briefly at her. "You seemto know us quite well, girl," he
observed. "I never got to see you dance, did |?"

"Per haps another tine," she replied.

"Perhaps so." He squatted and pulled a curved dagger from beneath his overcoat.
He snoot hed a patch of sand with his other hand and began sketching rapidly with
hi s dagger point. "The Miurgos are going to watch ne," he said, "so | can't add
hal f a dozen or so nore people to ny party wi thout having themall over ne. |
think the best thing would be for you to wait here until dark. 1'll nmove out to
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the east and stop a | eague or so on up the caravan track. As soon as it gets
dark, you slip around and catch up with ne. We'll work sonet hing out after
that."

"Way did Taur Urgas tell you to | eave?" Barak asked him

Yar bl ek | ooked grim "There's going to be a |large accident tonorrow. Taur Urgas

will inmediately send an apol ogy to Ran Borune - sonething about inexperienced
troops chasing a band of brigands and ni staki ng honest nerchants for bandits.
He'll offer to pay reparation, and things will all be snobothed over. Pay is a

magi ¢ word when you're dealing with Tol nedrans. "

"He's going to massacre the whol e canp?" Barak sounded stunned.

"That's his plan. He wants to clean all the westerners out of Cthol Mirgos and
he seens to think that a few such accidents will do the job for him™"

Rel g had been standing to one side, his large eyes lost in thought. Suddenly he
stepped across the gully to where Yarblek's sketch was. He snoothed it out of
the sand. "Can you show ne exactly where this pit in which they're hol ding our
friend is | ocated?" he asked.

"It won't do you any good," Yarblek told him "It's guarded by a dozen nen.
Silk's got quite a reputation, and Taur Urgas doesn't want himto get away."
"Just show ne," Rel g insisted.

Yar bl ek shrugged. "We're here on the north side." He roughed in the fair and the
caravan route. "The supply station is here." He pointed with his dagger. "The
pit's just beyond it at the base of that big hill on the south side."

"What kind of walls does it have?"

"Solid stone."

"I's it a natural fissure in the rock, or has it been dug out?"

"What difference does it nake?"

"I need to know. "

"I didn't see any tool marks," Yarblek replied, "and the opening at the top is
irregular. It's probably just a natural hole."

Rel g nodded. "And the hill behind it - is it rock or dirt?"

"Mostly rock. Al of stinking Cthol Murgos is nostly rock."

Rel g stood up. "Thank you," he said politely.

"You're not going to be able to tunnel through to him if that's what you're
thinking," Yarblek said, also standing and brushing the sand off the skirts of
his overcoat. "You don't have tine."

Bel garath's eyes were narrowed wi th thought. "Thanks, Yarblek," he said. "You' ve
been a good friend."

"Anything to irritate the Murgos," the Nadrak said. "I wish | could do sonething
for Silk."

"Don't give up on himyet."

"There isn't much hope, I'mafraid. 1'd better be going. My people will wander
off if I"'mnot there to watch them"

"Yarbl ek, " Barak said, holding out his hand, "soneday we'll have to get together

and finish getting drunk."

Yarbl ek grinned at himand shook his hand. Then he turned and caught Aunt Pol in
a rough enbrace. "If you ever get bored with these Alorns, girl, ny tent flap is
al ways open to you."

"I'"ll keep that in mnd, Yarblek," she replied denurely.

"Luck," Yarblek told them "I1'lIl wait for you until mdnight." Then he turned
and strode off down the gully.

"That's a good man there," Barak said. "I think | could actually get to |like
him™"

"W nust nake plans for Prince Kheldar's rescue," Mandorall en decl ared,
beginning to take his arnor out of the packs strapped to one of the horses. "All
el se failing, we nust of necessity resort to main force."

"You' re backsliding again, Mandorallen,"” Barak said.

"That's al ready been taken care of," Belgarath told them

Barak and Mandorallen stared at him

"Put your arnor away, Mandorallen," the old man instructed the knight. "You're
not going to need it."
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"Who's going to get Silk out of there?" Barak denanded.

"I am" Relg answered quietly. "How nmuch longer is it going to be before it gets
dar k?"

"About an hour. Why?"

"I''l'l need sone tinme to prepare nyself."

"Have you got a plan?" Durnik asked.

Rel g shrugged. "There isn't any need. W'Ill just circle around until we're
behind that hill on the other side of the encanpment. I'Il go get our friend,
and then we can | eave."

"Just |ike that?" Barak asked.

"More or less. Please excuse ne." Relg started to turn away.

"Wait a minute. Shouldn't Mandorallen and | go with you?"

"You woul dn't be able to follow ne," Relg told him He wal ked up the gully a
short distance. After a nmonent, they could hear himnuttering his prayers.
"Does he think he can pray himout of that pit?" Barak sounded di sgusted.

"No," Belgarath replied. "He's going to go through the hill and carry Silk back
out. That's why he was asking Yarblek all those questions.”

"He's going to what?"

"You saw what he did at Prolgu - when he stuck his arminto the wall?"

"Well, yes, but "

"It's quite easy for him Barak."

"What about Silk? How s he going to pull himthrough the rock?"

"I don't really know. He seens quite sure he can do it, though."

"If it doesn't work, Taur Urgas is going to have Silk roasting over a slow fire
first thing tonorrow norning. You know that, don't you?"

Bel garat h nodded sonberly.

Barak shook his head. "It's unnatural," he grunbl ed.

"Don't let it upset you so nuch," Bel garath advised.

The |ight began to fade, and Relg continued to pray, his voice rising and
falling in formal cadences. Wen it was fully dark, he cane back to where the
others waited. "I'mready," he said quietly. "W can | eave now. "

"We'll circle to the west," Belgarath told them "W'I|Il |ead the horses and stay
under cover as nuch as we can."

"I't will take us a couple hours," Durnik said.

"That's all right. It will give the soldiers time to settle down. Pol, see what
the Golins Garion saw are up to."

She nodded, and Garion felt the gentle push of her probing mnd. "It's al

right, father," she stated after a few nonents. "They're preoccupi ed. Taur Urgas
has them conducting services for him"

"Let's go, then," the old man said.

They noved carefully down the gully, |eading the horses. The ni ght was nurky,
and the wind bit at themas they came out from between the protecting gravel
banks. The plain to the east of the fair was dotted with a hundred fires

whi pping in the wind and nmarking the vast encampnent of the army of Taur Urgas.
Rel g grunted and covered his eyes with his hands.

"What's wong?" Garion asked him

"Their fires," Relg said. "They stab at ny eyes."

"Try not to |look at them"

"My God has laid a hard burden on ne, Belgarion." Relg sniffed and wiped at his

nose with his sleeve. "I"'mnot neant to be out in the open like this."

"You'd better have Aunt Pol give you sonmething for that cold. It will taste
awful, but you'll feel better after you drink it."

"Perhaps," Relg said, still shielding his eyes fromthe dimflicker of the Mirgo
wat ch fires.

The hill on the south side of the fair was a | ow outcroppi ng of granite.

Al 't hough eons of constant wind had covered it for the npbst part with a thick

| ayer of blown sand and dirt, the rock itself lay solid beneath its covering
mant| e. They stopped behind it, and Rel g began carefully to brush the dirt from
a sloping granite face.

"Wwuldn't it be closer if you started over there?" Barak asked quietly.

"Too much dirt," Relg replied.
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"Dirt or rock - what's the difference?"

"A great difference. You wouldn't understand."” He | eaned forward and put his
tongue to the granite face, seeming actually to taste the rock. "This is going
to take a while," he said. He drew hinself up, began to pray, and slowy pushed
hinself directly into the rock

Bar ak shuddered and quickly averted his eyes.

"What ails thee, ny Lord?" Mandorall en asked.

"I't nmakes nme cold all over just watching that," Barak replied.

"Qur new friend is perhaps not the best of conpanions," Mndorallen said, "but
if his gift succeeds in freeing Prince Kheldar, | will enbrace himgladly and
call himbrother."

"If it takes himvery long, we're going to be awmfully close to this spot when
nmor ni ng cones and Taur Urgas finds out that Silk's gone," Barak nentioned.

"We'l'l just have to wait and see what happens," Belgarath told him The night
dragged by interm nably. The wi nd npaned and whi stled around the rocks on the
flanks of the stony hill, and the sparse thornbushes rustled stiffly. They

wai ted. A growi ng fear oppressed Grion as the hours passed. Mdre and nore, he
becane convinced that they had lost Relg as well as Silk. He felt that sanme sick
enptiness he had felt when it had been necessary to | eave the wounded Lelldorin
behi nd back in Arendia. He realized, feeling a bit guilty about it, that he
hadn't thought about Lelldorin in nonths. He began to wonder how well the young
hot head had recovered fromhis wound - or even if he had recovered. Hi s thoughts
grew bl eaker as the m nutes craw ed.

Then, with no warning - with not even a sound - Relg stepped out of the rock
face he had entered hours before. Astride his broad back and clinging
desperately to himwas Silk. The rat-faced little man's eyes were wide with
horror, and his hair seenmed to be actually standing on end.

They all crowded around the two, trying to keep their jubilation quiet,
conscious of the fact that they were virtually on top of an arny of Mirgos.
"I'"'msorry it took so long," Relg said, jerking his shoul ders unconfortably
until Silk finally slid off his back. "There's a different kind of rock in the
m ddle of the hill. | had to nake certain adjustnents."

Sil k stood, gaspi ng and shuddering uncontrollably. Finally he turned on Relg.
"Don't ever do that to ne again," he blurted. "Not ever."

"What's the troubl e?" Barak asked.

"I don't want to talk about it."

"I had feared we had lost thee, ny friend," Mandorallen said, grasping Silk's
hand.

"How did Brill catch you?" Barak asked

"I was careless. | didn't expect himto be here. H's nen threw a net over ne as
I was galloping through a ravine. My horse fell and broke his neck."

"Hettar's not going to like that."

"I''"ll cut the price of the horse out of Brill's skin - soneplace close to the
bone, | think."

"Why does Taur Urgas hate you so much?" Barak asked curiously.

"I was in Rak Goska a few years ago. A Tol nedran agent made a few fal se charges
against me - | never found out exactly why. Taur Urgas sent sonme soldiers out to
arrest me. | didn't particularly feel like being arrested, so | argued with the
soldiers a bit. Several of themdied during the argunent - those things happen
once in a while. Unfortunately, one of the casualties was Taur Urgas' ol dest
son. The king of the Miurgos took it personally. He's very narrow n nded
sonetines. "

Barak grinned. "He'll be terribly disappointed in the norning when he finds out
that you've left."

"I know," Silk replied. "He'll probably take this part of Cthol Mirgos apart
stone by stone trying to find ne."

"I think it's time we left," Bel garath agreed.

"l thought you'd never get around to that," Silk said.

Chapter Twenty-three
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THEY RODE HARD t hrough the rest of the night and for nost of the follow ng day.
By evening their horses were stunbling with exhaustion, and Garion was as nunb
with weariness as with the biting cold.

"We'll have to find shelter of sone kind," Durnik said as they reined in to | ook
for a place to spend the night. They had noved up out of the series of
connecting vall eys through which the South Caravan Route wound and had entered
the ragged, barren wil derness of the nobuntains of central Cthol Mirgos. It had
grown steadily colder as they had clinbed into that vast junble of rock and
sand, and the endl ess wi nd nbaned anong the treel ess crags. Durnik's face was
creased with fatigue, and the gritty dust that drove before the wind had settled
into the creases, etching them deeper. "W can't spend the night in the open,”
he declared. "Not with this wind."

"Go that way," Relg said, pointing toward a rockfall on the steep sl ope they
were clinbing. His eyes were squinted al nost shut, though the sky was stil
overcast and the fading daylight was pale. "There's shelter there - a cave."
They had all begun to ook at Relg in a somewhat different |ight since his
rescue of Silk. His denonstration that he coul d, when necessary, take decisive
action made himseem | ess an encunbrance and nore |ike a conpanion. Bel garath
had finally convinced himthat he could pray on horseback just as well as he
coul d on his knees, and his frequent devotions no longer interrupted their
journey. His praying thus had becone | ess an i nconveni ence and nore a personha

i di osyncrasy - sonewhat |ike Mandorallen's archaic speech or Silk's sardonic
witticisns.

"You're sure there's a cave?" Barak asked him

Rel g nodded. "I can feel it."

They turned and rode toward the rockfall. As they drew cl oser, Relg's eagerness
became nore obvious. He pushed his horse into the | ead and nudged the tired
beast into a trot, then a canter. At the edge of the rockslide, he swng down
fromhis horse, stepped behind a | arge boul der, and di sappeared.

"I't looks as if he knew what he was tal king about,” Durnik observed. "I'Il be
glad to get out of this wind."

The opening to the cave was narrow, and it took sone pushing and dragging to
persuade the horses to squeeze through; but once they were inside, the cave

wi dened out into a large, |lowceilinged chanber.

Durni k | ooked around with approval. "Good place." He unfastened his axe fromthe
back of his saddle. "We'Ill need firewood."
"Il help you," Garion said.

"Il go, too," Silk offered quickly. The little man was | ooki ng around at the
stone walls and ceiling nervously, and he seened obviously relieved as soon as
the three of them were back outsi de.

"What's wong?" Durnik asked him

"After last night, closed-in places make ne a little edgy," Silk replied.

"What was it |ike?" Garion asked him curiously. "Coing through stone, | nean?"
Sil k shuddered. "It was hideous. W actually seeped into the rock. |I could fee
it sliding through ne."

"I't got you out, though," Durnik rem nded him

"I think I1'd al nost rather have stayed," Silk shuddered again. "Do we have to
tal k about it?"

Firewood was difficult to find on that barren nountainside and even nore
difficult to cut. The tough, springy thornbushes resisted the blows of Durnik's
axe tenaciously. After an hour, as darkness began to close in on them they had
gathered only three very scanty arm oads.

"Did you see anybody?" Barak asked as they reentered the cave.

"No," Silk replied.

"Taur Urgas is probably |ooking for you."

"I"'msure of it." Silk | ooked around. "Were's Rel g?"

"He went back into the cave to rest his eyes," Belgarath told him "He found
water - ice actually. We'll have to thaw it before we can water the horses."
Durnik's fire was tiny, and he fed it with twigs and small bits of wood, trying
to conserve their neager fuel supply. It proved to be an unconfortable night.
In the nmorning Aunt Pol |ooked critically at Relg. "You don't seemto be
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coughing any nore," she told him "How do you feel ?"

"I'mfine," he replied, being careful not to |look directly at her. The fact that
she was a wonan seened to nmake himterribly unconfortable, and he tried to avoid
her as nuch as possi bl e.

"What happened to that cold you had?"

"I don't think it could go through the rock. It was gone when | brought hi mout
of the hillside last night."

She | ooked at himgravely. "I'd never thought of that,"
ever been able to cure a cold before."

"Acoldisn't really that serious a thing, Polgara," Silk told her with a pai ned
| ook. "I'"ll guarantee you that sliding through rock is never going to be a
popul ar cure."

It took them four days to cross the nountains to reach the vast basin Belgarath
referred to as the Wastel and of Miurgos and another half day to nmake their way
down the steep basalt face to the black sand of the floor

"What hath caused this huge depression?' Mandorall en asked, |ooking around at
the barren expanse of scab-rock, black sand and dirty gray salt flats.

"There was an inland sea here once," Belgarath replied. "Wen Torak cracked the
wor | d, the upheaval broke away the eastern edge and all the water drained out."
"That nust have been sonething to see," Barak said.

"We had other things on our mnds just then."

"What's that?" Garion asked in alarm pointing at sonething sticking out of the
sand just ahead of them The thing had a huge head with a | ong, sharp-toothed
snout. Its eye sockets, as big as buckets, seenmed to stare balefully at them

"I don't think it has a nane," Belgarath answered calmy. "They lived in the sea
before the water escaped. They've all been dead now for thousands of years."

As they passed the dead sea nonster, Garion could see that it was only a
skeleton. Its ribs were as big as the rafters of a barn, and its vast, bl eached

she nmused. "No one's

skull larger than a horse. The vacant eye sockets watched them as they rode
past.

Mandor al | en, dressed once again in full arnor, stared at the skull. "A fearsone
beast," he nurnured.

"Look at the size of the teeth," Barak said in an awed voice. "It could bite a

man in two with one snap."
"That happened a few tines,
this place."

They had noved only a few | eagues out into the wastel and when the wi nd picked
up, scouring along the black dunes under the slate-gray sky. The sand began to
shift and nove and then, as the wind grew even stronger, it began to whip off
the tops of the dunes, stinging their faces.

"We'd better take shelter," Belgarath shouted over the shrieking wind. "This
sandstormis going to get worse as we nove out farther fromthe nmountains."”

"Are there any caves around?" Durni k asked Rel g.

Rel g shook his head. "None that we can use. They're all filled with sand."

"Over there." Barak pointed at a pile of scab-rock rising fromthe edge of a
salt flat. "If we go to the leeward side, it will keep the wind off us."

"No," Belgarath shouted. "W have to stay to the windward. The sand will pile up
at the back. W could be buried alive."

They reached the rock pile and di smounted. The wind tore at their clothing, and
the sand billowed across the wastel and |ike a vast, black cloud.

"This is poor shelter, Belgarath," Barak roared, his beard whipping about his
shoul ders. "How long is this likely to |last?"

"A day - two days - sonetines as long as a week."

Durni k had bent to pick up a piece of broken scab-rock. He | ooked at it
carefully, turning it over in his hands. "It's fractured into square pieces," he
said, holding it up. "It will stack well. W can build a wall to shelter us."
"That will take quite a while," Barak objected.

"Did you have sonething else to do?"

By evening they had the wall up to shoul der height, and by anchoring the tents
to the top of it and higher up on the side of the rock-pile, they were able to

Bel garath told him "until people |earned to avoid
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get in out of the worst of the wind. It was crowded, since they had to shelter
the horses as well, but at least it was out of the storm

They huddled in their cranped shelter for two days with the wind shrieking

i nsanely around them and the taut tent canvas drunmi ng overhead. Then, when the
wind finally blewitself out and the bl ack sand began to settle slowy, the

sil ence seened al nbst oppressive.

As they enmerged, Relg glanced up once, then covered his face and sank to his
knees, praying desperately. The clearing sky overhead was a bright, chilly bl ue.
Garion noved over to stand beside the praying fanatic. "It will be all right,
Relg," he told him He reached out his hand wi thout thinking.

"Don't touch me," Relg said and continued to pray.

Silk stood, beating the dust and sand out of his clothing. "Do these storms cone
up often?" he asked.

"It's the season for them" Belgarath replied

"Delightful," Silk said sourly.

Then a deep runbling sound seened to cone fromdeep in the earth beneath them
and the ground heaved. "Earthquake!" Bel garath warned sharply. "Get the horses
out of there!"

Durni k and Barak dashed back inside the shelter and | ed the horses out from
behind the trenbling wall and onto the salt flat.

After several nonents the heavi ng subsi ded.

"I's Ctuchik doing that?" Silk demanded. "lIs he going to fight us with

eart hquakes and sandst or ns?"

Bel garat h shook his head. "No. Nobody's strong enough to do that. That's what's
causing it." He pointed to the south. Far across the wastel and they coul d nake
out a line of dark peaks. A thick plume was rising fromone of them towering
into the air, boiling up in great black billows as it rose. "Volcano," the old
man said. "Probably the same one that erupted | ast sumer and dropped all the
ash on Sthiss Tor."

"A fire-nmountain?" Barak runbled, staring at the great cloud that was grow ng up
out of the nountaintop. "I've never seen one before."

"That's fifty | eagues away, Belgarath," Silk stated. "Wuld it make the earth
shake even here?"

The old man nodded. "The earth's all one piece, Silk. The force that's causing
that eruption is enornous. It's bound to cause a fewripples. | think we'd
better get noving. Taur Urgas' patrols will be out |ooking for us again, now
that the sandstorm s bl own over."

"Whi ch way do we go?" Durni k asked, |ooking around, trying to get his bearings.
"That way." Bel garath pointed toward the snoki ng nountain.

"I was afraid you were going to say that," Barak grunbl ed

They rode at a gallop for the rest of the day, pausing only to rest the horses.
The dreary wastel and seened to go on forever. The black sand had shifted and
piled into new dunes during the sandstorm and the thick-crusted salt flats had
been scoured by the wind until they were nearly white. They passed a nunber of
the huge, bl eached skel etons of the sea nonsters whi ch had once inhabited this
i nl and ocean. The bony shapes appeared al nost to be swinmm ng up out of the black
sand, and the cold, enpty eye sockets seemed sonehow hungry as they gall oped
past .

They stopped for the night beside another shattered outcropping of scab-rock

Al t hough the wind had died, it was still bitterly cold, and firewbod was scanty.
The next norning as they set out again, Garion began to snell a strange, fou
odor. "What's that stink?" he asked.

"The Tarn of Cthok," Belgarath replied. "lIt's all that's left of the sea that
used to be here. It would have dried out centuries ago, but it's fed by

under ground springs."

"I't smells like rotten eggs," Barak said.

"There's quite a bit of sulfur in the ground water around here. | wouldn't drink
fromthe | ake."

"I wasn't planning to." Barak wrinkled his nose.

The Tarn of Cthok was a vast, shallow pond filled with oily-1ooking water that
reeked like all the dead fish in the world. Its surface steamed in the icy air,
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and the wi sps of steam gagged themwi th the dreadful stink. Wen they reached
the southern tip of the |ake, Belgarath signalled for a halt. "This next stretch
i s dangerous,"” he told them soberly. "Don't | et your horses wander. Be sure you
stay on solid rock. Gound that |ooks firmquite often won't be, and there are
sonme other things we'll need to watch out for. Keep your eyes on ne and do what

| do.

When | stop, you stop. Wien | run, you run." He | ooked thoughtfully at Relg. The
U go had bound another cloth across his eyes, partially to keep out the |ight
and partially to hide the expanse of the sky above him

"I''l'l lead his horse, Gandfather," Garion offered

Bel garath nodded. "It's the only way, | suppose.”
"He's going to have to get over that eventually,"”
"Maybe, but this isn't the time or place for it. Let's go.
forward at a careful walk.

The regi on ahead of them steaned and snoked as they approached it. They passed a
| arge pool of gray mud that bubbled and funed, and beyond it a sparkling spring
of clear water, boiling nerrily and cascadi ng a scal ding brook down into the
mud. "At least it's warner," Silk observed.

Mandoral | en's face was stream ng perspiration beneath his heavy helnmet. "Mich

Bar ak sai d.
" The old man noved

war ner, " he agreed.
Bel garath had been riding slowy, his head turned slightly as he |istened
intently.

"Stop!" he said sharply.

They all reined in.

Just ahead of them another pool suddenly erupted as a dirty gray geyser of
liquid nud spurted thirty feet into the air. It continued to spout for severa
m nutes, then gradually subsi ded.

"Now! " Bel garath barked. "Run!" He kicked his horse's flanks, and they gall oped
past the still-heaving surface of the pool, the hooves of their horses splashing
in the hot nud that had splattered across their path. Wen they had passed, the
old man sl owed again and once nore rode with his ear cocked toward the ground.
"What's he listening for?" Barak asked Pol gara.

"The geysers nmake a certain noise just before they erupt,’
"I didn't hear anything."

"You don't know what to listen for."

Behi nd them the nud geyser spouted again.

"Grion!" Aunt Pol snapped as he turned to | ook back at the rmud plume rising
fromthe pool. "Watch where you're going!"

He jerked his eyes back. The ground ahead of him| ooked quite ordinary.

"Back up," she told him "Durnik, get the reins of Relg's horse."

Durnik took the reins, and Garion began to turn his nount.

"l said to back up," she repeated.

Garion's horse put one front hoof on the seenmngly solid ground, and the hoof
sank out of sight. The horse scranbl ed back and stood trenbling as Garion held
himin tightly. Then, carefully, step by step, Garion backed to the solid rock
of the path they foll owed.

"Quicksand," Silk said with a sharp intake of his breath.

"It's all around us," Aunt Pol agreed. "Don't wander off the path - any of you."
Silk stared with revul sion at the hoofprint of Garion's horse, disappearing on
the surface of the quicksand. "How deep is it?"

"Deep enough,"” Aunt Pol replied.

They noved on, carefully picking their way through the quagnres and qui cksand,
stopping often as nore geysers - sone of nmud, sone of frothy, boiling water -
shot high into the air. By |ate afternoon, when they reached a | ow ridge of
hard, solid rock beyond the steam ng bog, they were all exhausted fromthe
effort of the concentration it had taken to pass through the hi deous region
"Do we have to go through any nore |ike that?" Garion asked.

"No," Belgarath replied. "It's just around the southern edges of the Tarn."
"Can one not go around it, then?" Mandorallen inquired.

"I't's much longer if you do, and the bog hel ps to discourage pursuit."”

she answer ed.
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"What's that?" Relg cried suddenly.

"What's what ?" Barak asked him

"l heard something just ahead - a kind of click, like two pebbles knocking

t oget her. "

Garion felt a quick kind of wave against his face, alnost |ike an unseen ripple
in the air, and he knew that Aunt Pol was searchi ng ahead of themw th her nind.
"Murgos!" she said.

"How many?" Bel garath asked her

"Six and a Golim They're waiting for us just behind the ridge."

"Only six?" Mandorallen said, sounding a little di sappoi nt ed.

Barak grinned tightly. "Light entertainnent."”

"You're getting to be as bad as he is," Silk told the big Cherek

"Thi nkest thou that we mi ght need some plan, ny Lord?" Mandorallen asked Barak
"Not really," Barak replied. "Not for just six. Let's go spring their trap."
The two warriors noved into the |ead, unobtrusively |oosening their swords in
their scabbards.

"Has the sun gone down yet?" Rel g asked Garion

"I't's just setting."”

Rel g pull ed the binding fromaround his eyes and tugged down the dark veil. He
wi nced and squinted his |arge eyes al nbst shut.

"You're going to hurt them" Garion told him "You ought to | eave them covered
until it gets dark."

"I mght need them" Relg said as they rode up the ridge toward the waiting
Mur go anbush.

The Murgos gave no warni ng. They rode out frombehind a large pile of black rock
and gal |l oped directly at Mandorall en and Barak, their swords sw nging. The two
warriors, however, were waiting for themand reacted w thout that instant of
frozen surprise which mght have nade the attack successful. Mandorall en swept
his sword fromits sheath even as he drove his warhorse directly into the nount
of one of the charging Mirgos. He rose in his stirrups and swng a nighty bl ow
downward, splitting the Murgo's head with his heavy bl ade. The horse, knocked
off his feet by the inpact, fell heavily backward on top of his dying rider
Barak, also charging at the attackers, chopped another Mirgo out of the saddle
with three nassive blows, spattering bright red blood on the sand and rock
around t hem

A third Murgo sidestepped Mandoral l en's charge and struck at the knight's back,
but his blade clanged harm essly off the steel arnor. The Miurgo desperately
raised his sword to strike again, but stiffened and slid fromhis saddle as
Silk's skilfully throwm dagger sank into his neck, just below the ear

A dark-robed Golimin his polished steel nask had stepped out from behind the
rocks. Garion could quite clearly feel the priest's exultation turning to disnmay
as Barak and Mandoral l en systenmatically chopped his warriors to pieces. The
Golimdrew hinmself up, and Garion sensed that he was gathering his will to
strike. But it was too late. Relg had already closed on him The zeal ot's heavy
shoul ders surged as he grasped the front of the Golims robe with his knotted
hands. Wthout apparent effort he lifted and pushed the nan back against the
flattened face of a house-sized boul der

At first it appeared that Relg only intended to hold the G olimpinned agai nst
the rock until the others could assist himwth the struggling captive, but
there was a subtle difference. The set of his shoulders indicated that he had
not finished the action he had begun with lifting the man fromhis feet. The
Grolimhamered at Rel g's head and shoul ders with his fists, but Relg pushed at
hi m i nexorably. The rock against which the Golimwas pinned seened to shi mrer
slightly around him

"Relg - no!" Silk's cry was strangl ed.

The dark-robed G olimbegan to sink into the stone face, his arnms flailing
wildly as Relg pushed himin with a dreadful slowness. As he went deeper into
the rock, the surface closed smoothly over him Relg continued to push, his arns
sliding into the stone as he sank the Grolimdeeper and deeper. The priest's two
protrudi ng hands continued to twitch and withe, even after the rest of his body
had been totally subnmerged. Then Relg drew his arnms out of the stone, |eaving
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the Grolimbehind. The two hands sticking out of the rock opened once in nute
supplication, then stiffened into dead cl aws.

Behind him Garion could hear the nuffled sound of Silk's retching. Barak and
Mandor al | en had by now engaged two of the remai ning Miurgos, and the sound of

cl ashing sword blades rang in the chill air. The |l ast Miurgo, his eyes wide with
fright, wheeled his horse and bolted. Wthout a word, Durnik jerked his axe free
of his saddle and galloped after him Instead of striking the man down, however,
Durni k cut across in front of his opponent's horse, turning him driving him
back. The panic-stricken Murgo flailed at his horse's flanks with the flat of
his sword, turning away fromthe grimfaced smth, and plunged at a dead run
back up over the ridge with Durni k close behind him

The last two Murgos were down by then, and Barak and Mandorall en, both wil d-eyed
with the exultation of battle, were |ooking around for nore enem es.

"Where's that |ast one?" Barak denanded.

"Durni k's chasing him" Garion said.

"W can't let himget away. He'll bring others."

"Durnik's going to take care of it," Belgarath told him

Barak fretted. "Durnik's a good man, but he's not really a warrior. Maybe 1'd
better go help him"

From beyond the ridge there was a sudden scream of horror, then another. The
third cut off quite suddenly, and there was sil ence.

After several mnutes, Durnik cane riding back al one, his face sonber.

"What happened?” Barak asked. "He didn't get away, did he?"

Durni k shook his head. "I chased himinto the bog, and he ran into sone

qui cksand. "

"Way didn't you cut himdown with your axe?"

"I don't really like hitting people,” Durnik replied.

Silk was staring at Durnik, his face still ashen. "So you just chased himinto
qui cksand i nstead and then stood there and watched hi mgo down? Durnik, that's
nonstrous!"”

"Dead is dead," Durnik told himw th uncharacteristic bluntness. "Wen it's
over, it doesn't really matter how it happened, does it?" He |ooked a bit
thoughtful. "I am sorry about the horse, though."

Chapter Twenty-four

THE NEXT MORNI NG they followed the ridgeline that angled off toward the east.
The wintry sky above themwas an icy blue, and there was no warmh to the sun
Rel g kept his eyes veiled against the light and muttered prayers as he rode to
ward off his panic. Several times they saw dust clouds far out on the desol ation
of sand and salt flats to the south, but they were unable to determ ne whether
the cl ouds were caused by Murgo patrols or vagrant w nds.

About noon, the wind shifted and blew in steadily fromthe south. A ponderous
cloud, black as ink, blotted out the jagged |line of peaks lying along the

sout hern horizon. It noved toward themw th a kind of om nous inexorability, and
flickers of lightning glimered in its sooty underbelly.

"That's a bad stormcom ng, Belgarath," Barak runbled, staring at the cloud.

Bel garath shook his head. "It's not a storm" he replied. "It's ashfall. That
vol cano out there is erupting again, and the wind's blowing the ash this way."
Barak made a face, then shrugged. "At least we won't have to worry about being
seen, once it starts,” he said.

"The Grolims won't be |ooking for us with their eyes, Barak," Aunt Pol rem nded
hi m

Bel garath scratched at his beard. "We'Ill have to take steps to deal with that, |
suppose. "

"This is a large group to shield, father,"” Aunt Pol pointed out, "and that's not
even counting the horses."

"I think you can manage it, Pol. You were always very good at it."

"I can hold up my side as long as you can hold up yours, Od Wlf."

"I'"'mafraid I'mnot going to be able to help you, Pol. Cuchik hinself is

| ooking for us. 1've felt himseveral times already, and |I'mgoing to have to
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concentrate on him |f he decides to strike at us, he'll come very fast. |l
have to be ready for him and | can't do that if I'mall tangled up in a
shield."

"I can't do it alone, father,'
and horses wi thout help."
"Garion can help you."

"Me?" Garion jerked his eyes off the loomng cloud to stare at his grandfather
"He's never done it before, father," Aunt Pol pointed out.

"He's going to have to learn sonetine."

"This is hardly the tine or place for experinmentation."

"He'll do just fine. Walk himthrough it a tinme or two until he gets the hang of
it."

"Exactly what is it |I'm supposed to do?" Garion asked apprehensively.

Aunt Pol gave Belgarath a hard |l ook and then turned to Garion. "I'Il show you
dear," she said. "The first thing you have to do is stay calm It really isn't
all that difficult."

"But you just said-"

"Never mnd what | said, dear. Just pay attention."

"What do you want nme to do?" he asked doubtfully.

"The first thing is to relax," she replied, "and think about sand and rock."
"That's all?"

"Just do that first. Concentrate."

He t hought about sand and rock

"No, Garion, not white sand. Black sand - like the sand all around us."

"You didn't say that."

"I didn'"t think | had to."

Bel garath started to | augh.

"Do you want to do this, father?" she denmanded crossly. Then she turned back to
Garion. "Do it again, dear. Try to get it right this tinme."

He fixed it in his mind.

"That's better," she told him "Now, as soon as you get sand and rock firmy in
your mind, | want you to sort of push the idea out in a half circle so that it
covers your entire right side. I'll take care of the left."

He strained with it. It was the hardest thing he had ever done. "Don't push
quite so hard, Garion. You're winkling it, and it's very hard for me to nake
the seans match when you do that. Just keep it steady and snooth."

"I"'msorry." He snoothed it out.

"How does it | ook, father?" she asked the old nan.

Garion felt a tentative push against the idea he was hol di ng.

"Not bad, Pol," Belgarath replied. "Not bad at all. The boy's got talent."
"Just exactly what are we doi ng?" Garion asked. In spite of the chill, he felt
sweat standing out on his forehead.

"You' re nmaking a shield,"” Belgarath told him "You enclose yourself in the idea
of sand and rock, and it nerges with the real sand and rock all around us. Wen
Golinms go looking for things with their mnds, they're | ooking for nmen and
horses. They'll sweep right past us, because all they'|ll see here is nore sand
and nore rock."

"That's all there is to it?" Garion was quite pleased with how sinple it was.
"There's a bit nore, dear," Aunt Pol said. "W're going to extend it now so that
it covers all of us. Go out slowy, a fewfeet at a tine."

That was nuch | ess sinple. He tore the fabric of the idea several tinmes before
he got it pushed out as far as Aunt Pol wanted it. He felt a strange mergi ng of
his mnd with hers along the center of the idea where the two sides joined.

"I think we've got it now, father," Aunt Pol said.

"l told you he could do it, Pol."

The purple-black cloud was rolling om nously up the sky toward them and faint
runbl es of thunder grow ed along its |eading edge.

"I'f that ash is anything like what it was in Nyissa, we're going to be wandering
blind out here, Belgarath," Barak said.

"Don't worry about it," the sorcerer replied. "lI've got a lock on Rak Cthol. The
Golinms aren't the only ones who can |locate things that way. Let's nobve out."

she protested. "Nobody can encl ose this nany nen
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They started along the ridge again as the cloud bl otted out the sky overhead.
The t hunder shocks were a continuous runble, and |ightning seethed in the
boiling cloud. The lightning had an arid, crackling quality about it as the
billions of tiny particles seethed and churned, building enornous static

di scharges. Then the first specks of drifting ash began to settle down through
the icy air, as Belgarath | ed them down off the ridge and out onto the sand
flats.

By the end of the first hour, Garion found that holding the image in his mnd
had grown easier. It was no |longer necessary to concentrate all his attention on
it as it had been at first. By the end of the second hour, it had becone no nore
than tedious. To relieve the boredomof it as they rode through the thickening
ashfall, he thought about one of the huge skel etons they had passed when they
had first entered the wastel and. Pai nstakingly he constructed one of them and
placed it in the i mage he was holding. On the whole he thought it |ooked rather
good, and it gave himsonething to do.

"Grion," Aunt Pol said crisply, "please don't try to be creative."

"What ?"

"Just stick to sand. The skeleton's very nice, but it |ooks a bit peculiar with
only one side."

"One side?"

"There wasn't a skeleton on ny side of the inmage - just yours. Keep it sinple,
Garion. Don't enbellish."

They rode on, their faces nuffled to keep the choking ash out of their nouths
and noses. Garion felt a tentative push against the inmage he was holding. It
seened to flutter against his nmnd, feeling alnost |ike the wiggling touch of
the tadpol es he had once caught in the pond at Faldor's farm

"Hold it steady, Garion," Aunt Pol warned. "That's a Golim"

"Did he see us?"

"No. There - he's noving on now." And the fluttering touch was gone.

They spent the night in another of the piles of broken rock that dotted the
wast el and. Durni k once again devised a kind of |ow, hollowed-out shelter of
pil ed rock and anchored-down tent cloth. They took a col d supper of bread and
dried neat and built no fire. Garion and Aunt Pol took turns holding the inmage
of enpty sand over themlike an unbrella. He discovered that it was rmuch easier
when they weren't noving.

The ash was still falling the next norning, but the sky was no | onger the inky
black it had been the day before. "I think it's thinning out, Belgarath," Silk
said as they saddled their horses. "If it blows over, we'll have to start

dodgi ng patrols again."

The old man nodded. "We'd better hurry," he agreed. "There's a place | know of
where we can hide - about five miles north of the city. 1'd like to get there
before this ashfall subsides. You can see for ten |l eagues in any direction from
the walls of Rak Cthol."

"Are the walls so high, then?" Mandorallen asked.

"H gher than you can inagine."

"H gher even than the walls of Vo M nbre?"

"Ten times higher - fifty times higher. You'll have to see it to understand."”
They rode hard that day. Garion and Aunt Pol held their shield of thought in

pl ace, but the searching touches of the Grolins cane mare frequently now.

Several tinmes the push against Garion's mnd was very strong and cane wi t hout
war ni ng.

"They know what we're doing, father,” Aunt Pol told the old man. "They're trying
to penetrate the screen.™

"Hold it firm" he replied. "You know what to do if one of them breaks through."
She nodded, her face grim

"Warn the boy."

She nodded again, then turned to Garion. "Listen to nme carefully, dear," she
said gravely. "The Golins are trying to take us by surprise. The best shield in
the world can be penetrated if you hit it quickly enough and hard enough. If one
of them does manage to break through, 1"'mgoing to tell you to stop. Wen | say
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stop, | want you to erase the inmage i medi ately and put your mnd conpletely
away fromit."

"l don't understand."

"You don't have to. Just do exactly as | say. If | tell you to stop, pull your

t hought out of contact with mine instantly. |'Il be doing sonething that's very
dangerous, and | don't want you getting hurt."

"Can't | hel p?"

"No, dear. Not this tine."

They rode on. The ashfall grew even thinner, and the sky overhead turned a hazy,
yel | owi sh blue. The ball of the sun, pale and round like a full noon, appeared
not far above the southwestern horizon

"Garion, stop!"

What canme was not a push but a sharp stab. Garion gasped and jerked his mind
away, throwing the inmage of sand fromhim Aunt Pol stiffened, and her eyes were
bl azing. Her hand flicked a short gesture, and she spoke a single world. The
surge Garion felt as her will unleashed was overpowering. Wth a nonentary

di smay, he realized that his mind was still linked to hers. The merging that had
hel d the inage together was too strong, too conplete to break. He felt hinself
drawn with her as their still joined minds | ashed out Iike a whip. They flashed

back along the faint trail of thought that had stabbed at the shield and they
found its origin. They touched another mind, a mind filled with the exultation
of discovery. Then, sure of her target now, Aunt Pol struck with the full force
of her will. The nind they had touched flinched back, trying to break off the
contact, but it was too late for that now. Garion could feel the other mnd
swel I i ng, expandi ng unbearably. Then it suddenly burst, exploding into gibbering
insanity, shattering as horror upon horror overwhelned it. There was flight
then, blind shrieking flight across dark stones of sone kind, a flight with the
singl e thought of a dreadful, final escape. The stones were gone, and there was
a terrible sense of falling fromsone incal cul able height. Garion wenched his
mnd anay fromit.

"I told you to get clear," Aunt Pol snapped at him

"I couldn't help it. |I couldn't get |oose."

"What happened?" Silk's face was startl ed.

"A Golimbroke through," she replied.

"Did he see us?"

"For a monment. It doesn't matter. He's dead now. "

"You killed hinf How?"

"He forgot to defend himself. | followed his thought back."

"He went crazy," Garion said in a choked voice, still filled with the horror of
the encounter. "He junped off sonething very high. He wanted to junp. It was the
only way he coul d escape from what was happening to him" Garion felt sick

"I't was awfully noisy, Pol," Belgarath said with a pained expression

"You haven't been that clunsy in years."

"l had this passenger." She gave Garion an icy | ook

"I't wasn't ny fault," Garion protested. "You were holding on so tight | couldn't
break | oose. You had us all tied together."

"You do that sometimes, Pol," Belgarath told her. "The contact gets a little too
personal, and you seemto want to take up permanent residence. It has to do with
| ove, | imagine."

"Do you have any idea what they're tal king about?" Barak asked Sil k.

"I wouldn't even want to guess."

Aunt Pol was | ooking thoughtfully at Garion. "Perhaps it was ny fault," she
adm tted finally.

"You're going to have to | et go soneday, Pol," Bel garath said gravely.
"Perhaps - but not just yet."

"You'd better put the screen back up," the old man suggested. "They know we're
out here now, and there'll be others |ooking for us."

She nodded. "Think about sand again, Garion."

The ash continued to settle as they rode through the afternoon, obscuring |ess
and less with each passing mle. They were able to nake out the shapes of the
junbl ed piles of rock around them and a few rounded spires of basalt thrusting
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up out of the sand. As they approached another of the |ow rock ridges that cut
across the wasteland at regular intervals, Garion saw sonething dark and
enornously high loomng in the haze ahead.

"We can hide here until dark," Belgarath said, disnmounting behind the ridge.
"Are we there?" Durnik asked, |ooking around.

"That's Rak Cthol." The old man pointed at the om nous shadow. Barak squinted at
it.

"l thought that was just a nountain."

"It is. Rak Cthol's built on top of it."

"It's alnmost like Prolgu then, isn't it?"

"The locations are simlar, but Ctuchik the magician lives here. That mmkes it
quite different fromProl gu."

"l thought Ctuchik was a sorcerer,’
calling hima nagician?"
"It's a termof contenpt,"’
in our particular society."

They picketed their horses anpbng sone | arge rocks on the back side of the ridge
and clinbed the forty or so feet to the top, where they took cover to watch and
wait for nightfall.

As the settling ash thinned even nore, the peak began to energe fromthe haze.
It was not so nuch a nountain as a rock pinnacle towering up out of the
wast el and. Its base, surrounded by a nass of shattered rubble, was fully five
mles around, and its sides were sheer and bl ack as night.

"How high loth it reach?" Mandorall en asked, his voice droppi ng al nost
unconsciously into a half whisper

"Somewhat nore than a mle," Belgarath replied

A steep causeway rose sharply fromthe floor of the wasteland to encircle the
upper thousand or so feet of the black tower.

"I imagine that took a while to build," Barak noted.

"About a thousand years," Belgarath answered. "Wiile it was under construction,
the Murgos bought every slave the Nyissans could put their hands on."

"A grimbusiness," Mndorallen observed.

"It's a grimplace," Bel garath agreed.

As the chill breeze blew off the last of the haze, the shape of the city perched
atop the crag began to energe. The walls were as black as the sides of the

pi nnacl e, and black turrets jutted out fromthem seemngly at random Dark
spires rose within the walls, stabbing up into the evening sky |ike spears.
There was a foreboding, evil air about the black city of the Golins. It
perched, brooding, atop its peak, |ooking out over the savage wastel and of sand,
rock, and sul fur-reeking bogs that encircled it. The sun, sinking into the banks
of cloud and ash along the jagged western rimof the wastel and, bathed the grim
fortress above themin a sotty crinson glow The walls of Rak Cthol seened to
bleed. It was as if all the blood that had been spilled on all the altars of
Torak since the worl dbegan had been gathered together to stain the dread city
above them and that all the oceans of the world would not be enough to wash it
cl ean again.

Chapter Twenty-five

AS THE LAST trace of light slid fromthe sky, they noved carefully down off the
ridge and crossed the ash-covered sand toward the rock tower | oom ng above them
When they reached the shattered scree at its base, they disnmounted, left the
horses with Durni k and clinbed up the steeply sloped rubble to the rock face of
the basalt pinnacle that blotted out the stars. Al though Relg had been
shuddering and hiding his eyes a nonent before, he noved al nbost eagerly now. He
stopped and then carefully placed his hands and forehead against the icy rock
"Wel | ?" Bel garath asked after a nonent, his voice hushed but carrying a note of
dreadful concern: "Was | right? Are there caves?"

"There are open spaces,"” Relg replied. "They're a long way inside."

"Can you get to thenP"

"There's no point. They don't go anywhere. They're just closed-in hollows."
"Now what ?" Sil k asked.

Garion said, puzzled. "Wy do you keep

Bel garath replied. "It's considered a deadly insult
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"I don't know," Belgarath admitted, sounding terribly disappointed. "Let's try a
little farther around,"” Rel g suggested. "I can feel sone echoes here. There

m ght be sonmething off in that direction." He pointed.

"I want one thing clearly understood right here and now," Silk announced,

planting his feet firmy. "I"'mnot going to go through any nore rock. If there's
going to be any of that, 1'll stay behind."

"We'll cone up with sonething," Barak told him

Si | k shook his head stubbornly. "No passing through rock," he decl ared
adamant | y.

Rel g was already noving along the face, his fingers lightly touching the basalt.
"It's getting stronger," he told them "It's large and it goes up." He noved on
anot her hundred yards or so, and they foll owed, watching himintently. "It's
right through here," he said finally, patting the rock face with one hand. "It
m ght be the one we want. Wait here." He put his hands agai nst the rock and
pushed themslowy into the basalt.

"I can't stand this," Silk said, turning his back quickly. "Let me know once
he's inside."

Wth a kind of dreadful determ nation, Relg pushed his way into the rock

"I's he gone yet?" Silk asked.

"He's going in," Barak replied clinically. "Only half of hims still sticking
out."

"Pl ease, Barak, don't tell nme about it."

"Was it really that bad?" the big nan asked.
"You have no idea. You have absolutely no idea.
uncontrol | ably.

They waited in the chill darkness for half an hour or nore. Sonewhere high above
them there was a scream

"What was that cry?" Mandoral |l en asked.

"The Grolins are busy," Belgarath answered griny. "It's the season of the
woundi ng - when the Orb burned Torak's hand and face. A | arge nunber of
sacrifices are called for at this time of year - usually slaves. Torak doesn't
seemto insist on Angarak blood. As long as it's human, it seens to satisfy
him™"

There was a faint sound of steps sonewhere along the cliff, and a few nonents
later Relg rejoined them "I found it," he told them "The opening' s about a
half mile farther along. It's partially bl ocked."

"Does it go all the way up?" Bel garath demanded.

Rel g shrugged. "It goes up. | can't say how far. The only way to find out for
sure is to followit. The whole series of caves is fairly extensive, though."
"Do we really have any choice, father?" Aunt Pol asked.

"No. | suppose not."

"I''l'l go get Durnik," Silk said. He turned and di sappeared into the darkness.
The rest of themfollowed Relg until they reached a snall hole in the rock face
just above the tunbled scree. "W'll have to nove sone of this rubble if we're
going to get your aninals inside," he told them

Barak bent and lifted a | arge stone bl ock. He staggered under its weight and
dropped it to one side with a clatter

"Quietly!" Belgarath told him

"Sorry," Barak munbl ed.

For the nobst part, the stones were not |arge, but there were a great many of
them Wen Silk and Durnik joined them they all fell to clearing the rubble out
of the cave nouth. It took themnearly an hour to renove enough rock to nmake it
possi bl e for the horses to squeeze through

"I wish Hettar was here," Barak grunted, putting his shoul der against the runp
of a bal ky packhorse

"Talk to him Barak," Silk suggested.

"I amtalking."

"Try it without all the curse words."

"There's going to be sonme clinbing involved," Relg told themafter they had
pushed the last horse inside and stood in the total blackness of the cave. "As
nearly as | can tell, the galleries run vertically, so we'll have to clinb from

The rat-faced nan was shivering
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level to level."

Mandor al | en | eaned agai nst one of the walls, and his arnor clinked. "That's not
going to work," Belgarath told him "You wouldn't be able to clinb in arnor
anyway. Leave it here with the horses, Mandorallen."

The kni ght sighed and began renoving his arnor.

A faint glow appeared as Rel g m xed powders in a wooden bowl fromtwo | eather
pouches he carned inside his mail shirt.

"That's better," Barak approved, "but wouldn't a torch be brighter?"

"Much brighter,"” Relg agreed, "but then | wouldn't be able to see. This wll
gi ve you enough light to see where you're going."

"Let's get started,"” Bel garath said.

Rel g handed the glowing bow to Barak and turned to | ead themup a dark gallery.
After they had gone a few hundred yards, they came to a steep slope of rubble
rising up into darkness. "I'll look," Relg said and scranbled up the slope out
of sight. After a noment or so, they heard a peculiar popping sound, and tiny
fragnments of rock showered down onto the rubble from above. "Cone up now,"

Rel g's voice cane to them

Carefully they clinbed the rubble until they reached a sheer wall. "To your
right," Relg said, still above them "You'll find some holes in the rock you can
use to clinb up."

They found the holes, quite round and about six inches deep. "How did you nake
t hese?" Durni k asked, exami ning one of the holes.

"It's a bit difficult to explain,” Relg replied. "There's a | edge up here. It

| eads to another gallery."

One by one they clinbed the rock face to join Relg on the ledge. As he had told
them the ledge led to a gallery that angled sharply upward

They followed it toward the center of the peak, passing several passageways
openi ng to the sides.

"Shoul dn't we see where they go?" Barak asked after they had passed the third or
fourth passageway.

"They don't go anyplace,” Relg told him "How can you be sure?"

"A gallery that goes soneplace feels different. That one we just passed cones to
a bl ank wall about a hundred feet in."

Bar ak grunted dubi ously.

They came to another sheer face, and Rel g stopped to peer up into the bl ackness.
"How high is it?" Durnik asked

"Thirty feet or so. I'll make sone holes so we can clinb up." Relg knelt and
slowl y pushed one hand into the face of the rock. Then he tensed his shoul der
and twisted his armslightly. The rock popped with a sharp little detonation;
when Rel g pulled his hand out, a shower of fragnents cane with it. He brushed
the rest of the debris out of the hole he had nade, stood up and sank his other
hand into the rock about two feet above the first hole.

"Clever," Silk admred.

"It's a very old trick," Relg told him

They followed Relg up the face and squeezed through a narrow crack at the top
Barak nmuttered curses as he wiggled through, leaving a fair anpbunt of skin

behi nd.

"How far have we cone?" Silk asked. H's voice had a certain apprehension init,
and he | ooked about nervously at the rock which seened to press in all around

t hem

"We're about eight hundred feet above the base of the pinnacle," Relg replied.
"W go that way now." He pointed up another sl oping passageway.

"I'sn't that back in the direction we just cane?" Durnik asked.

"The cave zigzags," Relg told him "W have to keep following the galleries that
| ead upward."

"Do they go all the way to the top?"

"They open out sonewhere. That's all | can tell for sure at this point."
"What's that?" Silk cried sharply.

From sonmewhere al ong one of the dark passageways, a voice floated out at them
singing. There seened to be a deep sadness in the song, but the echoes made it
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i npossi bl e to pick out the words. About all they could be sure of was the fact
that the singer was a wonan.

After a nonment, Belgarath gave a startled excl amation.

"What's wong?" Aunt Pol asked him

"Marag!" the old nan said. "That's inpossible."

"I know the song, Pol. It's a Marag funeral song. \Woever she is, she's very
close to dying."

The echoes in the twi sting passageways nmade it very difficult to pinpoint the
singer's exact |ocation; but as they noved, the sound seened to be getting

cl oser.

"Down here," Silk said finally, stopping with his head cocked to one side in
front of an openi ng.

The singing stopped abruptly. "No closer,"'
have a knife."

"We're friends," Durnik called to her.

She | aughed bitterly at that. "I have no friends. You re not going to take ne
back. My knife is | ong enough to reach nmy heart."

"She thinks we're Miurgos," Silk whispered.

Bel garath rai sed his voice, speaking in a | anguage Garion had never heard
before. After a nmonment, the woman answered haltingly, as if trying to remenber
wor ds she had not spoken for years.

"She thinks it's a trick," the old man told them quietly. "She says she's got a
knife right against her heart, so we're going to have to be careful." He spoke
again into the dark passageway, and the worman answered him The | anguage they
wer e speaking was |iquid, rusical

"She says she'll let one of us go to her,'
doesn't trust us."

“I'"1l go," Aunt Pol told him

"Be careful, Pol. She might decide at the last ninute to use her knife on you

i nstead of herself."

"I can handle it, father." Aunt Pol took the light from Barak and noved slowy
on down the passageway, speaking calmy as she went. The rest of themstood in
the darkness, listening intently to the nmurmur of voices conming fromthe
passageway, as Aunt Pol talked quietly to the Marag wonan. "You can cone now,"
she called to themfinally, and they went down the passageway toward her voice
The wonman was |ying beside a snall pool of water. She was dressed only in scanty
rags, and she was very dirty. Her hair was a lustrous black, but badly tangl ed,
and her face had a resigned, hopeless ook on it. She had w de cheekbones, ful
l'ips, and huge, violet eyes framed with sooty black | ashes. The few pitiful rags
she wore exposed a great deal of her pale skin. Relg drewin a sharp breath and
i mredi ately turned his back.

"Her name is Taiba," Aunt Pol told themquietly. "She escaped fromthe slave
pens under Rak Cthol several days ago."

Bel garath knelt besi de the exhausted wonan. "You're a Marag, aren't you?" he
asked her intently.

"My nother told nme | was," she confirmed. "She's the one who taught nme the old

| anguage." Her dark hair fell across one of her pale cheeks in a shadowy tangl e.
"Are there any other Marags in the slave pens?"

"Afew, | think. It's hard to tell. Mst of the other slaves have had their
tongues cut out."

"She needs food," Aunt Pol said. "Did anyone think to bring anything?"

Durnik untied a pouch fromhis belt and handed it to her. "Some cheese," he
said, "and a bit of dried neat."

Aunt Pol opened the pouch

"Have you any idea how your people cane to be here?" Belgarath asked the sl ave
woman. “"Think. It could be very inportant."

Tai ba shrugged. "W've al ways been here." She took the food Aunt Pol offered her
and began to eat ravenously.

"Not too fast," Aunt Pol warned.

"Have you ever heard anything about how Marags wound up in the slave pens of the
Mur gos?" Bel garath pressed

t he unseen wonan warned sharply. "I

Bel garath said finally. "She stil
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"My nother told nme once that thousands of years ago we lived in a country under
the open sky and that we weren't slaves then," Taiba replied. "I didn't believe
her, though. It's the sort of story you tell children.”

"There are sone old stories about the Tol nedran canpaign in Maragor, Belgarath,"”
Silk remarked. "Runors have been floating around for years that sonme of the

| egi on commanders sold their prisoners to the Nyissan slavers instead of killing
them It's the sort of thing a Tol nedran would do."

"It's a possibility, | suppose,” Belgarath replied, frowning.

"Do we have to stay here?" Relg demanded harshly. His back was still turned, and

there was a rigidity to it that spoke his outrage |oudly.

"Whay is he angry with ne?" Tai ba asked, her voice dropping wearily fromher |ips
in scarcely nore than a whi sper

"Cover your nakedness, woman," Relg told her. "You're an affront to decent
eyes. "

"I's that all?" She |aughed, a rich, throaty sound. "These are all the clothes
have." She | ooked down at her lush figure. "Besides, there's nothing wong with
my body. It's not defornmed or ugly. Wiy should | hide it?"

"Lewd worman!" Rel g accused her

"If it bothers you so nuch, don't |ook," she suggested.

"Relg has a certain religious problem" Silk told her dryly.

"Don't mention religion," she said with a shudder

"You see," Relg snorted. "She's conpletely depraved."”

"Not exactly," Belgarath told him "In Rak Cthol the word religion neans the
altar and the knife."

"Grion," Aunt Pol said, "give ne your cloak."

He unfastened his heavy wool cloak and handed it to her. She started to cover
the exhausted slave woman with it, but stopped suddenly and | ooked cl osely at
her. "Where are your children?" she asked.

"The Murgos took them" Taiba replied in a dead voice. "They were two baby girls
- very beautiful - but they're gone now "

"We' Il get them back for you," Garion prom sed inpulsively.

She gave a bitter little laugh. "I don't think so. The Murgos gave themto the
Golinms, and the Grolinms sacrificed themon the altar of Torak. Ctuchik hinself
held the knife."

Garion felt his blood run cold.

"This cloak is warm" Tai ba said gratefully, her hands snoothing the rough

cloth. "I've been cold for such a long tinme." She sighed with a sort of weary
cont ent nent .
Bel garath and Aunt Pol were |ooking at each other across Taiba's body. "I nust

be doing sonething right," the old man remarked cryptically after a nonent. "To
stunbl e across her like this after all these years of searching!"

"Are you sure she's the right one, father?"

"She al nost has to be. Everything fits together too well - right down to the

| ast detail." He drewin a deep breath and then let it out explosively. "That's
been worrying me for a thousand years." He suddenly | ooked enornously pleased
with hinself. "How did you escape fromthe slave pens, Tai ba?" he asked gently.
"One of the Murgos forgot to lock a door," she replied, her voice drowsy. "After

I slipped out, I found this knife. | was going to try to find Ctuchik and kil
himwith it, but | got lost. There are so nmany caves down here - so nmany. | w sh
I could kill himbefore | die, but I don't suppose there's nuch hope for that
now. " She sighed regretfully. "I think I1'd like to sleep now |'mso very
tired."

"WIIl you be all right here?" Aunt Pol asked her. "W have to | eave, but we'll
be back. Do you need anythi ng?"

"Alittle light, naybe." Taiba sighed. "I've lived in the dark all nmy life. |
think 1'd like it to be light when | die."

"Relg," Aunt Polt said, "nake her sonme light."

"W might need it ourselves.” His voice was still stiffly offended.

"She needs it nore."

"Do it, Relg," Belgarath told the zealot in a firmvoice.
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Rel g's face hardened, but he mixed some of the contents of his two pouches
together on a flat stone and dribbled a bit of water on the m xture. The pasty
subst ance began to gl ow.

"Thank you," Tai ba said sinply.

Rel g refused to answer or even to | ook at her

They went back up the passageway, |eaving her beside the small pool with her dim
little light. She began to sing again, quite softly this tinme and in a voice
near the edge of sleep

Rel g | ed them through the dark galleries, tw sting and changi ng course
frequently, always clinbing. Hours dragged by, though time had little nmeaning in
t he perpetual darkness. They clinbed nore of the sheer faces and foll owed
passageways that wound hi gher and higher up into the vast rock pillar. Garion

| ost track of direction as they clinbed, and found hinself wondering if even
Rel g knew whi ch way he was goi ng. As they rounded another corner in another
gallery, a faint breeze seemed to touch their faces. The breeze carried a
dreadful odor with it.

"What's that stink?" Silk asked, winkling his sharp nose.

"The sl ave pens, nost likely," Belgarath replied. "Mirgos are | ax about
sanitation."

"The pens are under Rak Cthol, aren't they?" Barak asked. Bel garath nodded.

"And they open up into the city itself?"

"As | renmenber it, they do."

"You've done it, Relg," Barak said, clapping the Ugo on the shoul der

"Don't touch nme," Reig told him

"Sorry, Relg."

"The sl ave pens are going to be guarded," Belgarath told them "W'Il want to be
very qui et now. "

They crept on up the passageway, being careful where they put their feet. Garion
was not certain at what point the gallery began to show evidence of human
construction. Finally they passed a partially open iron door. "Is there anybody
in there?" he whispered to Silk.

The little man sidled up to the opening, his dagger held | ow and ready. He
glanced in, his head making a quick, darting nmoverment. "Just sone bones," he
reported sonberly.

Bel garath signalled for a halt. "These | ower galleries have probably been
abandoned,"” he told themin a very quiet voice. "After the causeway was
finished, the Murgos didn't need all those thousands of slaves. We'll go on up,
but be qui et and keep your eyes open."

They padded silently up the gradual incline of the gallery, passing nore of the
rusting iron doors, all standing partially ajar. At the top of the slope, the
gall ery turned back sharply on itself, still angling upward. Sone words were
crudely lettered on the wall in a script Garion could not recogni ze.
"Grandf at her," he whispered, pointing at the words.

Bel garath gl anced at the lettering and grunted. "Ninth |evel,'
"We're still some distance below the city."

"How far do we go before we start running into Murgos?" Barak runbl ed, |ooking
around with his hand on his sword hilt.

Bel garath shrugged slightly. "It's hard to say. |'d guess that only the top two
or three levels are occupied.”

They followed the gallery upward until it turned sharply, and once again there
were words witten on the wall in the alien script. "Ei ghth level," Belgarath
transl ated. "Keep going."

The snell of the slave pens grew stronger as they progressed upward through the
succeedi ng | evel s.

"Li ght ahead," Durni k warned sharply, just before they turned the corner to
enter the fourth |evel

"Wait here," Silk breathed and nelted around the corner, his dagger held close
agai nst his |eg.

The light was dimand seened to be bobbing slightly, growing gradually brighter
as the nonents dragged by. "Soneone with a torch," Barak muttered.

The torchlight suddenly flickered, throwi ng gyrating shadows. Then it grew

he muttered.
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steady, no |onger bobbing. After a few nonments, Silk cane back, carefully wi ping
his dagger. "A Murgo," he told them "I think he was | ooking for sonething. The
cells up there are still enpty."

"What did you do with hinP" Barak asked.

"I dragged himinto one of the cells. They won't stunble over himunless they're
| ooking for him"

Rel g was carefully veiling his eyes.

"Even that little bit of Iight?" Durnik asked him

"It's the color of it," Relg explained.

They rounded the corner into the fourth | evel and started up again. A hundred
yards up the gallery a torch was stuck into a crack in the wall, burning
steadily. As they approached it, they could see a |long snear of fresh blood on
the uneven, littered floor

Bel garat h stopped outside the cell door, scratching at his beard. "Wat was he
weari ng?" he asked Sil k.

"One of those hooded robes,” Silk replied. "Wy?"

"Go get it."

Silk | ooked at himbriefly, then nodded. He went back into the cell and cane out
a nmonent |ater carrying a black Muirgo robe. He handed it to the old man.

Bel garath held up the robe, looking critically at the long cut running up the
back. "Try not to put such big holes in the rest of them" he told the little
man.

Silk grinned at him "Sorry. | guess | got a bit overenthusiastic. I'll be nore
careful fromnow on." He glanced at Barak. "Care to join nme?" he invited.
"Naturally. Com ng, Mandorall en?"

The kni ght nodded gravely, |oosening his sword in its sheath. "W'll wait here,
then," Belgarath told them "Be careful, but don't take any |onger than you have
to."

The three nmen noved stealthily on up the gallery toward the third | evel

"Can you guess at the tine, father?" Aunt Pol asked quietly after they had

di sappear ed.

"Several hours after mdnight."

"WIIl we have enough tine |eft before dawn?"

"If we hurry."

"Maybe we should wait out the day here and go up when it gets dark again."

He frowned. "I don't think so, Pol. Ctuchik's up to sonmething. He knows |'m
coming - I've felt that for the |last week - but he hasn't made a nove of his own
yet. Let's not give himany nore tinme than we have to.

"He's going to fight you, father."

"It's long overdue anyway," he replied. "Ctuchik and | have been stepping around
each other for thousands of years because the tine was never just exactly right.
Now it's finally come down to this." He | ooked off into the darkness, his face
bl eak. "Wen it starts, | want you to stay out of it, Pol."

She | ooked at the grimfaced old man for a |long nmonent, then nodded. "Whatever
you say, father," she said.

Chapter Twenty-six

THE MJURGO ROBE was made of coarse, black cloth and it had a strange red enbl em
woven into the fabric just over Garion's heart. It snelled of snoke and of

sonet hing el se even nore unpl easant. There was a small ragged hole in the robe
just under the left arnpit, and the cloth around the hole was wet and sticky.
Garion's skin cringed away fromthat wetness.

They were noving rapidly up through the galleries of the last three |evels of
the slave pens with the deep-cow ed hoods of the Miurgo robes hiding their faces.
Though the galleries were |lighted by sooty torches, they encountered no guards,
and the sl aves | ocked behind the pitted iron doors nade no sound as they passed.
Garion could feel the dreadful fear behind those doors.
"How do we get up into the city?" Durnik whispered.
"There's a stairway at the upper end of the top gallery,"’
"I's it guarded?"

"Not any nore."

Silk replied softly.
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An iron-barred gate, chained and | ocked, blocked the top of the stairway, but
Silk bent and drew a slimnetal inplenent fromone boot, probed inside the |ock
for a few seconds, then grunted with satisfaction as the lock clicked open in
his hand. "I'll have a | ook," he whispered and slipped out.

Beyond the gate Garion could see the stars and, outlined against them the

| oomi ng buildings of Rak Cthol. A scream agonized and despairing, echoed
through the city, followed after a nonent by the holl ow sound of sone

uni magi nably huge iron gong. Garion shuddered.

A few nonents later, Silk slipped back through the gate. "There doesn't seemto
be anybody about," he murnured softly. "Wich way do we go?"

Bel garath pointed. "That way. W'll go along the wall to the Tenple."

"The Tenpl e?" Rel g asked sharply.

"W have to go through it to get to Ctuchik," the old man replied. "W're going
to have to hurry. Morning isn't far off."

Rak Cthol was not |ike other cities. The vast buildings had little of that
separ ateness that they had in other places. It was as if the Mirgos and Grolins
who lived here had no sense of personal possession, so that their structures

| acked that insularity of individual property to be found anobng the houses in
the cities of the Wst. There were no streets in the ordinary sense of the word,
but rather interconnecting courtyards and corridors that passed between and
quite often through the buil dings.

The city seened deserted as they crept silently through the dark courtyards and
shadowy corridors, yet there was a kind of menaci ng wat chful ness about the

| ooming, silent black walls around them Peculiar-1ooking turrets jutted from
the walls in unexpected places, |eaning out over the courtyards, broodi ng down
at them as they passed. Narrow wi ndows stared accusingly at them and the arched
doorways were filled with [urking shadows. An oppressive air of ancient evil |ay
heavily on Rak Cthol, and the stones thensel ves seenmed al nost to gl oat as Garion
and his friends noved deeper and deeper into the dark naze of the Golim
fortress.

"Are you sure you know where you're goi ng?" Barak whi spered nervously to

Bel gar at h.

"I'"ve been here before, using the causeway," the old man told himquietly. "I
like to keep an eye on Ctuchik fromtinme to tine. W got up those stairs.
They' Il take us to the top of the city wall."

The stairway was narrow and steep, with massive walls on either side and a

vaul ted roof overhead. The stone steps were worn by centuries of use. They
clinmbed silently. Another scream echoed through the city, and the huge gong
sounded its iron note once nore.

When they energed fromthe stairway, they were atop the outer wall. It was as
broad as a highway and encircled the entire city. A parapet ran along its outer
edge, marking the brink of the dreadful precipice that dropped away to the floor
of the rocky wasteland a nile or nore below. Once they energed fromthe shelter
of the buildings, the chill air bit at them and the black flagstones and
rough- hewn bl ocks of the outer parapet glittered with frost in the icy
starlight.

Bel garath | ooked at the open stretch Iying along the top of the wall ahead of
them and at the shadowy buil dings | ooning several hundred yards ahead. "W'd
better spread out," he whispered. "Too nany people in one place attract
attention in Rak Cthol. W'Il|l go across here two at a tine. WAlk - don't run or
crouch down. Try to ook as if you belong here. Let's go." He started along the
top of the wall with Barak at his side, the two of them wal ki ng purposefully,
but not appearing to hurry. After a few nonents, Aunt Pol and Mandorall en
fol | owed.

"Durnik," Silk whispered. "Garion and I'lIl go next. You and Relg followin a

m nute or so." He peered at Relg' s face, shadowed beneath the Miurgo hood. "Are
you all right?" he asked.

"As long as | don't look up at the sky," Relg answered tightly. H s voice
sounded as if it were com ng from between clenched teeth.

"Conme along, then, Garion," Silk murnmnured.

It required every ounce of Garion's self control to walk at a normal pace across
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the frosty stones. It seened sonehow that eyes watched from every shadowy

buil ding and tower as he and the little Drasnian crossed the open section atop
the wall. The air was dead calmand bitterly cold, and the stone bl ocks of the
outer parapet were covered with a lacy filigree of rine frost.

There was another scream fromthe Tenple |ying sonewhere ahead. The corner of a
|large tower jutted out at the end of the open stretch of wall, obscuring the
wal kway beyond.

"Wait here a nmonment," Silk whispered as they stepped gratefully into its shadow
and he slipped around the jutting corner

Garion stood in the icy dark, straining his ears for any sound. He gl anced once
toward the parapet. Far out on the desolate wastel and below, a small fire was
burning. It twinkled in the dark like a snall red star. He tried to i magi ne how
far away it m ght be.

Then there was a slight scraping sound somewhere above him He spun quickly, his
hand going to his sword. A shadowy figure dropped froma | edge on the side of
the tower several yards over his head and | anded with catlike silence on the
flagstones directly in front of him Garion caught a fam liar sour, acid reek of
stal e perspiration.

"It's been a long time, hasn't it, Garion?" Brill said quietly with an ugly
chuckl e.

"Stay back," Garion warned, holding his sword with its point tow as Barak had
taught him

"I knew that |I'd catch you al one soneday,"” Brill said, ignoring the sword. He
spread his hands wi de and crouched slightly, his cast eye gleam ng in the
starlight.

Gari on backed away, waving his sword threateningly. Brill bounded to one side,
and Garion instinctively followed himwith the sword point. Then, so fast that
Garion could not follow, Brill dodged back and struck his hand down sharply on

the boy's forearm Garion's sword skittered away across the icy fl agstones.
Desperately, Garion reached for his dagger

Then anot her shadow flickered in the darkness at the corner of the tower. Bril
grunted as a foot caught himsolidly in the side. He fell, but rolled quickly
across the stones and cane back up onto his feet, his stance wi de and his hands
moving slowy in the air in front of him

Si |l k dropped his Murgo robe behind him kicked it out of the way, and crouched,
hi s hands al so spread wi de

Brill grinned. "I should have known you were around somewhere, Kheldar."

"l suppose | should have expected you too, Kordoch," Silk replied. "You al ways
seemto show up."”

Brill flicked a quick hand toward Silk's face, but the little man easily avoi ded
it. "How do you keep getting ahead of us?" he asked, al nbst conversationally.
"That's a habit of yours that's starting to irritate Belgarath." He launched a
quick kick at Brill's groin, but the cast-eyed man junped back agilely.

Brill |aughed shortly. "You people are too tender-hearted with horses," he said.
"I've had to ride quite a few of themto death chasing you. How did you get out
of that pit?" He sounded interested. "Taur Urgas was furious the next norning."
"What a shane."

"He had the guards flayed."

"I imagine a Murgo | ooks a bit peculiar without his skin."

Brill dove forward suddenly, both hands extended, but Silk sidestepped the |unge
and smashed his hand sharply down in the mddle of Brill's back. Brill grunted
again, but rolled clear farther out on the stones atop the wall. "You m ght be

just as good as they say," he adnmitted grudgingly.

"Try me, Kordoch," Silk invited, with a nasty grin. He noved out fromthe wall

of the tower, his hands in constant notion. Garion watched the two circling each
other with his heart in his nouth.

Gill junped again, with both feet lashing out, but Silk dove under him They
both rolled to their feet again. Silk's left hand flashed out, even as he cane
to his feet, catching Brill high on the head. Brill reeled fromthe bl ow, but

managed to kick Silk's knee as he spun away. "Your technique's defensive,
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Khel dar," he grated, shaking his head to clear the effects of Silk's bl ow
"That's a weakness."

"Just a difference of style, Kordoch," Silk replied.

Gill drove a gouging thunb at Silk's eye, but Silk blocked it and slanmed a
qui ck counterblow to the pit of his enenmy's stomach. Brill scissored his |egs as
he fell, sweeping Silk's legs out fromunder him Both nen tunbl ed across the
frosty stones and sprang to their feet again, their hands flickering bl ows
faster than Garion's eyes could foll ow them

The ni stake was a sinple one, so slight that Garion could not even be sure it
was a nistake. Brill flicked a jab at Silk's face that was an ounce or two
harder than it shoul d have been and travel ed no nore than a fraction of an inch
too far. Silk's hands flashed up and caught his opponent's wist with a deadly
grip and he roll ed backward toward the parapet, his legs coiling, even as the

two of themfell. Jerked off balance, Brill seened alnbost to dive forward
Silk's | egs strai ghtened suddenly, |aunching the cast-eyed nan up and forward
with a trenmendous heave. Wth a strangl ed exclamation Brill clutched desperately

at one of the stone blocks of the parapet as he sailed over, but he was too high
and his nmomentum was too great. He hurtled over the parapet, plunging out and
down into the darkness below the wall. His scream faded horribly as he fell

lost in the sound of yet another shriek fromthe Tenple of Torak

Silk rose to his feet, glanced once over the edge, and then cane back to where
Garion stood trembling in the shadows by the tower wall

"Silk!'" Garion exclaimed, catching the little man's armin relief.

"What was that?" Bel garath asked, coning back around the corner

"Brill," Silk replied blandly, pulling his Mirgo robe back on

"Agai n?" Bel garath demanded with exasperation. "Wat was he doing this tinme?"
"Trying to fly, last time | saw him" Silk snirked

The ol d man | ooked puzzl ed.

"He wasn't doing it very well," Silk added.

Bel garath shrugged. "Maybe it'll come to himin tinme."

"He doesn't really have all that nuch tinme." Silk glanced out over the edge.
Fromfar below - terribly far below - there canme a faint, nuffled crash; then,
after several seconds, another. "Does bouncing count?" Silk asked.

Bel garath nade a wy face. "Not really."

"Then 1'd say he didn't learnin time." Silk said blithely. He | ooked around
with a broad snile. "What a beautiful night this is,” he remarked to no one in
particul ar.

"Let's nmove along," Bel garath suggested, throwi ng a quick, nervous glance at the
eastern horizon. "It will start to |lighten up over there any time now. "

They joined the others in the deep shadows beside the high wall of the Tenple
sone hundred yards farther down the wall and waited tensely for Relg and Durnik
to catch up.

"What kept you?" Barak whispered as they waited.

"I met an old friend of ours,” Silk replied quietly. H's grin was a flash of
white teeth in the shadows.

"I't was Brill," Garion told the rest of themin a hoarse whisper. "He and Silk
fought with each other, and Silk threw himover the edge."

Mandoral | en gl anced toward the frosty parapet. "'Tis a goodly way down," he
observed.

"I'sn't it, though?" Silk agreed.

Bar ak chuckl ed and put his big hand wordl essly on Silk's shoul der. Then Durni k
and Relg cane along the top of the wall to join themin the shadows.

"W have to go through the Tenple," Belgarath told themin a quiet voice. "Pul
your hoods as far over your faces as you can and keep your heads down. Stay in
single file and nmutter to yourselves as if you were praying. |If anybody speaks
to us, let ne do the talking; and each tinme the gong sounds, turn toward the
altar and bow." He |led themthen to a thick door bound with weathered iron
straps. He | ooked back once to be sure they were all in line, then put his hand
to the latch and pushed t he door open

The inside of the Tenple glowed with snmoky red light, and a dreadful,

charnel -house reek filled it. The door through which they entered |l ed onto a

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20Davi...%20Belgariad%203%20-%20Magicians%20Gambit.txt (134 of 144) [1/17/03 2:45:48 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/Eddings,%20D avi d%20-%20B el gariad%203%20-%20M agi cians%20Gambit.txt

covered bal cony that curved around the back of the done of the Tenple. A stone
bal ustrade ran al ong the edge of the balcony, with thick pillars at evenly
spaced intervals. The openings between the pillars were draped with the sane
coarse, heavy cloth fromwhich the Mirgo robes were woven. Al ong the back wal l
of the bal cony were a nunber of doors, set deep in the stone. Garion surn sed
that the bal cony was |argely used by Tenple functionaries going to and fro on
various errands.

As soon as they started al ong the bal cony, Belgarath crossed his hands on his
chest and led themat a slow, neasured pace, chanting in a deep, |oud voice.

A scream echoed up frombelow, piercing, filled with terror and agony. Garion
involuntarily glanced through the parted drapery toward the altar. For the rest
of his life he wi shed he had not.

The circular walls of the Tenple were constructed of polished black stone, and
directly behind the altar was an enornous face forged of steel and buffed to

m nor brightness-the face of Torak and the original of the steel masks of the
Golins. The face was beautiful - there was no question of that - yet there was
a kind of brooding evil init, a cruelty beyond human ability to conprehend the
meani ng of the word. The Tenple floor facing the God's i mage was densely packed
with Murgos and Grolimpriests, kneeling and chanting an unintelligible runble
in a dozen dialects. The altar stood on a raised dais directly beneath the
glittering face of Torak. A snoking brazier on an iron post stood at each front
corner of the bl ood-sneared altar, and a square pit opened in the fl oor
imediately in front of the dais. Ugly red flanes |icked up out of the pit, and
bl ack, oily snmoke rolled fromit toward the done hi gh above.

A half dozen Golins in black robes and steel nmasks were gathered around the
altar, holding the naked body of a slave. The victimwas already dead, his chest
gapi ng open |like the chest of a butchered hog, and a single Golimstood in
front of the altar, facing the inmage of Torak with raised hands. In his right,
he held a tong, curved knife; in his left, a dripping human heart. "Behold our
of fering, Dragon God of Angarak!" he cried in a huge voice, then turned and
deposited the heart in one of the snoking braziers. There was a burst of steam
and snoke fromthe brazier and a hideous sizzle as the heart dropped into the
burning coals. From sonewhere beneath the Tenple floor, the huge iron gong
sounded, its vibration shimmering in the air. The assenbl ed Murgos and their
Grolimoverseers groaned and pressed their faces to the floor

Garion felt a hand nudge his shoulder. Silk, already turned, was bow ng toward
the bl oody altar. Awkwardly, sickened by the horror below, Garion also bowed.
The six Golins at the altar lifted the |ifeless body of the slave al nost
contenptuously and cast it into the pit before the dais. Flanes bel ched up and

sparks rose in the thick snoke as the body fell into the fire bel ow
A dreadful anger welled up in Garion. Wthout even thinking, he began to draw in
his will, fully intent upon shattering that vile altar and the cruel inmage

hovering above it into shards and fragnments in a single, cataclysm c unl eashing
of naked force.

"Belgarion!" the voice within his mnd said sharply. "Don't interfere. This
isn't the time. "

"I can't stand it, Garion raged silently. "lI've got to do sonething.
"You can't. Not now. You'll rouse the whole city. Unclench your wll,
Bel garion."

"Do as he says, Garion, "Aunt Pol's voice sounded quietly in his mnd. The
unspoken recognition passed between Aunt Pol's mind and that strange other mnd
as Grion helplessly let the anger and the will drain out of him

"This abom nation won't stand nuch | onger, Belgarion, " the voice assured him
"Even now the earth gathers to rid itself of it."And then the voice was gone.
"What are you doing up here?" a harsh voice demanded. Garion jerked his eyes
away fromthe hi deous scene bel ow. A masked and robed G olimstood in front of
Bel garat h, bl ocki ng their way.

"W are the servants of Torak," the old man replied in an accent that perfectly
mat ched the gutturals of Mirgo speech

"All in Rak Cthol are the servants of Torak," the Golimsaid. "You aren't
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attending the ritual of sacrifice. Wy?"

"We're pilgrinms from Rak Hagga," Bel garath explained, "only just arnved in the
dread city. We were conmanded to present ourselves to the H erarch of Rak Hagga
in the instant of our arrival. That stern duty prevents our participation in the
cel ebration.™

The Grolimgrunted suspiciously.

"Could the revered priest of the Dragon God direct us to the chanbers of our

Hi erarch? W are unfaniliar with the dark Tenple." There was another shriek from
bel ow. As the iron gong booned, the Golimturned and bowed toward the altar

Bel garath gave a quick jerk of his head to the rest of them turned and al so
bowed.

"Go to the last door but one," the Goliminstructed, apparently satisfied by
their gestures of piety. "It will |ead you down to the halls of the H erarchs."
"We are endlessly grateful to the priest of the Dark God," Bel garath thanked
him bowi ng. They filed past the steel-nasked G olim their heads down and their
hands crossed on their breasts, nuttering to thenselves as if in prayer

"Vilel" Relg was strangling. "Cbscenity! Abonination!"

"Keep your head down!" Silk whispered. "There are Golins all around us."

"As UL gives nme strength, | won't rest until Rak Cthol is laid waste," Relg
vowed in a fervent nutter.

Bel garath had reached an ornately carved door near the end of the bal cony, and
he swung it open cautiously. "lIs the Golimstill watching us?" he whispered to
Sil k.

The little man gl anced back at the priest standing sone di stance behind them
"Yes. Wait - there he goes. The bal cony's clear now. "

The sorcerer let the door swing shut and stepped instead to the |ast door on the
bal cony. He tugged the latch carefully, and the door opened snoothly. He
frowned. "It's always been | ocked before," he muttered.

"Do you think it's a trap?" Barak runbled, his hand di ppi ng under the Miurgo robe
to find his sword hilt.

"I't's possible, but we don't have much choice." Belgarath pulled the door open
the rest of the way, and they all slipped through as another shriek canme from
the altar. The door slowy closed behind them as the gong shuddered the stones
of the Tenple. They started down the worn stone steps beyond the door. The
stairway was narrow and poorly lighted, and it went down sharply, curving always
to the right.

"We're right up against the outer wall, aren't we?" Silk asked, touching the

bl ack stones on his left.

Bel garat h nodded. "The stairs |lead down to Ctuchik's private place." They
continued down until the walls on either side changed from blocks to solid

st one.

"He lives below the city?" Silk asked, surprised.

"Yes," Belgarath replied. "He built hinself a sort of hanging turret out from
the rock of the peak itself."

"Strange idea," Durnik said.

"Ctuchik's a strange sort of person,” Aunt Pol told himgrimy.

Bel garath stopped them "The stairs go down about another hundred feet," he

whi spered. "There'll be two guards just outside the door to the turret. Not even
Ctuchik could change that - no matter what he's planning."

"Sorcerers?" Barak asked softly.

"No. The guards are cerenonial nore than functional. They're just ordinary
Golins."

"We'll rush themthen."

"That won't be necessary. | can get you cl ose enough to deal with them but I
want it quick and quiet." The old man reached inside his Mirgo robe and drew out
a roll of parchment bound with a strip of black ribbon. He started down again

wi th Barak and Mandorallen cl ose behind him

The curve of the stairway brought a lighted area into view as they descended.
Torches illuninated the bottom of the stone steps and a kind of antechanber hewn
fromthe solid rock. Two Grolins priests stood in front of a plain black door,
their arns fol ded
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"Who approaches the Holy of Holies?" one of them demanded, putting his hand to
his sword hilt.

"A nessenger," Bel garath announced inportantly. "I bear a nessage for the Mster
fromthe Herarch of Rak Goska." He held the rolled parchment above his head.

" Approach, messenger."

"Praise the nane of the Disciple of the Dragon God of Angarak," Bel garath booned
as he marched down the steps with Mandoral l en and Barak flanking him He reached
the bottomof the stairs and stopped in front of the steel-nmasked guards. "Thus
have | perforned ny appointed task," he declared, holding out the parchnent.

One of the guards reached for it, but Barak caught his armin a huge fist. The
big man's other hand closed swi ftly about the surprised Golims throat.

The other guard's hand flashed toward his sword hilt, but he grunted and doubl ed
over sharply as Mandorallen thrust a |ong, needl e-pointed poniard up into his
belly. Wth a kind of deadly concentration the knight twisted the hilt of the
weapon, probing with the point deep inside the Golims body. The guard
shudder ed when the bl ade reached his heart and collapsed with a |ong, gurgling
si gh.

Bar ak' s massi ve shoul der shifted, and there was a grating crunch as the bones in
the first Golims neck cane apart in his deadly grip. The guard's feet scraped
spasnodically on the floor for a nonent, and then he went |inp.

"I feel better already," Barak nuttered, dropping the body.

"You and Mandorallen stay here," Belgarath told him "I don't want to be
di sturbed once |I'minside."
"We'll see to it," Barak prom sed. "Wat about these?" He pointed at the two

dead guards

"Di spose of them Relg," Belgarath said shortly to the U go.

Silk turned his back quickly as Relg knelt between the two bodies and took hold
of them one with each hand. There was a sort of nmuffled slithering as he pushed
down, sinking the bodies into the stone fl oor

"You left a foot sticking out," Barak observed in a detached tone.

"Do you have to talk about it?" Silk denmanded.

Bel garath took a deep breath and put his hand to the iron door handle. "All
right," he said to themquietly, "let's go, then." He pushed open the door
Chapter Twenty-seven

THE WEALTH OF enpires | ay beyond the black door. Bright yellow coins - gold

beyond counting - lay in heaps on the floor; carelessly scattered anong the
coins were rings, bracelets, chains, and crowns, gleam ng richly. Bl ood-red bars
fromthe mnes of Angarak stood in stacks along the wall, interspersed here and

there by open chests filled to overflowing with fist-sized di anonds that
glittered like ice. Alarge table sat in the center of the room littered with
rubi es, sapphires, and eneralds as big as eggs. Ropes and strings of pearls,

pi nk, rosy gray, and even sone of jet held back the deep crinson drapes that

bi |l owed heavily before the w ndows.

Bel garath noved |i ke a stal king animal, showing no sign of his age, his eyes
everywhere. He ignored the riches around himand crossed the deep-carpeted floor
to aroomfilled with | earning, where tightly rolled scrolls lay in racks
reaching to the ceiling and the | eather backs of books marched |ike battalions
al ong dark wooden shelves. The tables in the second roomwere covered with the
curious gl ass apparatus of chem cal experinment and strange nachi nes of brass and
iron, all cogs and wheels and pull eys and chai ns.

In yet a third chanber stood a nassive gold throne backed by drapes of black
velvet. An ermne cape lay across one armof the throne, and a scepter and a
heavy gold crown |lay upon the seat. Inlaid in the polished stones of the fl oor
was a nmap that depicted, so far as Garion could tell, the entire world.

"What sort of place is this?" Durnik whispered in awe.

"Ctuchi k anuses hinself here," Aunt Pol replied with an expression of
repugnance. "He has nmany vices and he |ikes to keep each one separate.”

"He's not down here," Belgarath nuttered. "Let's go up to the next level." He

| ed them back the way they had cone and started up a flight of stone steps that
curved al ong the rounded wall of the turret.
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The roomat the top of the stairs was filled with horror. A rack stood in the
center of it, and whips and flails hung on the walls. Cruel inplenents of
gleaning steel lay in orderly rows on a table near the wall hooks, needl e-pointed
spi kes, and dreadful things with saw edges that still had bits of bone and flesh
caught between their teeth. The entire roomreeked of bl ood.

"You and Sil k go ahead, father," Aunt Pol said. "There are things in the other
roons on this level that Garion, Durnik, and Relg shouldn't see."

Bel garat h nodded and went through a doorway with Silk behind him After a few
monents they returned by way of another door. Silk's face | ooked slightly sick
"He has sone rather exotic perversions, doesn't he?" he remarked with a shudder
Bel garath's face was bl eak. "W go up again," he said quietly. "He's on the top
| evel. | thought he mi ght be, but | needed to be sure." They nounted anot her

st ai rway.

As they neared the top, Garion felt a peculiar tingling gl ow begi nning sonewhere
deep within him and a sort of endless singing seemed to draw himon. The nmark
on the palmof his right hand burned.

A bl ack stone altar stood in the first roomon the top |evel of the turret, and
the steel inmage of the face of Torak brooded fromthe wall behind it. A gleamng
knife, its hilt crusted with dried blood, lay on the altar, and bl oodstains had
sunk into the very pores of the rock. Belgarath was noving quickly now, his face
intent and his stride catlike. He glanced through one door in the wall beyond
the altar, shook his head and noved on to a closed door in the far wall. He
touched his fingers lightly to the wood, then nodded. "He's in here," he
murnured with satisfaction. He drew in a deep breath and grinned suddenly. "I've
been waiting for this for a long tine," he said.

"Don't dawdl e, father," Aunt Pol told himinpatiently. Her eyes were steely, and
the white lock at her browglittered |ike frost.

"I want you to stay out of it when we get inside, Pol," he rem nded her. "You
too, Garion. This is between Ctuchik and ne."

"Al'l right, father," Aunt Pol replied.

Bel garath put out his hand and opened the door. The room beyond was plain, even
bare. The stone floor was uncarpeted, and the round wi ndows | ooking out into the
darkness were undraped. Sinple candles burned in sconces on the walls, and a
plain table stood in the center of the room Seated at the table with his back
to the door sat a man in a hooded bl ack robe who seemed to be gazing into an
iron cask. Garion felt his entire body throbbing in response to what was in the
casks, and the singing in his mnd filled him

Alittle boy with pale blond hair stood in front of the table, and he was al so
staring at the cask. He wore a snudged linen snock and dirty little shoes.
Though his expression seened devoid of all thought, there was a sweet innocence
about himthat caught at the heart. H's eyes were blue, large, and trusting, and
he was quite the nost beautiful child Garion had ever seen

"What took you so long, Belgarath?" the nan at the table asked, not even
bothering to turn around. Hs voice sounded dusty. He closed the iron box with a
faint click. "I was al nost beginning to worry about you."

"A few m nor delays, Ctuchik," Belgarath replied. "I hope we didn't keep you

wai ting too |ong."

"I managed to keep nyself occupied. Cone in. Cone in - all of you." Ctuchik
turned to look at them Hi s hair and beard were a yellowed white and were very
long. His face was deeply lined, and his eyes glittered in their sockets. It was
a face filled with an ancient and profound evil. Cruelty and arrogance had
eroded all traces of decency or humanity fromit, and a towering egotism had
twisted it into a perpetual sneer of contempt for every other living thing. H's
eyes shifted to Aunt Pol. "Polgara," he greeted her with a nocking inclination
of his head. "You're as lovely as ever. Have you cone finally then to subnmt
yourself to the will of ny Master?" Hi s |eer was vile.

"No, Ctuchik," she replied coldly. "I cane to see justice."

"Justice?" He | aughed scornfully. "There's no such thing, Polgara. The strong do
what they like; the weak submit. My Master taught ne that."

"And his nmainmed face did not teach you ot herw se?"

The High Priest's face darkened briefly, but he shrugged off his nonmentary
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irritation. "lI'd offer you all a place to sit and sone refreshnent, perhaps,” he
continued in that same dusty voice, "but you won't be staying that long, |'m
afraid.” He glanced at the rest of them his eyes noting each in turn. "Your
party seens di m nished, Belgarath,” he observed. "I hope you haven't |ost any of
them al ong the way."

"They're all well, Ctuchik," Belgarath assured him "I'mcertain that they'l
appreci ate your concern, however."

"AIl?" Ctuchik drawled. "I see the Ninble Thief and the Man with Two Lives and

the Blind Man, but | don't see the others. Were's the Dreadful Bear and the
Kni ght Protector? The Horse Lord and the Bowran? And the | adi es? Were are
they-the Queen of the Wrld and the Mdther of the Race That Di ed?"

"All well, Cuchik," Belgarath replied. "Al well."

"How extraordinary. | was al nbst certain that you'd have | ost one or two at

| east by now. | admre your dedication, old man - to keep intact for all these
centuries a prophecy that woul d have coll apsed if one single ancestor had died
at the wong tinme." H's eyes grew distant nmonentarily. "Ah," he said. "I see.
You left them below to stand guard. You didn't have to do that, Bel garath.

| eft orders that we weren't to be disturbed."

The High Priest's eyes stopped then on Garion's face. "Belgarion," he said

al nost politely. Despite the singing that still thrilled in his veins, Grion
felt a chill as the evil force of the High Priest's mnd touched him "You're
younger than | expected."

Garion stared defiantly at him gathering his will to ward off any surprise nove
by the old man at the table.

"Woul d you pit your will against mne, Belgarion?" Cuchik seemed anused. "You

burned Chandar, but he was a fool. You'll find ne a bit nmore difficult. Tell ne,
boy, did you enjoy it?"

"No," Garion replied, still holding hinself ready.

"Intime you'll learn to enjoy it," Ctuchik said with an evil grin. "Watching

your eneny writhe and shriek in your mind's grip is one of the nore satisfying
rewards of power." He turned his eyes back to Belgarath. "And so you've cone at
| ast to destroy ne?" he said nockingly.

"If it cones down to that, yes. It's been a long tinme conming, Ctuchik."

"Hasn't it, though? We're very nuch alike, Belgarath. |I've been | ooking forward
to this neeting al nbost as nuch as you have. Yes, we're very nmuch alike. Under
different circunstances, we mght even have been friends."

"l doubt that. I'ma sinple man, and sone of your anusenents are a bit
sophisticated for nmy taste.”

"Spare nme that, please. You know as well as | do that we're both beyond al
restriction.”

"Perhaps, but | prefer to choose ny friends a bit nore carefully."”

"You're growing tiresone, Belgarath. Tell the others to conme up." Ctuchik raised
one eyebrow sardonically. "Don't you want to have themwatch while you destroy
me? Think of how sweet their admration will be.

"They're fine just where they are," Belgarath told him

"Don't be tedious. Surely you're not going to deny ne the opportunity to pay

homage to the Queen of the World." Ctuchik's voice was nocking. "I yearn to
behol d her exquisite perfection before you kill ne."

"l doubt that she'd care nuch for you, Ctuchik. I'll convey your respects,
however . "

"I insist, Belgarath. It's a snall request - easily granted. If you don't summon
her, | will."

Bel garath's eyes narrowed, and then he suddenly grinned. "So that's it," he said
softly. "I wondered why you'd gone to all the trouble to let us get through so
easily."

"It doesn't really matter now, you know," Ctuchik al nost purred. "You've nmade
your |ast mstake, old man. You've brought her to Rak Cthol, and that's all
real |y needed. Your prophecy dies here and now, Belgarath - and you with it, I'd
i magine." The High Priest's eyes flashed triunphantly, and Garion felt the evi
force of Ctuchik's mnd reaching out, searching with a terrible purpose
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Bel garat h exchanged a quick ook with Aunt Pol and slyly w nked. Ctuchik's eyes
wi dened suddenly as his mind swept through the |ower levels of his grimturret
and found it enpty. "Wiere is she?" he demanded wildly in a voice that was

al nost a scream

"The princess wasn't able to come with us,
sends her apol ogi es, though."

"You're lying, Belgarath! You wouldn't have dared to | eave her behind. There's
no place in the world where she'd be safe."

"Not even in the caves of U go?"

Ctuchik's face blanched. "U go?" he gasped.

"Poor old Ctuchik," Belgarath said, shaking his head in nock regret. "You're
slipping badly, I'mafraid. It wasn't a bad plan you had, but didn't it occur to
you to nmake sure that the princess was actually with us before you let ne get
this close to you?"

"One of the others will do just as well," Ctuchi k asserted, his eyes bl azing
with fury.

"No," Belgarath disagreed. "The others are all unassailable. Ce' Nedra's the only
vul nerabl e one, and she's at Prolgu - under the protection of UL hinself. You
can attenpt that if you'd like, but I wouldn't really advise it."

"Curse you, Belgarath!"

"Why don't you just give nme the Orb now, Ctuchi k?" Bel garath suggested. "You
know | can take it away fromyou if | have to."

Ctuchi k struggled to gain control of hinmself. "Let's not be hasty, Belgarath,"”
he said after a nonent. "What are we going to gain by destroying each other? W
have Cthrag Yaska in our possession. W could divide the world between us."

"I don't want half the world, Ctuchik."

"You want it all for yourself?" A brief, knowing smle crossed Ctuchik's face.
"So did | - at first - but 1'll settle for half."

"Actually, | don't want any of it."

Ctuchi k' s expression becane a bit desperate. "Wat do you want, Bel garath?"

"The Orb," Belgarath replied inexorably. "Gve it to ne, Ctuchik."

"Whay don't we join forces and use the Ob to destroy Zedar?"

"\Nhy 2"

"You hate himas nuch as | do. He betrayed your Master. He stole Cthrag Yaska
fromyou."

"He betrayed himself, Ctuchik, and | think that haunts himsonmetimes. H s plan
to steal the Ob was clever, though." Belgarath | ooked thoughtfully at the
little boy standing in front of the table, his large eyes fixed on the iron
cask. "I wonder where he found this child," he nused. "lInnocence and purity are
not exactly the same thing, of course, but they're very close. It nust have cost
Zedar a great deal of effort to raise a total innocent. Think of all the

i mpul ses he had to suppress.”

"That's why | let himdo it," Cuchik said

The little blond boy, seening to know that they were discussing him | ooked at
the two old nmen, his eyes filled with absolute trust.

Bel garath replied blandly. "She

"The whole point is that | still have Cthrag Yaska - the Orb," Ctuchik said,
| eaning back in his chair and | aying one hand on the cask. "If you try to take
it, 1'll fight you. Neither of us knows for sure how that would turn out. Why

t ake chances?"

"What good is it doing you? Even if it would submt to you, what then? Wuld you
rai se Torak and surrender it to hinP"

"I might think about it. But Torak's been asleep for five centuries now, and the
world's run fairly well without him | don't imagine there's all that much point
in disturbing himjust yet."

"Whi ch woul d | eave you in possession of the Ob."

Ctuchi k shrugged. "Sonmeone has to have it. Wy not ne?"

He was still leaning back in his chair, seemng al nost conpletely at ease. There
was no warni ng novenent or even a flicker of enmotion across his face as he
struck.

It came so quickly that it was not a surge but a blow, and the sound of it was
not the nowfamiliar roaring in the mnd but a thunderclap. Garion knew that,
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had it been directed at him it would have destroyed him But it was not
directed at him It |ashed instead at Belgarath. For a dreadful instant Garion
saw his grandfather engulfed in a shadow bl acker than night itself. Then the
shadow shattered |ike a goblet of delicate crystal, scattering shards of
darkness as it blew apart. Now gri mfaced, Belgarath still faced his ancient
eneny.

"I's that the best you can do, Ctuchi k?" he asked, even as his own will struck.

A searing blue light suddenly surrounded the Golim closing in upon him
seeming to crush himwith its intensity. The stout chair upon which he sat burst
into chunks and splinters, as if a sudden vast weight had settled down upon it.
Ctuchik fell among the fragments of his chair and pushed back the bl ue

i ncandescence with both hands. He lurched to his feet and answered with flanes.
For a dreadful instant Garion renmenbered Asharak, burning in the Wod of the
Dryads, but Belgarath brushed the fire away and, despite his once-stated
assertion that the WIIl and Wrd needed no gesture, he raised his hand and
smashed at Ctuchi k with |ightning.

The sorcerer and the magician faced each other in the center of the room
surrounded by blazing |ights and waves of flane and darkness. Garion's mnd grew
nunb under the repeated detonations of raw energy as the two struggled. He
sensed that their battle was only partially visible and that bl ows were being
struck which he could not see - could not even inmagine. The air in the turret
room seened to crackle and hiss. Strange images appeared and vani shed,
flickering at the extrenme limts of visibility - vast faces, enornous hands, and
things Garion could not nane. The turret itself trenbled as the two dreadful old
men ripped open the fabric of reality itself to grasp weapons of inmgination or
del usi on.

Wt hout even thinking, Garion began to gather his will, drawing his mnd into
focus. He had to stop it. The edges of the blows were smashing at himand at the
ot hers. Beyond thought now, Belgarath and Ctuchi k, consuned with their hatred
for each other, were unleashing forces that could kill themall

"Grion! Stay out of it!" Aunt Pol told himin a voice so harsh that he could
not believe it was hers. "They're at the limt. If you throw anything else into
it, you'll destroy themboth." She gestured sharply to the others. "Get back -
all of you. The air around themis alive."

Fearfully, they all backed toward the rear wall of the turret room The sorcerer
and the magician stood no nore than a few feet apart now, their eyes bl azing and
their power surging back and forth in waves. The air sizzled around them and
their robes snoked.

Then Garion's eyes fell upon the little boy. He stood watching with calm

unconpr ehendi ng eyes. He neither started nor flinched at the dreadful sounds and
sights that crashed around him Garion tensed hinself to dash forward and yank
the child to safety, but at that noment the little boy turned toward the table.
Quite calmMy, he wal ked through a sudden wall of green flane that shot up in
front of him Either he did not see the fire, or he did not fear it. He reached
the table, stood on his tiptoes and, raising the lid, he put his hand into the
iron cask over which Ctuchi k had been gloating. He lifted a round, polished,
gray stone out of the cask. Garion instantly felt that strange tingling gl ow
again, so strong now that it was al nbst overwhelm ng, and his ears filled with

t he haunting song.

He heard Aunt Pol gasp

Hol ding the gray stone in both hands Iike a ball, the little boy turned and

wal ked directly toward Garion, his eyes filled with trust and the expression on
his small face confident. The polished stone reflected the flashing |Iights of
the terrible conflict raging in the center of the room but there was another
light within it as well. Deep within it stood an intense azure glow - a |ight
that neither flickered nor changed, a light that grew steadily stronger as the
boy approached Garion. The child stopped and rai sed the stone in his hands,
offering it to Garion. He smled and spoke a single word, "Errand."”

An instant inmage filled Garion's mind, an image of a dreadful fear. He knew that
he was | ooking directly into the mind of Ctuchik. There was a picture in
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Ctuchik's mind - a picture of Garion holding the glowing stone in his hand - and
that picture terrified the Golim Garion felt waves of fear spilling out toward
him Deliberately and quite slowy he reached his right hand toward the stone
the child was offering. The mark on his pal myearned toward the stone, and the
chorus of song in his mind swelled to a m ghty crescendo. Even as he stretched
out his hand, he felt the sudden, unthinking, animal panic in Cuchik.

The Grolims voice was a hoarse shriek. "Be not!" he cried out desperately,
directing all his terrible power at the stone in the little boy's hands.

For a shocking instant, a deadly silence filled the turret. Even Belgarath's
face, drawn by his terrible struggle, was shocked and unbeli evi ng.

The blue glow within the heart of the stone seemed to contract. Then it flared

agai n.
Ctuchi k, his long hair and beard di shevel ed, stood gaping in w deeyed and
opennout hed horror. "I didn't nean it!" he howed. "I didn't - [-"

But a new and even nore stupendous force had already entered the round room The
force flashed no light, nor did it push against Garion's mind. It seened instead
to pull out, drawing at himas it cl osed about the horrified Ctuchik.

The High Priest of the Grolins shrieked m ndlessly. Then he seened to expand,
then contract, then expand again. Cracks appeared on his face as if he had
suddenly solidified into stone and the stone was di sintegrating under the awfu
force welling up within him Wthin those hideous cracks Garion saw, not flesh
and bl ood and bone, but blazing energy. Ctuchik began to glow, brighter and
brighter. He raised his hands inploringly. "Help ne!" he screaned. He shrieked
out a long, despairing, "NO" And then, with a shattering sound that was beyond
noi se, the Disciple of Torak expl oded into nothingness.

Hurled to the floor by that awesone blast, Garion tunbled agai nst the wall

Wt hout thinking, he caught the little boy, who was flung against himlike a rag
doll. The round stone clattered as it bounced agai nst the rocks of the wall
Garion reached out to catch it, but Aunt Pol's hand closed on his wist. "No!"
she said. "Don't touch it. It's the Ob."

Garion's hand froze

The little boy squirmed out of his grasp and ran after the rolling Ob.

"Errand." He laughed triunphantly as he caught it.

"What happened?” Silk nuttered, struggling to his feet and shaki ng his head.
"Ctuchi k destroyed hinsel f," Aunt Pol replied, also rising. "He tried to unmake
the Orb. The Mdther of the Gods will not permit unmaking." She | ooked quickly at
Garion. "Help me with your grandfather."

Bel garat h had been standing alnost in the center of the explosion that had
destroyed Ctuchi k. The blast had thrown himhal fway across the room and he |ay
in a stunned heap, his eyes glazed and his hair and beard si nged.

"Get up, father," Aunt Pol said urgently, bending over him

The turret began to shudder, and the basalt pinnacle fromwhich it hung swayed.
A vast boom ng sound echoed up out of the earth. Bits of rock and nortar
showered down fromthe walls of the roomas the earth quivered in the aftershock
of Ctuchik's destruction

In the roons bel ow, the stout door banged open and Garion heard poundi ng feet.
"Where are you?" Barak's voice bel |l oned.

"Up here,” Silk shouted down the stairway.

Barak and Mandoral | en rushed up the stone stairs. "Get out of here!" Barak
roared. "The turret's starting to break away fromthe rock. The Tenple up
there's collapsing, and there's a crack two feet wide in the ceiling where the
turret joins the rock."

"Father!" Aunt Pol said sharply, "you nust get up!"

Bel garath stared at her unconprehendingly. "Pick himup," she snapped at Barak.
There was a dreadful tearing sound as the rocks that held the turret against the
side of the peak began to rip away under the pressures of the convulsing earth.
"There!" Relg said in a ringing voice. He was pointing at the back wall of the
turret where the stones were cracking and shattering. "Can you open it? There's
a cave beyond."

Aunt Pol | ooked up quickly, focused her eyes on the wall and pointed one finger
"Burst!" she commanded. The stone wall blew back into the echoing cave like a
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wal | of straw struck by a hurricane.

"It's pulling loose!" Silk yelled, his voice shrill. He pointed at a w dening
crack between the turret and the solid face of the peak. "Junp!" Barak shout ed.
"Hurry!"

Silk flung hinself across the crack and spun to catch Relg, who had followed him
blindly. Durnik and Mandoral |l en, with Aunt Pol between them |eaped across as
the groaning crack yawned wider. "Go, boy!" Barak commanded Garion. Carrying the
still-dazed Bel garath, the big Cherek was |unbering toward t he openi ng.

"The childl" the voice in Garion's m nd crackled, no |onger dry or
disinterested. "Save the child or everything that has ever happened is
meani ngl essl "

Gari on gasped, suddenly renmenbering the little boy. He turned and ran back into
the slowy toppling turret. He swept up the boy in his arms and ran for the hole
Aunt Pol had blown in the rock

Barak junped across, and his feet scranbled for an awful second on the very edge
of the far side. Even as he ran, Garion pulled in his strength. At the instant
he junped, he pushed back with every ounce of his will. Wth the little boy in
his arns he literally flew across the awful gap and crashed directly into

Bar ak' s broad back.

The little boy in his armse with the Ob of Aldur cradled protectively agai nst
his chest smled up at him "Errand?" he asked.

Garion turned. The turret was |leaning far out fromthe basalt wall, its
supporting stones cracking, ripping away fromthe sheer face. Ponderously, it
toppl ed outward. And then, with the shards and fragnments of the Tenple of Torak
hurtling past it, it sheared free of the wall and fell into the awful gulf
beneat h.

The floor of the cave they had entered was heaving as the earth shuddered and
shock after shock reverberated up through the basalt pinnacle. Huge chunks of
the walls of Rak Cthol were ripping free and plungi ng past the cave nouth,
flickering down through the red Iight of the newly risen sun

"I's everybody here?" Silk demanded, | ooking quickly around. Then, satisfied that
they were all safe, he added, "We'd better get back fromthe opening a bit. This
part of the peak doesn't feel all that stable.”

"Do you want to go down now?" Relg asked Aunt Pol. "Or do you want to wait unti
t he shaki ng subsi des?"

"We'd better nove," Barak advised. "These caves will be swarming with Mirgos as
soon as the quake stops."

Aunt Pol glanced at the half conscious Belgarath and then seemed to gather
herself. "W'Il go down," she decided firmy. "W still have to stop to pick up
the sl ave wonan."

"She's alnbst certain to be dead,"” Relg asserted quickly. "The earthquake's
probably brought the roof of that cave down on her."

Aunt Pol's eyes were flinty as she | ooked himfull in the face.

No man alive could face that gaze for long. Relg dropped his eyes. "All right,"
he said sullenly. He turned and | ed them back into the dark cave with the

eart hquake runbling beneath their feet.

Here ends Book Three of The Bel gari ad.

Book Four, Castle of Wzardry,

brings Garion and Ce' Nedra to the first realization of their heritage as the
Prophecy noves themtoward its fulfillment, and Garion discovers there are
powers nore difficult than sorcery.
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however, and he turned to The Belgariad in an effort to develop certain

techni cal and phil osophi cal ideas concerning that genre.
Eddi ngs currently resides with his wife, Leigh, in the northwest.
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