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Book 2 of the Ml l oreon

PROLOGUE

Being a brief history of Mallorea and the races that dwel
t here.

-Di gested from The Chronicles of Angarak
Uni versity of Melcene Press

Tradition places the ancestral hone of the Angaraks
somewhere off the south coast of present-day Dal asia. Then
Torak, Dragon God of Angarak, used the power of the Stone,
Cthrag Yaska, in what has cone to be called "the cracking of
the world." The crust of the earth split, releasing liquid
magma from bel ow and letting the waters of the southern ocean
into formthe Sea of the East.

This cataclysm c process continued for decades before the
world gradually assunmed its present form

As a result of this upheaval, the Alorns and their allies
were forced to retreat into the unexplored reaches of the
western continent, while the Angaraks fled into the w | derness
of Mall orea.

Torak had been mai ned and di sfigured by the Stone, which
rebelled at the use to which the God put it, and the Golim
priests were denoralized. Thus | eadership fell by default to
the mlitary; by the time the Grolins recovered, the mlitary
had established de facto rule of all Angarak. Lacking their
former preem nence, the priests set up an opposing center of
power at Ml Yaska, near the tip of the Karandese mountain
range.

At this point, Torak roused hinself to prevent the
i minent civil war between priesthood and nmilitary rule. But
he made no nove against the mlitary headquarters at Ml Zeth;
i nstead, he marched to the extreme northwest of Mllorea
Antiqua with a quarter of the Angarak people to build the Holy
City of Cthol M shrak. There he renmi ned, so absorbed by
efforts to gain control of Cthrag Yaska that he was oblivious
to the fact that the people had largely turned fromtheir
previ ous preoccupation with theol ogical matters. Those with
himin Cthol Mshrak were nostly a hysterical fringe of
fanatics under the rigid control of Torak's three disciples,
Zedar, Ctuchik, and Urvon. These three nmintained the old
forms in the society of Cthol Mshrak while the rest of
Angar ak changed.

When the continuing friction between the Church and
mlitary finally cane to Torak's attention, he summoned the
mlitary H gh Cormmand and the G olimHi erarchy to Ctho
M shrak and delivered his commands in terns that brooked no
dermur. Exenpting only Mal Yaska and Mal Zeth, all towns and
districts were to be ruled jointly by the mlitary and
pri esthood. The subdued Hi erarchy and Hi gh Command i medi ately
settled their differences and returned to their separate
encl aves. This enforced truce freed the generals to turn their
attention to the other peoples living in Mllorea.



The origins of these people are lost in nmyth, but three
races had predated the Angaraks on the continent: the
Dal asi ans of the southwest; the Karands of the north; and the
Mel cenes of the East. It was to the Karands the military
turned its efforts.

The Karands were a warlike race with little patience for
cultural niceties. They lived in crude cities where hogs
roamed freely in the nuddy streets. Traditionally, they were
related to the Morindimof the far north of Gar og Nadrak.
Both races were given to the practice of dermon worship.

At the beginning of the second nillennium roving bands of
Kar andese bri gands had beconme a serious problem al ong the
eastern frontier, and the Angarak army now noved out of M
Zeth to the western fringes of the Karandese Ki ngdom of
Pallia. The city of Rakand in southwestern Pallia was sacked
and burned, and the inhabitants were taken captives.

At this point, one of the greatest decisions of Angarak
hi story was nmade. While the Golinms prepared for an orgy of
human sacrifice, the generals paused. They had no desire to
occupy Pallia, and the difficulties of |ong-distance
comuni cation made the notion unattractive. To the generals,
it seemed far better to keep Pallia as a subject kingdom and
exact tribute, rather than to occupy a depopul ated territory.
The Golinms were outraged, but the generals were adamant.
Utimately, both sides agreed to take the matter before Torak
for his decision.

Not surprisingly, Torak agreed with the Hi gh Comrmand; if
t he Karands coul d be converted, he would nearly double the
congregation of his Church as well as the size of his arny for
any future confrontation with the Kings of the Wst. "Any man
who liveth in boundl ess Mallorea shall bow down and worship
me," he told his reluctant missionaries. And to insure their
zeal, he sent Urvon to Mal Yaska to oversee the conversion of
t he Karands.

There Urvon established hinself as tenporal head of the
Mal | orean Church in ponp and |uxury hitherto unknown to the
ascetic Golinms.

The arny noved agai nst Katakor, Jenno, and Del chin, as
well as Pallia. But the mssionaries fared poorly as the
Kar andese mmgi ci ans conjured up hordes of denons to defend
their society. Urvon finally journeyed to Cthol Mshrak to
consult with Torak. It is not clear what Torak did, but the
Kar andese mmgi ci ans soon di scovered that the spells previously
used to control the denmons were no |onger effective. Any
magi ci an coul d now reach into the real ns of darkness only at
the peril of life and soul. The conquest of the Karands
absorbed the attention of both mlitary and priesthood for the
next several centuries, but ultimtely the resistance
col | apsed and Karanda becane a subject nation, its peoples
generally | ooked upon as inferiors.

When the arny advanced down the Great River Magan agai nst
the Mel cene Enpire, however, it nmet a sophisticated and
technol ogi cal |y superior people. In several disastrous
battles, in which Melcene war chariots and el ephant cavalry
destroyed whol e battalions, the Angaraks abandoned their
efforts. The Angarak generals nade overtures of peace. To
their astoni shnent, the Mel cenes quickly agreed to nornmalize
relations and offered to trade horses, which the Angaraks



previously | acked. They refused, however, even to discuss the
sal e of el ephants.

The arny then turned to Dal asia, which proved to be an
easy conquest. The Dal asians were sinple farmers and herdsnen
with little skill for war. The Angaraks nmoved into Dal asia and
established mlitary protectorates during the next ten years.
The priesthood seened at first equally successful. The
Dal asi ans nmeekly accepted the fornms of Angarak worship. But
they were a nystical people, and the Golinms soon discovered
that the power of the witches, seers, and prophets renai ned
unbroken. Moreover, copies of the infanpbus Mallorean Gospels
still circulated in secret anmong the Dal asi ans.

In time, the Grolins m ght have succeeded in stanping out
the secret Dalasian religion. But then a disaster occurred
that was to change forever the conpl exion of Angarak life.
Sonmehow, the | egendary sorcerer Bel garath, acconpani ed by
three Al orns, succeeded in evading all the security neasures
and came unobserved at night to steal Cthrag Yaska fromthe
iron tower of Torak in the center of Cthol M shrak. Although
pursued, they managed to escape with the stolen Stone to the
West .

In furious rage, Torak destroyed his city. Then he ordered
that the Murgos, Thulls, and Nadraks be sent to the western
borders of the Sea of the East. More than a million lives were
lost in the crossing of the northern |land bridge, and the
soci ety and culture of the Angaraks took |ong to recover.

Fol l owi ng the dispersal and the destruction of Ctho
M shrak, Torak becane al nost inaccessible, concentrating
totally on various schenmes to thwart the growi ng power of the
Ki ngdonms of the West. The God's neglect gave the mlitary tine
to exploit fully its nowvirtually total control of Mllorea
and the subject kingdons.

For many centuries, the uneasy peace between Angaraks and
Mel cenes continued, broken occasionally only by little wars in
whi ch both sides avoided conmitting their full forces. The two
nati ons eventually established the practice of each sending
children of the |leaders to be raised by | eaders of the other
side. This led to a fuller understanding by both, as well as
to the growth of a body of cosnopolitan youths that eventually
becanme the normfor the ruling class of the Mllorean Enpire.

One such youth was Kallath, the son of a high-ranking
Angar ak general. Brought up in Melcene, he returned to Ma
Zeth to becone the youngest man ever to be elevated to the
General Staff Returning to Melcene, he married the daughter of
the Mel cene Enperor and managed to have hinsel f decl ared
Enmperor following the old man's death in 3830. Then, using the
Mel cene army as a threat, he managed to get hinself decl ared
heredi tary Conmander in Chief of the Angaraks.

The integration of Melcene and Angarak was turbul ent. But
in time, the Melcene patience won out over Angarak brutality.
Unli ke other peoples, the Melcenes were ruled by a
bureaucracy. And in the end, that bureaucracy proved far nore
efficient than the Angarak military adm nistration, By 4400,

t he ascendancy of the bureaucracy was conplete. By that tine,
al so, the title of Commander in Chief had been forgotten and
the ruler of both peoples was sinply the Enperor of Mllorea.
To the sophisticated Mel cenes, the worship of Torak
remai ned | argely superficial. They accepted the forns out of



expedi ency, but the Golins were never able to command the
abj ect submi ssion to the Dragon God that had characterized the
Angar aks.

Then in 4850, Torak suddenly enmerged from his eons of
seclusion to appear before the gates of Ml Zeth.

Wearing a steel mask to conceal his mainmed face, he set
asi de the Enperor and declared hinmself Kal Torak, King and
God. He inmediately began nustering an enornous force to crush
t he Ki ngdons of the West and bring all the world under his
donmi nati on.

The nobilization that followed virtually stripped Mllorea
of abl e-bodi ed mal es. The Angaraks and Karands were marched
north to the land bridge, crossing to northernnost Gar og
Nadr ak, and the Dal asi ans and Mel cenes noved to where fleets
had been constructed to ferry them across the Sea of the East
to southern Cthol Murgos. The northern Malloreans joined with
the Nadraks, Thulls, and northern Mirgos to strike toward the
Ki ngdonms of Drasnia and Al garia. The
second group of Malloreans joined with the southern Mirgos and
were to march northwesterly. Torak nmeant to crush the West
bet ween the two huge arnies

The southern forces, however, were caught in a freak storm
that swept off the Western Sea in the spring of 4875 and that
buried themalive in the worst blizzard of recorded history.
When it finally abated, the colum was mired in fourteen-foot
snowdrifts that persisted until early sumer. No theory has
yet been able to explain this storm which was clearly not of
natural origin. Whatever the cause, the southern arny
peri shed. The few survivors who struggl ed back to the East
told tales of horror that were truly unthinkable.

The northern force was al so beset by various disasters,
but eventually laid siege to Vo M nbre, where they were
conpletely routed by the conmbined arnies of the West.

And there Torak was struck down by the power of Cthrag
Yaska (there called the Ob of Aldur) and lay in a coma that
was to last centuries, though his body was rescued and taken
to a secret hiding place by his disciple Zedar

In the years foll owi ng these catastrophes, Mll orean
soci ety began to fracture back into its original conmponents of
Mel cene, Karanda, Dal asia, and the | ands of the Angaraks. The
Enmpire was saved only by the energence of Korzeth as Enperor.

Korzeth was only fourteen when he seized the throne from
his aged father. Deceived by his youth, the separatist regions
began to decl are i ndependence of the inperial throne. Korzeth
noved decisively to stemthe revolution. He spent the rest of
his Iife on horseback in one of the greatest bl oodbaths of
hi story, but when he was done, he delivered a strong and
united Mallorea to his successors. Henceforth, the descendants
of Korzeth ruled in total and unquesti oned power from Ma
Zet h.

This continued until the present Enperor, Zakath, ascended
the throne. For a tine, he gave prom se of being an
enl i ghtened ruler of Mallorea and the western kingdons of the
Angar aks. But soon there were signs of trouble.

The Murgos were ruled by Taur Urgas, and it was evident
that he was both mad and unscrupul ously anbitious. He
i nstigated sone plot against the young Enperor. It has never
been established clearly what form his schem ng took. But



Zakat h di scovered that Taur Urgas was behind it and vowed
vengeance. This took the formof a bitter war in which Zakath
began a canpaign to destroy the mad ruler utterly.

It was in the mddle of this struggle that the West
struck. Wiile the Kings of the West sent an armnmy against the
East, Bel garion, the young Overlord of the Wst and descendant
of Bel garath the Sorcerer, advanced on foot across the north
and across the land bridge into Mallorea. He was acconpani ed
by Bel garath and a Drasnian and he bore the ancient Sword of
Ri va, on the ponmel of which was Cthrag Yaska, the Orb of
Al dur. His purpose was to slay Torak, apparently in response
to some prophecy known in the West.

Torak had been energing fromhis long coma in the ruins of
his ancient city of Cthol M shrak. Now he roused hinmself to
neet the challenger. But in the confrontation, Belgarion
overcame the God and slew himwith the Sword, |eaving the
pri esthood of Mallorea in chaos and confusion.

PART ONE - RAK HAGGA
CHAPTER ONE

The first snow of the season settled white and qui et
through the breathless air onto the decks of their ship. It
was a wet snow with |arge, heavy flakes that piled up on the
lines and rigging, turning the tarred ropes into thick, white
cabl es. The sea was bl ack, and the swells rose and fel
wi t hout sound. From the stem canme the slow, measured beat of a
nmuf fl ed drumthat set the stroke for the Mllorean oarsmen.

The sifting flakes settled on the shoulders of the sailors and
in the folds of their scarlet cloaks as they pulled steadily

t hrough the snowy norning. Their breath steanmed in the chil
danpness as they bent and straightened in unison to the beat
of the drum

Garion and Silk stood at the rail with their cloaks pulled
tightly around them staring sonberly out through the filnmny
snowf al | .

"M serable norning," the rat-faced little Drasnian noted,
di stastefully brushing snow from his shoul ders.

Garion grunted sourly.

“"You're in a cheerful hunor today."

"I don't really have all that nmuch to smle about, Silk."
Garion went back to glowering out at the gl oony
bl ack- and- whi t e nor ni ng.

Bel garath the Sorcerer canme out of the aft cabin, squinted
up into the thickly settling snow, and raised the hood of his
stout old cloak. Then he canme forward al ong the slippery deck
to join themat the rail

Silk glanced at the red-cl oaked Mall orean sol di er who had
unobtrusively come up on deck behind the old man and who now
stood | eaning with some show of idleness on the rail severa
yards aft. "I see that General Atesca is still concerned about
your well-being," he said, pointing at the man who had dogged
Bel garath's steps since they had sailed out of the harbor at
Rak Verkat .

Bel garath threw a quick disgusted glance in the soldier's
direction. "Stupidity," he said shortly. "Were does he think



' m goi ng?"

A sudden thought cane to Garion. He | eaned forward and
spoke very quietly. "You know," he said, "we could go
sonmepl ace, at that. We've got a ship here, and a ship goes
wherever you point it -Mallorea just as easily as the coast of
Hagga. "

"It's an interesting notion, Belgarath," Silk agreed.

"There are four of us, Grandfather," Garion pointed out.
“You, me, Aunt Pol, and Durnik. |I'msure we wouldn't have nuch
difficulty in taking over this ship. Then we could change
course and be halfway to Mallorea before Kal Zakath realized
that we weren't conming to Rak Hagga after all." The nobre he
t hought about it, the nore the idea excited him "Then we
could sail north along the Mallorean coast and anchor in a
cove or inlet soneplace on the shore of Camat. We'd only be a
week or so from Ashaba. W night even be able to get there
bef ore Zandramas does." A bleak smile touched his lips. "I'd
sort of like to be waiting for her when she gets there."

"It's got sonme definite possibilities, Belgarath,” Silk
said. "Could you do it?"

Bel garath scratched thoughtfully at his beard, squinting
out into the sifting snow "It's possible,” he adnitted. He
| ooked at Garion. "But what do you think we ought to do with
all these Mallorean soldiers and the ship's crew, once we get
to the coast of Canat? You weren't planning to sink the ship
and drown themall, were you, the way Zandranmas does when
she's finished using people?"

"Of course not!"

"I"'mglad to hear that -but then how did you plan to keep
them fromrunning to the nearest garrison just as soon as we
| eave them behind? | don't know about you, but the idea of
having a regi nent or so of Mallorean troops hot on our heels
doesn't excite ne all that nuch."

Garion frowned. "I guess | hadn't thought about that," he
admi tted.

"I didn't think you had. It's usually best to work your
way conpletely through an idea before you put it into action.
It avoids a great deal of spur-of-the-nmonment patching | ater
on."

" Al right," Garion said, feeling slightly enbarrassed.

"I know you're inpatient, Garion, but inpatience is a poor
substitute for a well-considered plan."

"Do you m nd, G andfather?" Garion said acidly.

"Besides, it mght just be that we're supposed to go to
Rak Hagga and neet with Kal Zakath. Why would Cyradis turn us
over to the Malloreans, after she went to all the trouble of
putting The Book of Ages into ny hands? There's sonething el se
goi ng on here, and |I'm not sure we want to disrupt things
until we find out a little nore about them"

The cabi n door opened, and General Atesca, the commander
of the Mallorean forces occupying the Isle of Verkat, energed.
From the nonent they had been turned over to him Atesca had
been polite and strictly correct in all his dealings with
them He had al so been very firmabout his intention to
deliver them personally to Kal Zakat in Rak Hagga. He was a
tall, lean man, and his uniformwas bright scarlet, adorned
wi th nunmerous nedal s and decorations. He carried himself with
erect dignity, though the fact that his nose had been broken



at sone tinme in the past made himl ook nore like a street
brawl er than a general in an inperial arnmy. He cane up the
sl ush-covered deck, heedl ess of his highly polished boots.

"Good norning, gentlenmen," he greeted themwith a stiff,
mlitary bow "I trust you slept well?"

"Tol erably," Silk replied.

"It seens to be snowing," the general said, |ooking about
and speaking in the tone of one making small talk for the sake
of courtesy.

"I noticed that,"” Silk said. "Howlong is it likely to
take us to reach Rak Hagga?"

" A few nore hours to reach the coast, your Highness, and
then a two-day ride to the city."

Sil k nodded. "Have you any idea why your Enperor wants to
see us?" he asked.

"He didn't say," Atesca answered shortly, "and |I didn't
think it appropriate to ask. He nerely told me to apprehend
you and to bring you to himat Rak Hagga. You are all to be
treated with utnost courtesy as long as you don't try to
escape. |If you do that, his Inperial Mjesty instructed nme to
be more firm" His tone as he spoke was neutral, and his face
remai ned expressionless. "I hope you gentlenmen will excuse ne
now," he, said. "I have sonme matters that need nmy attention."
He bowed curtly, turned, and left them

"He's a gold nmine of information, isn't he?" Silk noted
dryly. " Most Melcenes |Iove to gossip, but you' ve got to pry
every word out of this one."

"Mel cene?" Garion said. "I didn't know that."

Silk nodded. " Atesca's a Melcene nane. Kal Zakath has
sonme peculiar ideas about the aristocracy of talent. Angarak
officers don't like the idea, but there's not too much they
can do about it -if they want to keep their heads."

Garion was not really that curious about the intricacies
of Mallorean politics, so he let the matter drop, to return to

t he subject they had been di scussing previously. "I'm not
quite clear about what you were saying, Grandfather, " he
sai d, "about our going to Rak Hagga, | nean."

"Cyradis believes that she has a choice to nake," the old
man replied," and there are certain conditions that have to be
nmet before she can nake it. |'ve got a suspicion that your
nmeeting with Zakath m ght be one of those conditions.”

"You don't actually believe her, do you?"

"“I'"ve seen stranger things happen and | always wal k very
softly around the Seers of Kell."

"I haven't seen anything about a neeting of that kind in
the Min Codex."

" Neither have |, but there are nore things in the world
than the Min Codex. You've got to keep in nmind the fact that
Cyradis is drawi ng on the prophecies of both sides, and if the
propheci es are equal, they have equal truth. Not only that,
Cyradis is probably drawi ng on sonme prophecies that only the
Seers know about. Wierever this list of preconditions cane
from though, I'mfairly certain that she won't let us get to
this '"place which is no nore' until every itenls been crossed
of f her list."

"Wn't let us?" Silk said.

"Don't underestimte Cyradis, Silk," Belgarath cautioned.
"She's the receptacle of all the power the Dals possess. That



nmeans that she can probably do things that the rest of us
couldn't even begin to dreamof. Let's look at things froma
practical point of view, though. When we started out, we were
a half a year behind Zandramas and we were planning a very
tedi ous and tine-consunm ng trek across Cthol Mirgos -but we
kept getting interrupted.”

"Tell me about it," Silk said sardonically.

"Isn"t it curious that after all these interruptions,
we' ve reached the eastern side of the continent ahead of
schedul e and cut Zandramas' |ead down to a few weeks?"

Silk blinked, and then his eyes narrowed.

"G ves you sonething to think about, doesn't it?" The old
man pulled his cloak nore tightly about him and | ooked around
at the settling snow. "Let's go inside," he suggested. "It's
real ly unpl easant out here."

The coast of Hagga was backed by low hills, film-Iooking
and white in the thick snowfall. There were extensive salt
mar shes at the water's edge, and, the brown reeds bent under
their burden of wet, clinging snow. A black-1ooking wooden
pi er extended out across the marshes to deeper water, and they
di senmbarked fromthe Mallorean ship wthout incident. At the
| andward end of the pier a wagon track ran up into the hills,
its twin ruts buried in snow.

Sadi the eunuch | ooked upward with a slightly benused
expression as they rode off the pier and onto the road. He
lightly brushed one |ong-fingered hand across his shaved

scal p. "They feel like fairy wings," he sniled.
"What's that?" Silk asked him
"The snowfl akes. |'ve al nbst never seen snow before -only

when | was visiting a northern kingdom and | actually believe
that this is the first tine |I've ever been out of doors when
it was snowing. It's not too bad, is it?"

Silk gave hima sour |ook. "The first chance |I get, |'lI
buy you a sled," he said.

Sadi | ooked puzzl ed. "Excuse nme, Kheldar, but what's a
sl ed?" he asked.

Silk sighed. "Never mnd, Sadi. | was only trying to be
funny."

At the top of the first hill a dozen or so crosses |eaned
at various angl es beside the road. Hanging from each cross was
a skeleton with a few tattered rags clinging to its bl eached
bones and a clunp of snow crowning its vacant-eyed skul |

"One is curious to know the reason for that, Cenera
Atesca," Sadi said mldly, pointing at the grimdisplay at the
roadsi de.

"Policy, your Excellency." Atesca replied curtly. "Hs
I mperial Majesty seeks to alienate the Murgos from their Kking.
He hopes to nmeke themrealize that Urgit is the cause of their
m sfortunes.”

Sadi shook his head dubiously. "I'd question the reasoning
behi nd that particular policy," he disagreed.

"Atrocities seldomendear one to the victins. |'ve always
preferred bribery nyself."

"Murgos are accustomed to being treated atrociously."

At esca shrugged. "It's all they understand."”

"Why haven't you taken them down and buried then®?" Durnik

demanded, his face pale and his voice thick with outrage.



Atesca gave hima | ong, steady |ook. "Econony, Goodman,"
he replied. " An enpty cross really doesn't prove very nuch.
If we took them down, we'd just have to replace themwth
fresh Murgos. That gets to be tedious after a while, and
sooner or |ater one starts to run out of people to crucify.
Leavi ng the skel etons there proves our point -and it saves
time."

Garion did his best to keep his body between Ce' Nedra and
the gruesone object | esson at the side of the road, trying to
shield her fromthat hideous sight. She rode on obliviously,
however, her face strangely nunb and her eyes bl ank and
unseeing. He threw a quick, questioning glance at Pol gara and
saw a slight frown on her face. He dropped back and pulled his
horse in beside hers. "What's wong with her?" he asked in a
tense whi sper.

"I"'mnot entirely sure, Garion," she whispered back
“I's it the nelancholia again?" There was a sick, sinking
feeling in the pit of his stomach.

"I don't think so," Her eyes were narrowed in thought, and
she absently pulled the hood of her blue robe forward to cover
the white lock in the mdnight of her hair. "I'Il keep an eye
on her."

"What can | do?"

"Stay with her. Try to get her to tal k. She m ght say
sonmething to give us sone clues."

Ce' Nedra, however, made few responses to Garion's efforts
to engage her in conversation, and her answers for the
remai nder of that snowy day quite frequently had little
rel evance to either his questions or his observations.

As evening began to settle over the war-ravaged
countryside of Hagga, General Atesca called a halt, and his
sol di ers began to erect several scarlet pavilions in the |ee

of a fire-blackened stone wall, all that remained of a
burned-out village. "W should reach Rak Hagga by late
tomorrow afternoon,” he advised them " That |arge pavilion in
the center of the encanpnent will be yours for the night. My
men will bring you your evening neal in a little while. Now,

if you'll all excuse ne-" He inclined his head briefly, then

turned his horse around to supervise his nen.

When the soldiers had conpleted the erection of the
pavilions, Garion and his friends dismunted in front of the
one Atesca had indicated. Silk |ooked around at the guard
detachrment noving into position around the large red tent. "I
wi sh he'd make up his mind," he said irritably.

"I don't quite follow you, Prince Kheldar,
him "Just who should rmake up his m nd?"

"Atesca. He's the very soul of courtesy, but he surrounds
us with armed guards."

"The troops mght just be there to protect us, Kheldar,"
she pointed out. "This is a war zone, after all."

"Of course," he said dryly, "and cows nmight fly, too -if
t hey had wi ngs."

"What a fascinating observation," she marvel ed.

"I wish you wouldn't do that all the tine."

"Do what ?" Her brown eyes were wi de and innocent.

"Forget it."

The supper Atesca's cooks prepared for them was plain,
consisting of soldiers' rations and served on tin plates, but

Vel vet said to



it was hot and filling. The interior of the pavilion was
heat ed by charcoal braziers and filled with the gol den gl ow of
hangi ng oil |anps. The furnishings were of a mlitary nature,
t he kinds of tables and beds and chairs that could be
assenbl ed and di sassenbled rapidly, and the floors and walls
were covered with Mallorean carpets' dyed a solid red color.

Eri ond | ooked around curiously after he had pushed his
pl ate back. "They seemawfully partial to red, don't they?" he
not ed.

“I think it rem nds them of blood," Durnik decl ared
bl eakly. "They like blood." He turned to look coldly at
the mute Toth. "If you' ve finished eating, | think we'd prefer
it if youleft the table," he said in a flat tone.

"That's hardly polite, Durnik," Polgara said reprovingly.

"I wasn't trying to be polite, Pol. | don't see why he has
to be with us in the first place. He's a traitor. Wiy doesn't
he go stay with his friends?"

The giant nute rose fromthe table, his face nel ancholy.
He lifted one hand as if he were about to make one of those
obscure gestures with which he and the smith conmuni cated, but
Durni k deliberately turned his back on him Toth sighed and
went over to sit unobtrusively in one corner.

"Garion," Ce' Nedra said suddenly, |ooking around with a
worried little frown, "where's ny baby?"

He stared at her.

"Where's Ceran?" she demanded, her voice shrill.

"Ce' Nedra-" he started.

"I hear himcrying. Wat have you done with hinP" She
suddenly sprang to her feet and began to dash about the tent,
flinging back the curtains that partitioned off the sl eeping
quarters and yanki ng back the blankets on each bed. "Help ne!"
she cried to them "Help nme find ny baby!"

Garion crossed the tent quickly to take her by the arm
"Ce' Nedra-"

"No!" she shouted at him "You've hidden hi msomewhere!
Let me go!" She wenched herself free of his grasp and began
overturning the furniture in her desperate search, sobbing and
noani ng unintelligibly.

Again Garion tried to restrain her, but she suddenly
hi ssed at hi m and extended her fingers like talons to claw at
hi s eyes.

"Ce' Nedra! Stop that!"

But she darted around him and bolted out of the pavilion
into the snowy night.

As Garion burst through the tent flap in pursuit, he found
his way barred by a red-cl oaked Ml | orean sol dier

"You! Cet back inside!" the nan barked, bl ocking Garion
with the shaft of his spear. Over the guard's shoul der, Garion
saw Ce' Nedra struggling with another soldier; wthout even
t hi nki ng, he snmashed his fist into the face in front of him
The guard reel ed backward and fell

Garion | eaped over him but found hinself suddenly seized
from behind by a hal f-dozen nmore nen. "Leave her alone!" he
shouted at the guard who was cruelly holding one of the little
gueen's arnms behind her

"Get back inside the tent!" a rough voice barked, and
Garion found hinself being dragged backward step by step
toward the tent flap. The sol dier holding Ce' Nedra was hal f



lifting, half pushing her back toward the sane place. Wth a
tremendous effort, Garion got control of hinself and coldly
began to draw in his wll.

"That will be enough!" Polgara's voice cracked fromthe
doorway to the tent.

The sol di ers stopped, |ooking uncertainly at each other
and sonmewhat fearfully at the conmandi ng presence in the
door way.

"Durni k!" she said then. "Help Garion bring Ce' Nedra back
i nside."

Garion shook hinmself free of the restraining hands and he
and Durnik took the violently struggling little Queen fromthe
sol di er and pulled her back toward the pavilion.

"Sadi," Polgara said as Durnik and Garion entered the tent
with Ce' Nedra between them "do you have any oret in that case
of yours?"

"Certainly, Lady Polgara," the eunuch replied, "but are
you sure that oret is appropriate here? I'd be nore inclined
toward nal adi um personally."

"I think we've got nmore than a case of sinple hysteria on
our hands, Sadi. | want sonething strong enough to insure that
she doesn't wake up the minute ny back's turned"

"What ever you think best, Lady Polgara." He crossed the
carpeted floor, opened his red |l eather case, and took out a
vial of dark blue liquid. Then he went to the table and picked
up a cup of water. He | ooked at her inquiringly.

She frowned. "Make it three drops," she decided.

He gave her a slightly startled | ook, then gravely
nmeasured out the dosage. It took several nmonments of comnbi ned
effort to get Ce' Nedra to drink the contents of the cup. She
continued to sob and struggle for several nmoments, but then
her struggl es grew gradually weaker, and her sobbing | essened.
Finally she closed her eyes with a deep sigh, and her
breat hi ng becane regul ar

"Let's get her to bed," Polgara said, |eading the way, to
one of the curtained-off sleeping chanbers.

Garion picked up the tiny formof his sleeping wife and
foll owed. "What's wrong with her, Aunt Pol ?" he demanded as he
laid her gently on the bed.

“I"mnot positive," Polgara replied, covering Ce' Nedra
with a rough soldier's blanket. "I'Il need nore tine to pin it
down. "

"What can we do?"

“Not very rmuch while we're on the road," she adnitted
candidly, "We'll keep her asleep until we get to Rak Hagga.

Once | get her into a nore stable situation, I'll be able to
work on it. Stay with her. | want to talk with Sadi for a few
moments. "

Garion sat worriedly by the bed, gently holding his wife's

linmp little hand while Pol gara went back out to consult with

t he eunuch concerning the various drugs in his case. Then she
returned, drawi ng the drape shut behind her. "He has npbst of
what | need," she reported quietly. "I'Il be able to inprovise
the rest." She touched Garion's shoul der and bent forward.
"General Atesca just canme in," she whispered to him "He wants
to see you. | wouldn't be too specific about the cause of

Ce' Nedra's attack. We can't be sure just how nuch Zakath knows
about our reasons for being here, and Atesca's certain to



report everything that happens, so watch what you say."

He started to protest.

"You can't do anything here, Garion, and they need you out
there. 1'Il watch her."

"I's she subject to these seizures often?" Atesca was
asking as Garion came through the draped doorway.

"She's very high-strung,” Silk replied. "Sonetines
ci rcunst ances get the best of her. Polgara knows what to do."
Atesca turned to face Garion. "Your Majesty,"” he said in a
chilly tone, "I don't appreciate your attacking ny soldiers.”

"He got in nmy way, General," Garion replied. "I don't
think I hurt himall that nuch."

"There's a principle involved, your Majesty."

"Yes," Garion agreed, "there is. Gve the man ny
apol ogi es, but advise himnot to interfere with me again
-particularly when it concerns nmy wife. | don't really Ilike
hurting people, but | can make exceptions when | have to."

Atesca's | ook grew steely, and the gaze Garion returned
was just as bleak. They stared at each other for a |long
monment. "Wth all due respect, your Mjesty," Atesca said
finally, "don't abuse nmy hospitality again."

" Only if the situation requires it, Ceneral."

“I'"l'l instruct my nen to prepare a litter for your wife,"
Atesca said then, "and let's plan to get an early start
tomorrow. If the Queen is ill, we want to get her to Rak Hagga
as soon as possible.”

"Thank you, Ceneral," Garion replied.

At esca bowed coldly, then turned and |eft.

"Whul dn't you say that was a trifle blunt, Belgarion?"
Sadi nurrmured. "We are in Atesca's power at the nonent."

Garion grunted. "I didn't like his attitude." He | ooked at
Bel garat h, whose expression was faintly di sapproving.

"Wl |l ?" he asked.

"I didn't say anything."

"You didn't have to. | could hear you thinking all the way
over here."

"Then | don't have to say it, do I?"

The next day dawned cold and raw, but the snow had
stopped. Garion rode at the side of Ce' Nedra's horse-borne
litter with his face mirroring his concern. The road they
foll owed ran northwesterly past nore burned-out villages and
shattered towns. The ruins were covered with a thick coating
of the clinging wet snow that had fallen the previous day, and
each of them was encircled by a ring of those grim occupied
crosses and st akes.

It was about m dafternoon when they crested a hill and saw
the | ead-gray expanse of Lake Hagga stretching far in the
north and east; on the near shore was a large, walled city.

"Rak Hagga," Atesca said with a certain relief.

They rode on down the hill toward the city. A brisk w nd
was blowing in off the | ake, whipping their cloaks about them
and tossing the manes of their horses.

“"All right, gentlenen," Atesca said over his shoulder to
his troops, "let's formup and try to | ook like soldiers."” The
red-cl oaked Mal | oreans pulled their horses into a double file
and straightened in their saddl es.

The wal | s of Rak Hagga had been breached in severa
pl aces, and the tops of the battlenents were chi pped and



pitted fromthe stornms of steel-tipped arrows that had swept
over them The heavy gates had been burst asunder during the
final assault on the city and hung in splinters fromtheir
rusty iron hinges.

The guards at the gate drew thensel ves up and sal uted
smartly as Atesca led the way into the city. The battered
condition of the stone houses within the walls attested to the
savagery of the fighting which had ensued when Rak Hagga had
fallen. Many of them stood unroofed to the sky, their gaping,
soot - bl ackened wi ndows staring out at the rubbl e-choked
streets. A work gang of sullen Mirgos, dragging clanking
chai ns behind them |abored to clear the fallen building
stones out of the slushy streets under the watchful eyes of a
det achnment of Mall orean sol diers.

"You know," Silk said, "that's the first tine |'ve ever
seen a Murgo actually work. | didn't think they even knew
how. "

The headquarters of the Mallorean army in Cthol Mirgos was
in a large, inposing yellowbrick house near the center of the
city. It faced a broad, snowy square, and a marble staircase
led up to the main door with a file of red-cl oaked Ml l orean
sol diers lining each side.

"The former residence of the Murgo MIlitary Governor of
Hagga, " Sadi noted as they drew near the house.

"You' ve been here before, then?" Silk asked.

“I'n my youth," Sadi replied. "Rak Hagga has al ways been
the center of the slave trade."

At esca di smounted and turned to one of his officers.

"Captain," he said, "have your nmen bring the Queen's
litter. Tell themto be very careful.’

As the rest of them swung down fromtheir nounts, the
captain's nmen unfastened the litter fromthe saddl es of the
two horses that had carried it and started up the marble
stairs in General Atesca's wake

Just inside the broad doors stood a polished table, and
seated behind it was an arrogant-|ooking man with angul ar eyes
and an expensive-| ooking scarlet uniform

Agai nst the far wall stood a row of chairs occupied by
bor ed- 1 ooki ng of ficials.

"State your business," the officer behind the table said
brusquel y.

Atesca's face did not change expression as he silently
stared at the officer.

"I said to state your business."

"Have the rul es changed, Colonel?" Atesca asked in a
deceptively mld voice. "Do we no longer rise in the presence
of a superior?”

"I"'mtoo busy to junmp to nmy feet for every petty Ml cene
official fromthe outlying districts," the col onel declared.

"Captain," Atesca said flatly to his officer, "if the
colonel is not on his feet in the space of two heartbeats,
woul d you be so good as to cut his head off for ne?"

"Yes, sir," the captain replied, drawing his sword even as
the startled colonel junped to his feet.

“Much better," Atesca told him "Now, |let's begin over
again. Do you by chance renenber how to sal ute?”

The col onel saluted smartly, though his face was pale.

"Splendid. We'll make a soldier of you yet. Now, one of



the people | was escorting -a |ady of high station- fell il

during our journey. | want a warm confortable room prepared
for her i mediately."

"Sir," the colonel protested, "I'mnot authorized to do
that."

"Don't put your sword away just yet, Captain.”

"But, Ceneral, the nmenbers of his Majesty's househol d
staff make all those decisions. They'|ll be infuriated if |
overstep ny bounds."

“I"l'l explainit to his Mjesty, Colonel," Atesca told
him "The circunmstances are a trifle unusual, but |'msure
he' Il approve."

The colonel faltered, his eyes filled with indecision.

"Do it, Colonel! Now "

“I"l'l see to it at once, General," the colonel replied,
snapping to attention. "You men," he said to the soldiers
hol ding Ce' Nedra's litter, "follow ne."

Garion automatically started to followthe litter, but
Pol gara took his armfirmy. "No, Garion. I1'Il go with her.
There's nothing you can do right now, and | think Zakath's
going to want to talk to you. Just be careful of what you
say." And she went off down the hallway behind the litter

"I see that Mallorean society still has its little
frictions, " Silk said blandly to General Atesca.

"Angaraks," Atesca grunted. " Sonetines they have a little
difficulty coping with the nodern world. Excuse me, Prince
Kheldar. | want to let his Majesty know that we're here." He
went to a polished door at the other end of the room and spoke
briefly with one of the guards. Then he cane back. "The
Enmperor is being advised of our arrival," he said to them "I
expect that he'll see us in a few nmoments."

A rat her chubby, bal d-headed nan in a plain, though
obvi ously costly, brown robe and with a heavy gold chain about
hi s neck approached them "Atesca, my dear fellow," he greeted
the general, "they told nme that you were stationed at Rak
Ver kat . "

"I have sonme business with the Enperor, Brador. What are
you doing in Cthol Mirgos?"

"Cooling ny heels,” the chubby man replied. "I've been
waiting for two days to see Kal Zakath."

"Who's minding the shop at honme?"

“I'"ve arranged it so that it nore or less runs itself,"
Brador replied. "The report | have for his Majesty is so vita
that | decided to carry it nyself."

"What could be so earthshaking that it would drag the
Chi ef of the Bureau of Internal Affairs away fromthe conforts
of Mal Zeth?"

"I believe that it's tinme for his Inperial Exaltedness
to tear hinself away from his anusenents here in Cthol Mirgos
and conme back to the capital."”

"Careful, Brador," Atesca said with a brief smle. "Your
fine-tuned Mel cene prejudices are show ng."

"Things are getting grimat hone, Atesca," Brador said
seriously. "I've got to talk with the Enperor. Can you help ne
to get in to see hinP"

“I"1l see what | can do."

"Thank you, my friend," Brador said, clasping the
general's arm "The whole fate of the enpire may depend on ny



per suadi ng Kal Zakath to come back to Mal Zeth."

"General Atesca," one of the spear-arnmed guards at the
pol i shed door said in a loud voice, "his Inperial Majesty will
see you and your prisoners now. "

"Very good," Atesca replied, ignoring the om nous word
“prisoners." He | ooked at Garion. "The Enperor nust be very
eager to see you, your Majesty," he noted.

"It often takes weeks to gain an audience with him Shal
we go inside?”

CHAPTER TWO

Kal Zakath, the Enperor of boundl ess Mallorea, |ounged in
a red-cushioned chair at the far end of a large plain room
The Enperor wore a sinple white linen robe, severe and
unadorned. Though Garion knew that he was at least in his
forties, his hair was untouched by gray and his face was
unlined. H's eyes, however, betrayed a kind of dead weari ness,
devoid of any joy or even any interest inlife. Curled in his
lap lay a cormon nackerel -striped alley cat, her eyes closed
and her forepaws alternately kneading his thigh. Although the
Enmperor hinself wore the sinplest of clothes, the guards
lining the walls all wore steel breastplates deeply inlaid
wi th gold.

"My Enperor," Ceneral Atesca said with a deep bow,

"I have the honor to present his Royal Mjesty, King Belgarion
of Riva."

Garion nodded briefly, and Zakath inclined his head in
response. "Qur neeting is long overdue, Belgarion," he said in
a voice as dead as his eyes. "Your exploits have shaken the
world."

"Yours have al so made a certain inpression, Zakath."
Garion had deci ded even before he had | eft Rak Verkat -that he
woul d not perpetuate the absurdity of the Mallorean's
sel f-bestowed "Kal ."

A faint smle touched Zakath's lips. "Ah," he said in a
tone which indicated that he saw through Garion's attenpt to
be subtle. He nodded briefly to the others, and his attention
finally fixed itself upon the runpled untidy formof Garion's
gr andf at her .

“And of course you, sir, would be Belgarath," he noted.
"I"'ma bit surprised to find you so ordinary | ooking. The
Golins of Mallorea all agree that you're a hundred feet tal
-possi bl e two hundred- and that you have horns and a forked
tail."

“I"'min disguise," Belgarath replied with apl onb.

Zakat h chuckl ed, though there was little anmusenent in that
al nost nechani cal sound. Then he | ooked around with a faint
frown. "I seemto note sone absences,” he said.

"Queen Ce'Nedra fell ill during our journey, your
Maj esty. " Atesca advised him "Lady Polgara is attending her."

"I'l'l? Is it serious?"

"It's difficult to say at this point, your Inperia
Maj esty, " Sadi replied unctuously, "but we have given her
certain nmedications, and | have every confidence in Lady
Pol gara's skill."

Zakat h | ooked at Garion. "You should have sent word on



ahead, Belgarion. | have a healer on ny personal staff -a
Dal asi an woman with remarkable gifts. 1'll send her to the
Queen's chanbers at once. Qur first concern must be your
wife's health."

"Thank you," Garion replied with genuine gratitude.

Zakath touched a bellpull and spoke briefly with the
servant who responded i medi ately to his sunmons.

"Pl ease," the Enperor said then, "seat yourselves. | have
no particular interest in cerenony."

As the guards hastily brought chairs for them the cat
sl eeping in Zakath's lap half opened her gol den eyes and
| ooked around at them She rose to her paws, arched her back
and yawned. Then she junped heavily to the floor with an
audi bl e grunt and waddl ed over to sniff at Eriond' s fingers.
Wth a faintly amused | ook, Zakath watched his obviously
pregnant cat nake her matronly way across the carpet. "You'l
note that my cat has been unfaithful to ne -again." He sighed
in mock resignation. "It happens fairly frequently, |'m
afraid, and she never seens to feel the slightest guilt about
it."

The cat junped up into Eriond' s |ap, nestled down, and
began to purr contentedly.

“You' ve grown, boy," Zakath said to the young man.
"Have they taught you how to talk as yet?"

"“I"ve picked up a few words, Zakath," Eriond said in his
cl ear voi ce.

"I know the rest of you -by reputation at |east,"”
Zakath said then. "Goodman Durnik and | met on the plains of
M shrak ac Thull, and of course |I've heard of the Margravine
Liselle of Drasnian Intelligence and of Prince Khel dar, who
strives to become the richest man in the world."

Vel vet's graceful curtsy of acknow edgnent was not quite
so florid as Silk's grandi ose bow

"And here, of course,"” the Enperor continued, "is Sadi
Chi ef Eunuch in the pal ace of Queen Sal m ssra."

Sadi bowed with fluid grace. "I mnust say that your Mjesty
is remarkably well informed,” he said in his contralto voice.
"You have read us all |ike an open book."

"My chief of intelligence tries to keep nme informed, Sadi
He may not be as gifted as the inestinmable Javelin of Boktor,
but he knows about npst of what's going on in this part of the
world. He's nentioned that huge fell ow over in the corner, but
so far he hasn't been able to discover his nane."

"He's called Toth," Eriond supplied. "He's a nute, so we
have to do his talking for him?"

"And a Dal asi an besi des," Zakath noted. "A very curious
ci rcunst ance. "

Garion had been closely watching this man. Beneath the
pol i shed, urbane exterior, he sensed a kind of subtle probing.
The idle greetings, which seened to be no nore than a polite
means of putting themat their ease, had a deeper nptive
behind them In some obscure way he sensed that Zakath was
somehow testing each of them

The enmperor straightened then. "You have an oddly assorted
conpany with you, Belgarion," he said, "and you're a | ong way
fromhome. |I'm curious about your reasons for being here in
Ct hol Murgos. "

"I"'mafraid that's a private matter, Zakath."



One of the Enperor's eyebrows rose slightly. " Under the
circunstances, that's hardly a satisfactory answer, Belgarion
| can't really take the chance that you're allied with Urgit."

"Wbul d you accept ny word that |'m not?"

“Not until | know a bit nore about your visit to Rak Urga
Ugit left there quite suddenly -apparently in your conpany-
and reappeared just as suddenly on the plains of Morcth, where
he and a young wonan | ed his troops out of an ambush |'d gone
to a great deal of trouble to arrange. You'll have to admt
that's a peculiar set of circunstances."

“Not when you look at it froma practical standpoint,
Bel garath said. "The decision to take Urgit with us was m ne
He'd found out who we are, and | didn't want an arnmy of Muirgos
on our heels. Mirgos aren't too bright, but they can be an
i nconveni ence at times.

Zakat h | ooked surprised. "He was your prisoner?"

Bel garath shrugged. "In a manner of speaking."

The Enperor | aughed rather wyly. "You could have wrung
al nost any concession fromnme if you had just delivered him
into ny hands, you know. Wy did you |et

hi m go?"

"We didn't need himanynore," Garion replied. "W'd
reached the shores of Lake Cthaka, so he really wasn't any
kind of threat to us."

Zakat h's expression narrowed slightly. " A few other
t hi ngs happened as well, | think," he observed. "Urgit has
al ways been a notorious coward, wholly under the donination of
the Golim Agachak and of his father's generals. But he didn't
seemvery timd while he was extricating his troops fromthe
trap 1'd laid for them and all the reports filtering out of
Rak Urga seemto suggest that he's actually behaving |ike a
king. Did you by any chance have anything to do with that?"

"It's possible, | suppose,” Garion answered. "Urgit and
talked a fewtinmes, and | told himwhat he was doing wong."

Zakat h tapped one forefinger against his chin, and his
eyes were shrewd. "You nmay not have nmade a |lion of him
Bel garion,"” he said, "but at |east he's no longer a rabbit." A
chill snmile touched the Mallorean's lips. "In a way, |'m
rather glad about that. |'ve never taken much satisfaction in
hunting rabbits."” He shaded his eyes with one hand, although
the light in the roomwas not particularly bright. "But what |
can't understand is how you managed to spirit himout of the
Drojim Pal ace and away fromthe city. He has whol e regi nents
of bodyguards."

"You' re overl ooki ng sonething, Zakath," Belgarath said to
him "We have certain advantages that aren't available to
ot hers. "

"Sorcery, you nean? Is it really all that reliable?"

“I"ve had sone luck with it fromtinme to tinme."

Zakath's eyes had becone suddenly intent. " They tell ne
that you're five thousand years old, Belgarath. Is that true?"

"Seven, actually -or a little nore. Wiy do you ask?"

“In all those years, hasn't it ever occurred to you sinply
to seize power? You could have made yoursel f king of the
wor |l d, you know. "

Bel garath | ooked armused. "Way would | want to?" he asked.

“"All nmen want power. It's human nature.”

"Has all your power really made you happy?"



"It has certain satisfactions.”

"Enough to nmake up for all the petty distractions that go
with it?"

"I can endure those. At least I'min a position where no
one tells ne what to do."

"No one tells me what to do either, and |I'm not saddl ed
with all those tedious responsibilities.” Belgarath
strai ghtened. "All right, Zakath, shall we get to the point?
What are your intentions concerning us?"

"I haven't really decided that yet." The Enperor | ooked
around at them "I presune that we can all be civilized about
the present situation?"

"How do you nean, civilized?" Garion asked him

“I"l'l accept your word that none of you will try to escape
or do anything rash. |I'maware that you and a number of your
friends have certain specialized talents. | don't want to be
forced to take steps to counteract them"

"We have sone rather pressing business,” Garion replied
carefully, "so we can only delay for just so |ong.

For the time being, however, | think we can agree to be
reasonabl e about things."

"Good. We'll have to talk later, you and I, and cone to
know one another. |'ve had confortable quarters prepared for
you and your friends, and | know that you're anxious about
your wife. Now, | hope you'll excuse me, but | have sonme of

those tedi ous responsibilities Belgarath nentioned to attend
to."

Al t hough the house was very large, it was not, strictly
speaki ng, a palace. It appeared that the Mirgo
gover nors-general of Hagga who had ordered it built had not
shared the grandi ose del usions which afflicted the rulers of
Urga, and so the building was nore functional than ornate.

"I hope you'll excuse ne," Ceneral Atesca said to them
when they had energed fromthe audi ence chanmber. "1'm obliged
to deliver a full report to his Majesty -about various
matters- and then | nust return i mediately to Rak Verkat." He
| ooked at Garion. "The circunstances under which we net were
not the happiest, your Majesty." he said, "but | hope you
won't think too unkindly of nme." He bowed rather stiffly and
then left themin the care of a nmenmber of the Enperor's staff
The man who | ed them down a | ong, dark-panel ed hal |l way toward
the center of the house was obviously not an Angarak. He had
not the angul ar eyes nor the stiff, bleak-faced arrogance that
mar ked the men of that race.

Hi s cheerful, round face seened to hint at a Mel cene
heritage, and Garion renenbered that the bureaucracy which
controll ed nost aspects of Mallorean |ife was made up al nost
exclusively of Melcenes. "Hi s Majesty asked nme to assure you
that your quarters are not intended to be a prison,"” the
official told them as they approached a heavily barred iron
door bl ocking off one portion of the hallway. "This was a
Mur go house before we took the city, and it has certain
structural peculiarities. Your roonms are in what once were the
wonen's quarters, and Miurgos are fanatically protective of
their wonen. It has to do with their concept of racial purity,
I think."

At the nmonment, Garion had little interest in sleeping
arrangenents. Al his concern was for Ce' Nedra. "Do you happen



to know where I might find my wi fe?" he asked the noon-faced
bur eaucr at .

"There at the end of this corridor, your Mjesty," the
Mel cene replied, pointing toward a bl ue-pai nted door at the
far end of the hall

"Thank you." Garion glanced at the others. "I'll be back
inalittle while," he told them and strode on ahead.

The room he entered was warm and the |ighting subdued.
Deep, ornately woven Mallorean carpets covered the floor and
soft green velvet drapes covered the tall, narrow w ndows.

Ce' Nedra lay in a high-posted bed, against the wall opposite
the door, and Pol gara was seated at the bedsi de, her
expressi on grave.

"Has there been any change?" Garion asked her, softly
cl osing the door behind him

“"Not hing as yet," she replied.

Ce' Nedra's face was pale as she slept with her crinson
curls tunmbled on her pillow

"She is going to be all right, isn't she?" Garion asked.

“I"'msure of it, Garion."

Anot her woman sat near the bed. She wore a |ight green,
cow ed robe; despite the fact that she was indoors, she had
the hood pulled up, partially concealing her face.

Ce' Nedra nuttered sonething in a strangely harsh tone and
tossed her head restlessly on her pillow The cow ed woman
frowed. "Is this her customary voice, Lady Pol gara?" she
asked.

Pol gara | ooked at her sharply. "No," she replied. " As a
matter of fact, it's not."

"Wul d the drug you gave her in sone way affect the sound
of her speech?”

“No, it wouldn't. Actually, she shouldn't be naki ng any
sounds at all."

" Ah," the woman said. "I think perhaps | understand now. "
She | eaned forward and very gently laid the fingertips of one
hand on Ce' Nedra's |ips. She nodded then and withdrew her
hand. " As | suspected," she mnurnured.

Pol gara al so reached out to touch Ce' Nedra's face.
Garion heard the faint whisper of her will, and the candle at
the bedside flared up slightly, then sank back until its flane
was scarcely nmore than a pinpoint. "I should have guessed,"

Pol gara accused hersel f.

"What is it?" Garion asked in alarm

"Another mind is seeking to donminate your wife and to
subdue her will, your Majesty," the cowmed woman told him
"It's an art sonetinmes practiced by the Golins. They
di scovered it quite by accident during the third age."

"This is Andel, Garion," Polgara told him "Zakath sent
her here to help care for Ce' Nedra."

Garion nodded briefly to the hooded wonman." Exactly what
do we nmean by the word 'doninate' ?" he asked.

"You should be nore famliar with that than nost people,
Garion," Polgara said. "I'msure you renenber Asharak the
Murgo." Garion felt a sudden chill, renenbering the force of
the mnd that had fromhis earliest childhood sought that sane
control over his awareness. "Drive it out," he pleaded. "Get
whonever it is out of her mnd."

"Perhaps not quite yet, Garion," Polgara said coldly. "W



have an opportunity here. Let's not waste it."

"I don't understand."

"You will, dear," she told him Then she rose, sat on the
edge of the bed and lightly |aid one hand on each of
Ce' Nedra's tenpl es. The faint whisper came agai n, stronger
this time, and once again the candles all flared
and then sank back as if suffocating. "I know you're in
there," she said then. "You mght as well speak."

Ce' Nedra's expression grew contorted, and she tossed her
head back and forth as if trying to escape the hands touching
her tenples. Polgara's face grew stern, and she inplacably
kept her hands in place. The pale lock in her hair began to
glow, and a strange chill cane into the room seenmng to
emanate fromthe bed itself.

Ce' Nedra suddenly screaned.

"Speak!" Pol gara commanded. "You cannot flee until |

rel ease you, and | will not release you until you speak."
Ce' Nedra's eyes suddenly opened. They were filled with
hate. "I do not fear thee, Polgara," she said in a harsh

raspi ng voice delivered in a peculiar accent.

"And | fear you even |less. Now, who are you?"

"Thou knowest ne, Pol gara."

"Perhaps, but | will have your name fromyou."

There was a | ong pause, and the surge of Polgara' s will
grew stronger.

Ce' Nedra screanmed again -a screamfilled with an agony
that made Garion flinch. "Stop!" the harsh voice cried. "I
will speak!"

"Say your name," Polgara insisted inplacably.

"l am Zandramas."

"So. What do you hope to gain by this?"

An evil chuckle escaped Ce' Nedra's pale lips. "I have
al ready stolen her heart, Polgara -her child. Now | will stea
her mind as well. | could easily kill her if |I chose, but a
dead Queen nmay be buried and her grave left behind. A nmad one,
on the other hand, will give thee nuch to distract thee from
thy search for the Sardion.”

"I can banish you with a snap of ny fingers, Zandranas.'

"And | can return just as quickly."

A frosty smle touched Polgara's lips. "You' re not nearly
as clever as | thought,"” she said. "Did you actually believe
that | twi sted your nane out of you for my own anmusenment? Were
you ignorant of the power over you that you gave nme when you
spoke your own nanme. The power of the name is the nost
el enentary of all. | can keep you out of Ce' Nedra's m nd now.
There's nmuch nore, though. For example, | know now that you're
at Ashaba, haunting the bat-infested ruins of the House of
Torak |i ke a poor ragged ghost."

A startled gasp echoed through the room

"I could tell you nore, Zandramas, but this is al
beginning to bore nme." She strai ghtened, her hands stil
| ocked to the sides of Ce' Nedra's head. The white | ock at her
brow flared into i ncandescence, and the faint whisper becanme a
deaf ening roar. "Now, begone!" she comrmanded.

Ce' Nedra npaned, and her face suddenly contorted into an
expressi on of agony. An icy, stinking wind seemed to how
through the room and the candl es and gl owi ng brazi ers sank
even |ower until the roomwas scarcely |lit "Begone!" Pol gara



r epeat ed.
An agoni zed wail escaped Ce' Nedra's lips, and then that
wai | becane di senmbodi ed, coning it seened fromthe enpty air

above the bed. The candles went out, and all |ight ceased to
gl ow out of the braziers. The wailing voice began to fade,
moving swiftly until it came to themas no nore than a nurmur

echoi ng from an uni magi nabl e di st ance.

"I's Zandramas gone?" Garion asked in a shaking voice.

"Yes," Polgara replied calmy out of the sudden darkness.

"What are we going to say to Ce' Nedra? \When she wakes up
I nmean."

"She won't renmenber any of this. Just tell her sonething
vague. Make some |ight, dear."

Garion funbled for one of the candles, brushed his sleeve
against it, and then deftly caught it before it hit the floor
He was sort of proud of that.

"Don't play with it, Garion. Just light it." Her tone was
so fam liar and so comonpl ace that he began to |augh, and the
little surge of his will that he directed at the candle was a
stuttering sort of thing. The flane that appeared bobbl ed and
hi ccuped at the end of the wick in a soundl ess gol den chortle.

Pol gara | ooked steadily at the giggling candle, then
cl osed her eyes. "Oh, Garion," she sighed in resignation

He nmoved about the roomrelighting the other candl es and
fanning the braziers back into life. The flanmes were all quite
sedate -except for the original one, which continued to dance
and laugh in blithe glee.

Pol gara turned to the hooded Dal asi an heal er. "You're nopst
perceptive, Andel," she said. "That sort of thing is difficult
to recogni ze unl ess you know precisely what you're | ooking
for."

"The perception was not m ne, Lady Polgara," Ande

replied. " |I was advised by another of the cause of her
Maj esty's illness."
"Cyradi s?"
Andel nodded. " The minds of all our race are joined with

hers, for we are but the instrunents of the task which lies
upon her. Her concern for the Queen's well-being pronpted her
to intervene." The hooded woman hesitated. "The Holy Seeress
al so asked nme to beg you to intercede with your husband in the
matter of Toth. The Goodman's anger is causing that gentle
gui de extrene angui sh, and his pain is also hers. Wat
happened at Verkat had to happen -otherw se the neeting
between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark coul d not
come to pass for ages hence."

Pol gara nodded gravely. "I thought it might have been
sonmething like that. Tell her that I'll speak with Durnik in
Toth's behal f."

Andel inclined her head gratefully.

"Garion," Ce' Nedra murnured drowsily, "where are we?"

He turned to her quickly. " Are you all right?" 'he asked,
taki ng her hand in his.

"Mmm " she said. "I'mjust so very sleepy. What happened
-and where are we?"

"We're at Rak Hagga." He threw a quick glance at Pol gara,
then turned back to the bed. "You just had a little fainting
spell is all,"” he said with a slightly exaggerated casual ness.
"How are you feeling?"



"I"'mfine, dear, but | think I'd like to sleep now " And
her eyes went closed. Then she opened them again with a sl eepy
little from. "Garion," she murmured, "why is that candle
acting |ike that?"

He kissed her lightly on the cheek. "Don't worry about it,
dear," he told her, but she had already fallen fast asleep

It was well past m dnight when Gari on was awakened by a
light tapping on the door of the roomin which he slept. "Wo
is it?" he asked, half rising in his bed.

"A nessenger fromthe Enperor, your Majesty," A voice
replied fromthe other side of the door. "He instructed nme to
ask if you would be so good as to join himin his private
study. "

“"Now? In the mddle of the night?"

"Such was the Enperor's instruction, your Majesty."

"All right," Garion said, throwing off his blankets, and
swi ngi ng around to put his feet on the cold floor

"Gve me a mnute or so to get dressed.”

"Of course, your Majesty."

Muttering to hinself, Garion began to pull on his clothes
by the faint light coming fromthe brazier in the corner. Wen
he was dressed, he splashed cold water on his face and raked
his fingers through his sandy hair, trying to push it into
sonme senbl ance of order. Al npbst as an afterthought he ducked
his head and armthrough the strap attached to the sheath of
Iron-grip's sword and shrugged it into place across his back
Then he opened the door. " Al right," he said to the
nmessenger, "let's go."

Kal Zakath's study was a book-lined roomw th severa
| eat her - uphol stered chairs, a large polished table and a

crackling fire on the hearth. The Enperor, still clad in plain
white linen, sat in a chair at the table, shuffling through a
stack of parchnent sheets by the light of a single oil |anp.

"You wanted to see nme, Zakath?" Garion asked as he entered
the room

"Ah, yes, Belgarion," Zakath said, pushing aside the
parchments. "So good of you to conme. | understand that your
wife is recovering."”

Garion nodded. "Thank you again fur sendi ng Andel
Her aid was very hel pful."

"My pleasure, Belgarion." Zakath reached out and | owered
the wick in the lanp until the corners of the roomfilled with
shadows. "I thought we mght talk a little," he said.

"Isn't it sort of |ate?"

"I don't sleep very nuch, Belgarion. A man can |ose a
third of his life in sleep. The day is filled with bright
lights and distractions; the night is dimand quiet and all ows
much greater concentration. Please, sit down."

Garion unbuckled his sword and |l eaned it against a
bookcase.

"I"'mnot really all that dangerous, you know, " the Enperor
sai d, |ooking pointedly at the great weapon.

Garion smiled slightly, settling into a chair by the
fire. "I didn't bring it because of you, Zakath. It's just a
habit. It's not the kind of sword you want to | eave |ying
around. "



"I don't think anyone would steal it, Belgarion."

"It can't be stolen. | just don't want anybody getting
hurt by accidentally touching it."

"Do you nean to say that it's that sword?”

Garion nodded. "I'msort of obliged to take care of it.
It's a nuisance nost of the time, but there've been a few
occasions when | was glad I had it with nme."

"What really happened at Cthol M shrak?" Zakath asked
suddenly. "I've heard all sorts of stories."

Garion nodded wyly. "So have |I. Mst of them get the
nanmes right, but not very much else. Neither Torak nor | had
very much control over what happened. We fought, and | stuck
that sword into his chest."

"And he di ed?" Zakath's face was intent.

"Eventual ly, yes."

"Eventual | y?"

"He vomited fire first and wept flames. Then he cried
out."

"What did he say?"
" "Mother,' " Garion replied shortly. He didn't really
want to talk about it.

"What an extraordinary thing for himto do. Whatever
happened to his body? | had the entire ruin of Cthol M shrak
searched for him™

"The other Gods cane and took it. Do you suppose we coul d
tal k about sonmething el se? Those particular nmenories are
pai nful ."

"He was your eneny."

Garion sighed. "He was also a God, Zakath -and killing a
God is aterrible thing to have to do."

"You're a strangely gentle man, Belgarion. | think
respect you nore for that than | do for your invincible
cour age. "

"I'd hardly say invincible. | was terrified the whole tine
-and so was Torak, | think. Was there sonmething you really
wanted to tal k about ?"

Zakat h | eaned back in his chair, tapping thoughtfully at
his pursed |ips. "You know that eventually you and | will have
to confront each other, don't you?"

“No," Garion disagreed. "That's not absolutely certain."

"There can only be one King of the World."

Garion's | ook grew pained. "lI've got enough trouble trying
to rule one snmall island. |1've never wanted to be King of the
World. "

"But | have -and do."

Garion sighed. "Then we probably will fight at that sooner
or later. | don't think the world was intended to be ruled by
one man. If you try to do that, I'll have to stop you."

"I am unst oppabl e, Bel garion."

"So was Torak -or at |east he thought so."

"That's blunt enough."

"It helps to avoid a | ot of mi sunderstandings |ater on
I'd say that you've got enough trouble at hone wi thout trying
to invade ny kingdom -or those of ny friends. That's not to
mention the stalemate here in Cthol Mirgos."

"You're well informed."

"Queen Porenn is a close personal friend. She keeps
i nformati on me advised, and Silk picks up a great deal of



i nformati on during the course of his business dealings."

"Silk?"
"Excuse me. Prince Kheldar, | nmean. Silk's a nicknane of
sorts.”
Zakath | ooked at himsteadily. "In sone ways we're very
much ali ke, Belgarion, and in other ways very different, but
we still do what necessity conpels us to do. Frequently, we're

at the nercy of events over which we have no control."

"l suppose you're tal king about the two Propheci es?"

Zakat h | aughed shortly. "I don't believe in prophecy. |
only believe in power. It's curious, though, that we' ve both
been faced with simlar problens of |ate. You recently had to
put down an uprising in Aloria -a group of religious fanatics,
| believe. | have something of nuch the sane nature going on
in Darshiva. Religion is a constant thorn in the side of any
ruler, wouldn't you say?"

“I"ve been able to work around it-nmost of the tinme."

"You' ve been very lucky then. Torak was neither a good nor
kindly God, and his Grolimpriesthood is vile.

If | weren't busy here in Cthol Mirgos, | think I m ght
endear nyself to the next thousand or so generations by
obliterating every Golimon the face of the earth."

Garion grinned at him "Wat would you say to an alliance
with that in m nd?" he suggested.

Zakat h | aughed briefly, and then his face grew sonber
agai n. "Does the name Zandranas nean anything to you?" he
asked.

Garion edged around that cautiously, not know ng how nuch
i nformati on Zakath had about their real reason for being in
Cthol Miurgos. "I've heard sone runors,"” he said.

"How about Cthrag Sardius?"

“I"ve heard of it."

"You' re being evasive, Belgarion." Zakath gave hima
steady | ook, then passed his hand wearily across his eyes.

"I think you need sone sleep," Garion told him

"Time for that soon enough -when ny work is done."

"That's up to you, | guess."

"How nuch do you know about Mallorea, Bel garion?"

"I get reports -a little disjointed sonetinmes, but fairly
current."

"No. | nean our past."

“Not too nuch, I'mafraid. Western historians tried very
hard to ignore the fact that Mallorea was even there."

Zakath smled wyly. "The University of Melcene has the
same shortsi ghtedness regarding the West," he noted. "Anyway,
over the past several centuries -since the disaster at Vo
M nbre- Mal | orean society has becone al nost conpletely
secul ar. Torak was bound in sleep, Ctuchik was practicing his
perversions here in Cthol Mrgos, and Zedar was wanderi ng
around the world like a rootless vagabond -what ever happened
to him by the way? | thought he was at Cthol M shrak."

"He was."

"We didn't find his body."

"He isn't dead."

"He's not?" Zakath | ooked stunned. "Were is he, then?"

"Beneath the city. Bel garath opened the earth and seal ed
himup in solid rock under the ruin."

"Alive?" Zakath's exclamation canme out in a choked gasp .



"There was a certain anount of justification for it.

Go on with your story." Zakath shuddered and then
recovered. "Wth the rest of themout of the way, the only
religious figure left in Mallorea was Urvon, and he devoted
hi msel f al nost exclusively to trying to nake his pal ace at Ma
Yaska nore opul ent than the inperial one at Mal Zeth. Every so
often he'd preach a sernon filled with munbo junbo and
nonsense, but nost of the tine he seemed to have forgotten
Torak entirely. Wth the Dragon God and his disciples no
| onger around, the real power of the Grolim Church was gone
-oh, the priests babbl ed about the return of Torak and they
all paid lip service to the notion that one day the sl eeping
God woul d awaken, but the nenory of him grew di nmer and
di mer. The power of the Church grew | ess and |less, while that
of the arny -which is to say the inperial throne- grew nore
and nore."

“Mal l orean politics seemto be very nmurky," Garion
observed.

Zakat h nodded. "It's part of our nature, | suppose. At any
rate, our society was functioning and noving out of the dark
ages -slowy, perhaps, but noving. Then you appeared out of
nowhere and awakened Torak -and just as suddenly put him
permanently back to sleep again. That's when all our problens
started.”

"Shouldn't it have ended thenf? That's sort of what | had
in mnd."

"I don't think you grasp the nature of the religious mnd,
Bel garion. So long as Torak was there -even though he sl ept-
the Golinms and the other hysterics in the enpire were fairly
pl aci d, secure and confortable in the belief that one day he
woul d awaken, punish all their enem es, and reassert the
absol ute authority of the unwashed and stinking priesthood.

But when you killed Torak, you destroyed their confortable.
sense of security. They were forced to face the fact that

wi t hout Torak they were nothing. Sone of them were so
chagrined that they went mad. Others fell into absolute
despair. A few, how ever, began to hamer together a new

myt hol ogy -sonething to replace what you had destroyed with a
singl e stroke of that sword over there."

"It wasn't entirely ny idea," Garion told him

"It's results that matter, Belgarion, not intentions.
Anyway, Urvon was forced to tear hinself away from his quest
for opul ence and his wallowing in the adoration of the
sycophants who surrounded hi mand get back to business. For a
time he was in an absolute frenzy of activity. He resurrected
all the noth-eaten old prophecies and twi sted and wenched at
themuntil they seenmed to say what he wanted themto say."

"And what was that?"

"He's trying to convince people that a new God will cone
to rule over Angarak -either a resurrection of Torak hinself
or sone new deity infused with Torak's spirit. He's even got a
candidate in mnd for this new God of Angarak."

"Ch? Who's that?"

Zakat h' s expression becanme amused. "He sees his new God
every tinme he looks in a mrror."

"You're not serious!"

"Ch, yes. Urvon's been trying to convince hinself that
he's at | east a dem god for several centuries now. He'd



probably have hinself paraded all over Mallorea in a gol den
chariot -except that he's afraid to | eave Mal Yaska. As |
understand it, there's a very nasty hunchback who's been

hungering to kill himfor eons -one of Aldur's disciples, |
bel i eve. "
Garion nodded. "Beldin," he said. "I've met him"
"I's he really as bad as the stories nmake himout to be?"
“"Probably even worse. | don't think you' d want to be

around to watch what he does, if he ever catches up with
Urvon."

"I wish himgood hunting, but Urvon's not my only problem
I"'mafraid. Not |long after the death of Torak, certain runors
started com ng out of Darshiva. A Grolimpriestess -Zandranas
by nanme- al so began to predict the coming of a new God."

"I didn't know that she was a G olim" Garion said with
sSome surprise

Zakat h nodded gravely. She fornerly had a very unsavory
reputation in Darshiva. Then the so-called ecstasy of prophecy
fell on her, and she was suddenly transformed by it. Now when
she speaks, no one can resist her words. She preaches to
nmul titudes and fires themw th invincible zeal. Her nmessage of
the com ng of a new God ran through Darshiva like wildfire and
spread into Regel, Voresebo, and Zanmad as well. Virtually the
entire northeast coast of Mallorea is hers.”

"What's the Sardion got to do with all this?" Garion
asked.

"I think it's the key to the whol e business,"” Zakath
replied. "Both Zandranmas and Urvon seemto believe that
whoever finds and possesses it is going to win out."

"Agachak -the Hierarch of Rak Urga- believes the sane
thing," Garion told him

Zakat h nodded noodily. "I suppose | should have realized
that. A Golimis a Golim-whether he comes from Mal | orea or
Ct hol Murgos. "

"It seens to ne that maybe you should go back to Mallorea
and put things in order.”

“No, Belgarion, | won't abandon ny canpaign here in Ctho
Mur gos. "

"I's personal revenge worth it?"

Zakat h | ooked startl ed.

"I know why you hated Taur Urgas, but he's dead, and
Ugit's not at all Iike him | can't really believe that you'd
sacrifice your whole enpire just for the sake of revenging
yourself on a man who can't feel it."

"You know?" Zakath's face | ooked stricken. "Who told you?"

"Ugit did. He told ne the whole story."

"Wth pride, | expect." Zakath's teeth were cl enched, and
his face pale.

“"No, not really. It was with regret -and with contenpt for
Taur Urgas. He hated him even nore than you do."

"That's hardly possible, Belgarion. To answer your
question, yes, | will sacrifice ny enpire -the whole world if
need be- to spill out the last drop of the bl ood of Taur
Ugas. | will neither sleep nor rest nor be turned aside from
my vengeance, and | will crush whonever stands in my path."

“"Tell him " the dry voice in Garion's mnd said suddenly.

"What ?"

"Tell himthe truth about Urgit. "



"But- "

"Do it, Garion. He needs to know. There are things he has
to do, and he won't do themuntil he puts this obsession
behind him "

Zakath was | ooking at himcuriously.

"Sorry, just receiving instructions,'
| anmel y.

"I nstructions? From whon?"

"You wouldn't believe it. | was told to give you sone
information." He drew in a deep breath. "Urgit isn't a Miurgo,"
he said flatly.

"What are you tal king about ?"

"I said that Urgit isn't a Murgo -at |east not entirely.

Hi s nother was, of course, but his father was not Taur

Garion expl ai ned

Ur gas.
“You're lying!"
"No, I'mnot. We found out about it while we were at the
DrojimPalace in Rak Urga. Urgit didn't know about it either."
"I don't believe you, Belgarion!" Zakath's face was livid,
and he was nearly shouting.
"Taur Urgas is dead," Garion said wearily. "Ugit made
sure of that by cutting his throat and burying himhead down
in his grave. He also clainms that he had every one of his
brothers -the real sons of Taur Urgas- killed to make hinsel f

secure on the throne. | don't think there's one drop of Urga
bl ood left in the world."
Zakath's eyes narrowed. "It's a trick. You ve allied

yourself with Urgit and brought me this absurd lie to save his
life."
"Use the Orb, Garion," the voice instructed.

" How?"

"Take it off the pormel of the sword and hold it in your
right hand. It'll show Zakath the truths that he needs to
know. "

Garion rose to his feet. "If | can show you the truth,
will you |l ook?" he asked the agitated Mll orean Enperor

"Look? Look at what ?"

Garion wal ked over to his sword and peeled off the soft
| eat her sl eeve covering the hilt. He put his hand on the Ob
and it came free with an audible click. Then he turned back to

the man at the table. "I'mnot exactly sure how this works,"
he said. "I'"'mtold that Aldur was able to do it, but |'ve
never tried it for nyself. | think you' re supposed to | ook
into this." He extended his right armuntil the Ob was in

front of Zakath's face.

"What is that?"

"You people call it Cthrag Yaska," Garion replied.

Zakath recoiled, his face bl anching.

"It won't hurt you -as long as you don't touch it."

The Orb, which for the past nmonths had rather sullenly
obeyed Garion's continued instruction to restrain itself,
slowy began to pulsate and glow in his hand, bathing Zakath's
face in its blue radiance. The Enperor half lifted his hand as
if to push the glow ng stone aside.

"Don't touch it," Garion warned again. "Just |ook."

But ' Zakath's eyes were already | ocked on the stone as its
blue light grew stronger and stronger. Hi s hands gripped the
edge of the table in front of himso tightly that his knuckl es



grew white. For a long noment he stared into that blue

i ncandescence. Then, slowy, his fingers lost their grip on
the table edge and fell back onto the arms of his chair. An
expression of agony crossed his face. "They have escaped ne,"
he groaned with tears welling out of his closed eyes, "and
have sl aughtered tens of thousands for nothing." The tears
began to stream down his contorted face.

"I"'msorry, Zakath," Garion said quietly, lowering his
hand. "I can't change what's al ready happened, but you had to
know the truth.”

"I cannot thank you for this truth," Zakath said, his
shoul ders shaking in the storm of his weeping. "Leave ne,

Bel gari on. Take that accursed stone fromny sight." Garion
nodded with a great feeling of compassion and shared sorrow.
Then he replaced the Orb on the pormel of his sword,
re-covered the hilt, and picked up the great weapon. "I'm very
sorry, Zakath," he said again, and then he quietly went out of
the room | eaving the Enperor of boundl ess Mallorea alone with
his grief.

CHAPTER THREE

"Really, Garion, |I'mperfectly fine," Ce' Nedra objected
agai n.

"I"'mglad to hear that."

“Then you'll let me get out of bed?”

"No. "

"That's not fair," she pouted.

"Whuld you like a little nore tea?" he asked, going to the
fireplace, taking up a poker, and swi nging out the iron arm
fromwhich a kettle was suspended.

“"No, | don't," she replied in a sulky little voice. "It
snells, and it tastes awful."

"Aunt Pol says that it's very good for you. Maybe if you
drink some nore of it, she'll let you get out of bed and sit
in a chair for a while." He spooned sone of the dried,
aromatic | eaves froman earthenware pot into a cup, tipped the
kettle carefully with the poker, and filled the cup with
st eam ng water.

Ce' Nedra's eyes had nonentarily conme alight, but narrowed
again al nost i medi ately. "Oh, very clever, Garion," she said
in a voice heavy with sarcasm "Don't patronize ne."

"Of course not," he agreed blandly, setting the cup on the
stand besi de the bed. "You probably ought to Il et that steep
for a while," he suggested.

"It can steep all year if it wants to. I'mnot going to
drink it."

He sighed with resignation. "I'msorry, Ce' Nedra," he said
with genuine regret, "but you' re wong. Aunt Pol says that
you' re supposed to drink a cup of this every other hour. Unti
she tells ne otherwise, that's exactly what you're going to
do."

"What if | refuse?" Her tone was belligerent.

“I''"'m bigger than you are,"” he reninded her

Her eyes went wide with shock. "You wouldn't actually
force nme to drink it, would you?"



Hi s expression grew mournful. "1'd really hate to do
sonmething like that," he told her

"But you'd do it, wouldn't you?" she accused.

He thought about it a nmonment, then nodded. "Probably," he
admtted, "if Aunt Pol told ne to."

She glared at him " Al right," she said finally. "G ve
me the stinking tea."

"It doesn't smell all that bad, Ce' Nedra."

"Why don't you drink it, then?"

“I"'mnot the one who's been sick."

She proceeded then to tell him-at sonme | ength- exactly
what she thought of the tea and himand her bed and the room
and of the whole world in general. Many of the terns she used
were very colorful -even lurid- and sone of themwere in
| anguages that he didn't recognize.

"What on earth is all the shouting about?" Pol gara asked,
comng into the room

"I absolutely hate this stuff!" Ce' Nedra declared at the
top of her lungs, waving the cup about and spilling nost of
t he contents.

"I wouldn't drink it then." Aunt Pol advised calmy.

"Garion says that if | don't drink it, he'll pour it down
my throat."

"Oh. Those were yesterday' s instructions." Polgara |ooked
at Garion. "Didn't | tell you that they change today?"

“No," he replied. "As a matter of fact, you didn't." He
said it in a very level tone. He was fairly proud of that.

"I"'msorry, dear. | nust have forgotten."

"When can | get out of bed?" Ce' Nedra demanded.

Pol gara gave her a surprised | ook. "Any tine you want,
dear she said. "As a matter of fact, | just cane
by to ask if you planned to join us for breakfast."

Ce' Nedra sat up in bed, her eyes like hard |little stones.
She slowy turned an icy gaze upon Garion and then quite
del i berately stuck her tongue out at him

Garion turned to Polgara. "Thanks awfully," he said to

her .

"Don't be snide, dear," she nurmured. She |ooked at the
fumng little Queen. "Ce' Nedra, weren't you told as a child
that sticking out one's tongue is the worst possible form of
bad manners?"

Ce' Nedra smiled sweetly. "Wy, yes, Lady Polgara, as a
matter of fact | was. That's why | only do it on specia
occasi ons. "

“I think I"lIl take a walk," Garion said to no one in
particular. He went to the door, opened it, and |eft.

Sonme days later he |Iounged in one of the sitting roons
that had been built in the former wonmen's quarters where he
and the others were | odged. The room was peculiarly fem nine.
The furniture was softly cushioned in mauve, and the broad
wi ndows had filmy curtains of pale | avender. Beyond the
wi ndows | ay a snowy garden, totally enmbraced by the tall w ngs
of this bleak Mirgo house. A cheery fire crackled in the
hal f-moon arch of a broad fireplace, and at the far corner of
the rooman artfully contrived grotto, thick with green fern
and noss, flourished about a trickling fountain. Garion sat
broodi ng out at a sunless noon -at an ash-colored sky spitting



white pellets that were neither snow nor hail, but sonething
in between- and realized all of a sudden that he was honesick
for Riva. It was a peculiar thing to cone to grips with here
on the opposite end of the world. Always before, the word
"homesi ck" had been associated with Faldor's farm-the
kitchen, the broad central courtyard, Durnik's smithy, and al
the other dear, treasured nenories. Now, suddenly, he m ssed
that storml ashed coast, the security of that grimfortress
hovering above the bleak city lying below, and the nmountains,
heavy with snow, rising stark white against a black and storny
sky.

There was a faint knock at the door.

"Yes?" Garion said absently, not |ooking around.

The door opened alnost timdly. "Your Mjesty?" a vaguely
fam liar voice said.

Garion turned, |ooking back over his shoul der. The nman was
chubby and bald and he wore brown, a plain serviceable color
t hough his robe was obviously costly, and the heavy gold chain
about his neck loudly proclainmed that this was no mnor
official. Garion frowned slightly. "Haven't we net before?" he
asked. "Aren't you General Atesca's friend-uh-"

"Brador, your Majesty," the brown-robed man suppli ed.
"Chief of the Bureau of Internal Affairs.”

"Ch, yes. Now | renenber. Cone in, your Excellency, cone
in."

"Thank you, your Majesty." Brador cane into the room and
noved toward the fireplace, extending his hands to its warnth.
"M serable climte." He shuddered.

"You should try a winter in Riva,'
it's sumrer there right now "

Brador | ooked out the wi ndow at the snowy garden. "Strange
pl ace, Cthol Mirgos," he said. "One's tenpted to believe that
all of Murgodomis deliberately ugly, and then one cones
across a roomlike this."

"l suspect that the ugliness was to satisfy Ctuchik -and
Taur Urgas," Garion replied. "Underneath, Mrgos probably
aren't nuch different fromthe rest of us."

Brador | aughed. "That sort of thinking is considered
heresy in Mal Zeth," he said.

"The people in Val Alorn feel nuch the same way." Garion
| ooked at the bureaucrat. "I expect that this isn't just a
social call, Brador," he said. "What's on your mni nd?"

"Your Majesty," Brador said soberly, "I absolutely have to
speak with the Enperor. Atesca tried to arrange it before he
went back to Rak Verkat, but-" He spread his hands hel pl essly.
"Coul d you possibly speak to him about it? The matter is of
t he utnost urgency."”

"I really don't think there's very much | can do for you,
Brador," Garion told him "Right now |'m probably the |ast
person he'd want to talk to."

" Oh?"

"I told himsonmething that he didn't want to hear."

Brador's shoul ders slunped in defeat. "You were ny | ast
hope, your Mjesty." he said.

"What's the probl enP”

Brador hesitated, |ooking around nervously as if to assure
hi rsel f that they were alone. "Belgarion," he said then in a
very qui et voice, "have you ever seen a denon?"

Garion said, "although



“A couple of tinmes, yes. It's not the sort of experience
I'd care to repeat.”

"How nuch do you know about the Karands?"

“"Not a great deal. |'ve heard that they're related to the
Morindimin northern Gar og Nadrak."

"You know nore about them than nost people, then. Do you
know very much about the religious practices of the Mrindin?"

Garion nodded. "They're denpn worshippers. It's not a
particularly safe formof religion, |I've noticed."

Brador's face was bl eak. "The Karands share the beliefs
and practices of their cousins on the arctic plains of the
West," he said. "After they were converted to the worship of
Torak, the Grolins tried to stanp out those practices, but
they persisted in the nountains and forests." He stopped and
| ooked fearfully around agai n.

"Bel garion," he said, alnpst in a whisper, "does the nane
Mengha nean anything to you?"

“No. | don't think so. Who's Mengha?"

"We don't know -at |least not for certain. He seens to have
cone out of the forest to the north of Lake Karanda about six
nont hs ago. "

" And?"

"He marched -alone- to the gates of Calida in Jenno and
called for the surrender of the city. They | aughed at him of
course, but then he marked sonme synbols on the ground. They
didn't laugh any nore after that." The Mel cene bureaucrat's
face was gray. "Belgarion, he unloosed a horror on Calida such
as man has never seen before. Those synbols he drew on the
ground sunmoned up a host of denons -not one, or a dozen, but
a whole arnmy of them [|'ve talked with survivors of that
attack. They're nostly mad -nercifully so, | think- and what
happened at Calida was utterly unspeakable."

“An armny of then?" Garion exclai ned.

Brador nodded. "That's what nmakes Mengha so dreadful |y
dangerous. As |'m sure you know, usually when someone summons
a denon, sooner or later it gets away fromhimand kills him
but Mengha appears to have absolute control of all the fiends
he rai ses and he can call themup by the hundreds. Urvon is
terrified and he's even begun to experinent with nmagic
hi msel f, hoping to defend Mal Yaska agai nst Mengha. We don't
know where Zandranas is, but her apostate Grolimcohorts are
desperately striving also to sumon up these fiends. Great
Gods, Belgarion, help ne! This unholy infection will spread
out of Mallorea and sweep the world. We'll all be engul fed by
how i ng fiends, and no place, no matter how renmote, will
provi de a haven for the pitiful remants of mankind. Help ne
to persuade Kal Zakath that his petty little war here in Ctho
Mur gos has no real neaning in the face of the horror that's
energing in Mallorea."

Garion gave hima |long, steady |ook, then rose to his
feet. "You'd better cone with me, Brador," he said quietly. "I
think we need to talk with Belgarath."

They found the old sorcerer in the book-lined library of
t he house, poring over an ancient volume bound in green
| eather. He set his book aside and |istened as Brador repeated
what he had told Garion. "Urvon and Zandramas are al so
engaging in this insanity?" he asked when the Mel cene had
fini shed.



Brador nodded. " According to our best information,
Anci ent One," he replied.

Bel garath sl amred his fist down and began to swear. "What
are they thinking of?" he burst out, pacing up and down.
"Don't they know that UL hinself had forbidden this?"

"They're afraid of Mengha," Brador said hel pl essly. "They
feel that they nust have sone way to protect thenselves from
his horde of fiends."

"You don't protect yourself from denobns by raising nore
denons," the old man funmed. "If even one of them breaks free,
they'Il all get l|oose. Urvon or Zandramas m ght be able to
handl e them but sooner or later some underling is going to
make a m stake. Let's go see Zakath."

"I don't think we can get in to see himjust now,
Grandfather," Garion said dubiously. "He didn't |ike what |
told himabout Urgit."

"That's too bad. This is sonmething that won't wait for him
to regain his conposure. Let's go."

The three of them went quickly through the corridors of
the house to the |large antechanber they had entered with
General Atesca upon their arrival from Rak Verkat.

"Absol utely inpossible,” the colonel at the desk beside
the main door declared when Bel garath demanded to see the
Enperor i mredi ately.

"As you grow ol der, Colonel," the old man said om nously,
"you'll discover just how neaningless the word 'inpossible’
really is." He raised one hand, gestured somewhat

theatrically, and Garion heard and felt the surge of his wll.

A nunber of battle flags nounted on stout poles projected
out fromthe opposite wall perhaps fifteen feet fromthe
floor. The officious colonel vanished fromhis chair and
reappeared precariously astride one of those poles with his
eyes bul gi ng and his hands desperately clinging to his
slippery perch.

"Where would you like to go next, Col onel ?" Bel garath
asked him "As | recall, there's a very tall flagpole out
front. | could set you on top of it if you w sh."

The col onel stared at himin horror

“"Now, as soon as | bring you down fromthere, you're going
to persuade your Enperor to see us at once. You're going to be
very convincing, Colonel -that's unless you want to be a
per manent fl agpol e ornanent, of course."

The colonel's face was still pasty white when he energed
fromthe guarded door |eading to the audi ence chanber, and he
flinched violently every tine Belgarath noved his hand. "His
Maj esty consents to see you," he stanmered.

Bel garath grunted." | was al nost sure that he would."

Kal Zakath had undergone a noticeable transformation since
Garion had |last seen him H's white |inen robe was wrinkl ed
and stained, and there were dark circles under his eyes. H's
face was deathly pale, his hair was unkenpt, and he was
unshaven. Spasmlike trenmors ran through his body, and he
| ooked al nbst too weak to stand. "What do you want?" he
demanded in a barely audible voice.

"Are you sick?" Belgarath asked him

"A touch of fever, | think." Zakath shrugged. "Wat's so
i mportant that you felt you had to force your way in here to
tell me about it?"



"Your enpire's collapsing, Zakath," Belgarath told him
flatly. "It's tine you went honme to nmend your fences."

Zakath smiled faintly. "Wuldn't that be so very
convenient for you?" he said.

"What's going on in Mallorea isn't convenient for anybody.
Tell him Brador."

Nervously, the Mel cene bureaucrat delivered his report.

"Denpns?" Zakath retorted skeptically. "Oh, come now,

Bel garath. Surely you don't expect nme to believe that, do you?
Do you honestly think that 1'Il run back to Mallorea to chase
shadows and | eave you behind to raise an army here in the West
to confront me when | return?”

The pal sy-1i ke shaking Gari on had noted when they had
entered the room seened to be growing nore severe. Zakath's
head bobbed and jerked on his neck, and a stream of spittle
ran unnoticed from one corner of his nouth.

"You won't be | eaving us behind, Zakath," Belgarath
replied. "We're going with you. If even a tenth of what Brador
says is true, I'"'mgoing to have to go to Karanda and stop this
Mengha. |If he's raising denons, we're all going to have to put
everything el se aside to stop him™"

"Absurd!" Zakath declared agitatedly. His eyes were
unf ocused now, and his weaving and trenbling had becone so
severe that he was unable to control his |inbs.

"I"'mnot going to be tricked by a clever old man into-" He
suddenly started up fromhis chair with an animal-like cry,
clutching at the sides of his head. Then he toppled forward to
the floor, twitching and jerking.

Bel garath junped forward and took hold of the convul sing
man's arnms. " Quick!" he snapped. "Get sonething between his
teeth before he bites off his tongue!"

Brador grabbed up a sheaf of reports froma nearby table,
wadded them up, and jamed theminto the frothing Enperor's
nout h.

"Garion!" Belgarath barked. "Get Pol -fast!"”

Garion started toward the door at a run.

"Wait!" Belgarath said, sniffing suspiciously at the air
above the face of the man he was hol di ng down. "Bring Sadi
too. There's a peculiar snell here. Hurry!"

Garion bolted. He ran through the hallways past startled
officials and servants and finally burst into the room where
Pol gara was quietly talking with Ce' Nedra and Vel vet. "Aunt
Pol!'" he shouted, "Cone quickly! Zakath just collapsed!" Then
he spun, ran a few nore steps down the hall, and shoul dered
open the door to Sadi's room "W need you," he barked at the
startled eunuch. "Come with me."

It took only a few nonents for the three of themto return
to the polished door in the anteroom

"What's going on?" the Angarak col onel demanded in a
frightened voice, barring their way.

"Your Enperor is sick," Garion told him "Get out of the
way." Roughly he pushed the protesting officer to one side and
yanked the door open.

Zakat h's convul sions had at |east partially subsided, but
Bel garath still held himdown.

"What is it, father" Polgara asked, kneeling beside the
stricken man.

"He threw a fit."



"The falling sickness?"

"I don't think so. It wasn't quite the sane. Sadi, cone
over here and snmell his breath. |I'mgetting a peculiar odor
fromhim'

Sadi approached cautiously, |eaned forward, and sniffed
several tinmes. Then he straightened, his face pale.

"Thal ot," he announced.

"A poi son?" Pol gara asked him

Sadi nodded. "It's quite rare."
"Do you have an anti dote?"
“"No, ny lady," he replied. "There isn't an antidote for

thalot. It's always been universally fatal. It's sel dom used
because it acts very slowy, but no one ever recovers from
it."

"Then he's dying?" Garion asked with a sick feeling.

“I'n a manner of speaking, yes. The convul sions wll
subsi de, but they'Il recur with increasing frequency. Finally

." Sadi shrugged.

"There's no hope at all?" Pol gara asked.

"None what soever, ny |lady. About all we can do is make his
| ast few days nore confortable."”

Bel garath started to swear. "Quiet himdown, Pol," he
said. "We need to get himinto bed and we can't nove himwhile
he's jerking around that way."

She nodded and put one hand on Zakath's forehead.

Garion felt the faint surge, and the struggling Enperor
grew qui et.

Brador, his face very pale, |ooked at them "I don't think
we shoul d announce this just yet," he cautioned. "Let's just
call it a slight illness for the monment until we can decide
what to do. I'Il send for a litter."

The roomto which the unconsci ous Zakath was taken was
plain to the point of severity. The Enperor's bed was a narrow
cot. The only other furniture was a single plain chair and a
| ow chest. The walls were white and unadorned, and a charcoa
brazi er glowed in one corner.

Sadi went back to their chanbers and returned with his red
case and the canvas sack in which Pol gara kept her collection
of herbs and renedies: The two of them consulted in | ow tones
while Garion and Brador pushed the litter bearers and curious
soldiers fromthe room Then they mixed a steam ng cup of a
pungent -snel ling |iquid.

Sadi raised Zakath's head and held it while Pol gara
spooned the nedicine into his slack-1ipped nouth.

The door opened quietly, and the green-robed Dal asi an
heal er, Andel, entered. "I canme as soon as | heard," she said.
"I's the Enperor's illness serious?"

Pol gara | ooked at her gravely. "Close the door, Andel,"
she said quietly.

The heal er gave her a strange | ook, then pushed the door
shut. "Is it that grave, ny |ady?"

Pol gara nodded. "He's been poi soned,"” she said. "W don't
want word of it to get out just yet."

Andel gasped. "What can | do to hel p?" she asked, coning
qui ckly to the bed.

"Not very much, I'mafraid," Sadi told her.

"Have you given himthe antidote yet?"

"There is no antidote.”



"There nust be. Lady Pol gara-"

Pol gara sadly shook her head.

"I have failed, then," the hooded woman said in a voice
filled with tears. She turned fromthe bed, her head bowed,
and Garion heard a faint nurnur that sonmehow seenmed to cone
fromthe air above her-a nmurmur that curiously was not that of
a single voice. There was a long silence; and then a
shi meri ng appeared at the foot of the bed. When it cleared,
the blindfolded formof Cyradis stood there, one hand slightly
extended. "This nust not be," she said in her clear, ringing
voice. "Use thine art, Lady Polgara. Restore him Should he

die, all our tasks will fail. Bring thy power to bear."
"I't won't work, Cyradis," Polgara replied, setting the cup
down. "If a poison affects only the blood, | can usually

manage to purge it, and Sadi has a whol e case full of
antidotes. This poison, however, sinks into every particle of
the body. It's killing his bones and organs as well as his

bl ood, and there's no way to |l eech it out."

The shimering format the foot of the bed wung its hands
in angui sh. "It cannot be so," Cyradis wailed. "Hast thou even
applied the soverei gn specific?"

Pol gara | ooked up quickly. "Sovereign specific? A
uni versal remedy? | know of no such agent."

"But it doth exist, Lady Polgara. | know not its origins
nor its conposition, but | have felt its gentle power abroad
in the world for sone years now. "

Pol gara | ooked at Andel, but the heal er shook her head
hel pl essly. "I do not know of such a potion, ny |ady."

"Think, Cyradis," Polgara said urgently. "Anything you can
tell us mght give us a clue.”

The blindfol ded Seeress touched the fingertips of one hand

lightly to her tenple. "Its origins are recent," she said,
half to herself. "It cane into being |less than a score of
years ago -sone obscure flower, or so it seeneth to ne."

"I't's hopeless, then," Sadi said. "There are m|lions of

kinds of flowers." He rose and crossed the roomto Bel garath.
"I think we mght want to | eave here -al nost i medi ately," he
murrmured. "At the first suggestion of the word 'poison,"’
peopl e start |ooking for the nearest Nyissan -and those
associated with him | think we're in a great deal of danger
ri ght now. "

“Can you think of anything else, Cyradis?" Pol gara passed.
“"No matter how renote?"

The Seeress struggled with it, her face strained as she
reached deeper into her strange vision. Her shoulders finally
sagged in defeat. "Nothing," she said. "Only a woman's face."

"' Describe it."

"She is tall," the Seeress replied. "Her hair is very
dark, but her skin is like marble. Her husband is nuch
i nvol ved with horses."

"Adara!" Garion exclainmed, the beautiful face of his
cousi n suddenly com ng before his eyes.

Pol gara snapped her fingers. "And Adara's rose!" Then she
frowned. "I exam ned that flower very closely sonme years back
Cyradis," she said. "Are you absolutely sure? There are sone
unusual substances in it, but | didn't find any particul ar
medi cinal qualities in any of them-either in any distillation
or powder."



Cyradi s concentrated. "Can healing be acconplished by
means of a fragrance, Lady Pol gara?"

Pol gara's eyes narrowed in thought. "There are sone minor
remedi es that are inhaled,"” she said doubtfully, "but-"

"There are poisons that can be adm nistered in that
fashi on, Lady Pol gara," Sadi supplied. "The fumes are drawn
into the lungs and fromthere into the heart. Then the bl ood
carries themto every part of the body. It could very well be
the only way to neutralize the effects of thalot."

Bel garath's expression had grown intent. "Well, Pol?" he
asked.

“It's worth a try, father," she replied. "I've got a few
of the flowers. They're dried, but they m ght work."

"Any seeds?"

"A few, yes."

"Seeds?" Andel exclaimed. "Kal Zakath would be nmonths in
his grave before any bush could grow and bl oom"

The ol d man chuckled slyly. "Not quite," he said, w nking
at Polgara. "I have quite a way with plants sonmetinmes. |I'm
going to need sone dirt -and sonme boxes or tubs to put it in."

Sadi went to the door and spoke briefly with the guards
outside. They | ooked baffled, but a short command from Ande
sent them scurrying.

"What is the origin of this strange flower, Lady Pol gara?"
Cyradis asked curiously, "Howis it that thou art so wel
acquainted with it?"

"Garion made it.'

Pol gara shrugged, | ooking thoughtfully

at Zakath's narrow cot. "I think we'll want the bed out from
the wall, father," she said. "I want it surrounded by
flowers."

"Made?" the Seeress excl ai med.

Pol gara nodded. "Created, actually," she said absently.
"Do you think it's warm enough in here, father? W're going to
want big, healthy bl oons, and even at best the flower's a bit
puny. "

"I did ny best," Garion protested.

"Created?" Cyradis' voice was awed. Then she bowed to
Garion with profound respect.

When the tubs of half-frozen dirt had been pl aced about
the stricken Enperor's bed, snoothed, and danpened with water
Pol gara took a small | eather pouch from her canvas sack
renmoved a pinch of minuscule seeds, and carefully sowed them
in the soil.

"All right," Belgarath said, rolling up his sleeves in a
wor kmanl i ke fashion, "stand back." He bent and touched the
dirt in one of the tubs. "You were right, Pol," he nuttered.

"Just a little too cold."” He frowned slightly, and Garion saw
his Iips nove. The surge was not a |large one, and the sound of
it was little nore than a whisper. The danp earth in the tubs
began to steam "That's better," he said. Then he extended his
hands out over the narrow cot and the steaning tubs. Again
Garion felt the surge and the whisper.

At first nothing seemed to happen, but then tiny specks of
green appeared on the top of the danpened dirt. Even as Garion
wat ched those little | eaves grow and expand, he renenbered
where he had seen Belgarath performthis same feat before. As
clearly as if he were there, he saw the courtyard before King
Korodullin's palace at Vo Mnbre and he saw the apple twig the



old man had thrust down between two fl agstones expand and
reach up toward the old sorcerer's hand as proof to the
skeptical Sir Andorig that he was i ndeed who he said he was.

The pal e green | eaves had grown darker, and the spindly
twigs and tendrils that had at first appeared had al ready
expanded into | ow bushes.

“Make them vine up across the bed, father," Pol gara said
critically. "Vines produce nore blossons, and | want a | ot of
bl ossoms. "

He let out his breath explosively and gave her a | ook that
spoke volunes. "All right," he said finally. "You want vines?
Vines it is."

"I's it too much for you, father?" she asked solicitously.

He set his jaw, but did not answer. He did, however, start
to sweat. Longer tendrils began to writhe upward
i ke green snakes wi nding up around the | egs of the Enperor's
cot and reaching upward to catch the bedfrane. Once they had
gai ned that foothold, they seened to pause while Bel garath
caught his breath. "This is harder than it |ooks," he puffed.
Then he concentrated again, and the vines quickly overspread
the cot and Kal Zakath's inert body until only his ashen face
remai ned uncovered by them

"All right," Belgarath said to the plants, "that's far
enough. You can bl oom now. "

There was another surge and a peculiar ringing sound.

The tips of all the nmyriad twiglets swelled, and then
those buds began to split, revealing their pale | avender
interiors. Alnpst shyly the lopsided little flowers opened,
filling the roomwi th a gentle-seening fragrance. Garion
strai ghtened as he breathed in that delicate odor. For sone
reason, he suddenly felt very good, and the cares and worries
whi ch had beset him for the past several nonths seenmed to fal
awnay.

The sl ack-faced Zakath stirred slightly, took a breath,
and sighed deeply. Polgara laid her fingertips to the side of

his neck. "I think it's working, father," she said. "Hi s
heart's not |aboring so hard now, and his breathing's easier."
"Good," Belgarath replied. "I hate to go through sonething

like that for nothing."

Then the Enperor opened his eyes. The shinmering form of
Cyradi s hovered anxiously at the foot of his bed.
Strangely, he smiled when he saw her, and her shy, answering
smle lighted her pale face. Then Zakath sighed once nore and
closed his eyes again. Garion | eaned forward to nmake sure that
the sick man was still breathing.

When he | ooked back toward the foot of the bed, the
Seeress of Kell was gone.

CHAPTER FOUR

A warmwi nd canme in off the |ake that night, and the wet
snow that had bl anket ed Rak Hagga and the surrounding
countryside turned to a dreary slush that sagged and fell from
the linbs of the trees in the little garden at the center of
the house and slid in sodden clunps fromthe gray slate roof.
Garion and Silk sat near the fire in the mauve-cushi oned room
| ooki ng out at the garden and tal king quietly.



"We'd know a great deal nore, if | could get in touch with
Yarbl ek," Silk was saying. The little man was dressed again in
the pearl-gray doublet and bl ack hose which he had favored
during those years before they had begun this search, although
he wore only a few of the costly rings and ornanments whi ch had
made hi m appear so ostentatiously wealthy at that tinme.

"Isn'"t he in Gar og Nadrak?" Garion asked. Garion had al so
di scarded his serviceable travel clothing and reverted to his
customary silver-trimed bl ue.

"It's hard to say exactly where Yarblek is at any given
time, Garion. He noves around a great deal; but no matter
where he goes, the reports fromour people in Mal Zeth,

Mel cene, and Maga Renn are all forwarded to him Whatever this
Mengha is up to is alnpst certain to have disrupted trade. I'm
sure that our agents have gathered everything they could find
out about himand sent it along to Yarblek. Ri ght now ny

scruf fy-1ooking partner probably knows nore about Mengha than
Brador's secret police do."

"I don't want to get sidetracked, Silk. Qur business is
wi t h Zandramas, not Mengha."

"Denpns are everybody's business,"” Silk replied soberly,
"but no matter what we decide to do, we have to get to
Mal |l orea first -and that neans persuadi ng Zakath that this is
serious. Was he listening at all when you told himabout

Mengha?"

Garion shook his head. "I'mnot sure if he even understood
what we were telling him He wasn't altogether rational."

Silk grunted. "When he wakes up, we'll have to try again."
A sly grin crossed the little man's face. "lI've had a certain

anmount of luck negotiating with sick people,” he said.

“Isn'"t that sort of contenptible?"

"Of course it is -but it gets results.”

Later that norning, Garion and his rat-faced friend
st opped by the Enperor's room ostensibly to inquire about his
heal th. Pol gara and Sadi were seated on either side of the
bed, and Andel sat quietly in the corner. The vines that had
envel oped the narrow cot had been pulled aside, but the air in
the roomwas still heavy with the fragrance of the small,
| avender flowers. The sick man was propped into a half-sitting
position by pillows, but his eyes were closed as Silk and
Garion entered. His cat lay contentedly purring at the foot of
t he bed.

"How i s he?" Garion asked quietly.

"He's been awake a few tines," Sadi replied. "There are

still sone traces of thalot in his extremties, but they seem
to be dissipating."” The eunuch was picking curiously at one of
the small flowers. "I wonder if these would work if they were

distilled down to an essence," he nmused, "or perhaps an attar

It might be very interesting to wear a perfune that would ward
of f any poison." He frowned slightly. "And | wonder if they'd

be effective agai nst snake venom"

"Have Zith bite soneone,"” Silk suggested. "Then you can
test it."

"Whul d you like to volunteer, Prince Khel dar?"

"“Ah, no, Sadi," Silk declined. "Thanks all the sane." He
| ooked at the red case lying open on the floor in the comer.
"I's she confined, by the way?" he asked nervously.

"She's sleeping,” Sadi replied. "She always takes a little



nap after breakfast."

Garion | ooked at the dozing Enperor.
all -when he's awake, | nean?"

"H's mnd seens to be clearing,"” Polgara told him

"Hysteria and delirium are sonme of the synptons brought on
by thalot,"” Sadi said. "G owing rationality is an al nost
certain sign of recovery."

"I's that you, Bel garion?" Zakath asked al nbst in a whisper
and wi t hout opening his eyes.

"Yes," Garion replied. "How are you feeling?"

"Weak. Light-headed -and every nuscle in ny body screans
i ke an abscessed tooth. Aside fromthat, |I'mfine." He opened
his eyes with a wy snile. "Wiat happened? | seemto have | ost
track of things."

Garion glanced briefly at Pol gara, and she nodded.

"You were poisoned," he told the sick man.

Zakath | ooked a bit surprised. "It nust not have been a
very good one then," he said.

"Actually, it's one of the very best, your Inperia
Maj esty, " Sadi disagreed mldly. "It's always been universally
| ethal ."

"I"'mdying then?" Zakath said it with a peculiar kind of
satisfaction, alnmost as if he welconed the idea. " Ah, well, ("
he sighed. "That should solve many problens."

“I"'mvery sorry, your Majesty," Silk said with nock
regret, "but | think you'll live. Belgarath tanpers with the
normal course of events fromtine to tine. It's a bad habit he
pi cked up in his youth, but a man needs sone vices, |
suppose. "

Zakath smled weakly. "You're a droll little fellow,
Prince Khel dar."

“If you're really keen on dying, though," Silk added
outrageously, "we could always wake Zith. One nip from her
al nost guarant ees perpetual slunber."

"Zith?"

"Sadi's pet -a little green snake. She could even curl up
at your ear after she bites you and purr you into eternity."

Zakat h sighed, and his eyes drooped shut again.

"I think we should let himsleep," Polgara said quietly.

"Not just yet, Lady Polgara," the Enperor said. "I've
shunned sl eep and the dreans which infest it for so |ong that
it comes unnaturally now "

"You nust sleep, Kal Zakath," Andel told him

"There are ways to banish evil dreans, and sleep is the
greatest healer.”

Zakat h sighed and shook his head. "I'mafraid you won't be
abl e to banish these dreans, Andel." Then he frowned slightly.
"Sadi, is hallucination one of the synptons of the poison
was given?"

"It's possible,"’
you seen?"

“Not a horror," Zakath replied. "I seemto see the face of
a young wormman. Her eyes are bound with a strip of cloth. A
pecul i ar peace cones over nme when | see her face.”

"Then it was not an hallucination, Kal Zakath," Andel told

I's he coherent at

t he eunuch adm tted. "Wat horrors have

hi m
"Who is this strange blind child, then?"
"My mstress," Andel said proudly. "The face which cane



to you in your direst hour was the face of Cyradis, the
Seeress of Kell, upon whose decision rests the fate of all the
world -and of all other worlds as well."

"So great a responsibility to |ie upon such sl ender
shoul ders, " Zakath said.

"It is her task," Andel said sinply.

The sick man seened to fall again into a doze, his lips
lightly touched with a peculiar smile. Then his eyes opened
again, seemingly more alert now. "Am | heal ed, Sadi?" he asked
t he shaved- headed eunuch. "Has your excellent Nyissan poison
quite run its course?"

"Ch," Sadi replied speculatively, "I wouldn't say that
you're entirety well yet, your Majesty, but I'd guess that
you' re out of any imredi ate danger."

"Good," Zakath said crisply, trying to shoulder his way up
into a sitting position. Garion reached out to help him " And
has the knave who poi soned ne been apprehended yet?"

Sadi shook his head. "Not as far as | know," he answered.

"I think that mght be the first order of business, then

I"'mstarting to feel a little hungry and |I'd rather not go
through this again. Is the poison common in Cthol Mirgos?"

Sadi frowned. "Murgo | aw forbids poisons and drugs, your
Maj esty, " he replied. "They're a backward sort of people. The
Dagashi assassi ns probably have access to thalot, though.”

"You think nmy poisoner might have been a Dagashi, then?"

Sadi shrugged. "Mst assassinations in Cthol Mirgos are
carried out by the Dagashi. They're efficient and discreet."

Zakath's eyes narrowed in thought. "That would seemto
point a finger directly at Urgit, then. The Dagashi are
expensive, and Urgit has access to the royal treasury."

Silk grimaced. "No," he declared. "Urgit wouldn't do that. A
kni fe between your shoul der bl ades maybe, but not poison.”

"How can you be so sure, Khel dar?"

"I know him" Silk replied a bit lanmely. "He's weak and a
little timd, but he wouldn't be a party to a poisoning. It's
a contenptible way to resolve political differences."

"Prince Kheldar!" Sadi protested.

"Except in Nyissa, of-course,"” Silk conceded. "One al ways
needs to take quaint l|ocal custons into account." He pulled at

his I ong, pointed nose. "I'Il admt that Urgit wouldn't grieve
too much if you woke up dead sone norning," he said to the
Mal | orean Enperor, "but it's all just alittle too pat. If

your generals believed that it was Urgit who arranged to have
you killed, they'd stay here for the next ten generations
trying to obliterate all of Murgodom wouldn't they?"

“I"d assunme so," Zakath said.

"Who woul d benefit the nost by disposing of you and rat her
effectively making sure that the bul k of your armnmy doesn't
return to Mallorea in the foreseeable future? Not Urgit,
certainly. More likely it would be sonebody in Mllorea who
wants a free hand there." Silk squared his shoul ders. "Wy
don't you let Liselle and ne do a little snooping around
before you | ock your mind in stone on this? OGbvious things
al ways naeke nme suspicious."

"That's all very well, Kheldar," Zakath said rather
testily, "but how can | be sure that ny next neal won't have
anot her dose of exotic spices in it?"

"You have at your bedside the finest cook in the world,"



the rat-faced nman said, pointing grandly at Polgara, "and
can absol utely guarantee that she won't poison you. She m ght
turn you into a radish if you offend her, but she'd never

poi son you."

"All right, Silk, that will do," Polgara told him

"I"'monly paying tribute to your extraordinary gifts,
Pol gara. "

Her eyes grew hard.

"I think that perhaps it mght be time for ne to be on ny
way," Silk said to Garion.

"W se decision," Garion mnurnured.

The little man turned and quickly left the room

"Is he really as good as he pretends to be?" Zakath asked
curiously.

Pol gara nodded. "Between them Kheldar and Liselle can
probably ferret out any secret in the world. Silk doesn't
always like it, but they're alnpst a perfect team
And now, your Majesty, what would you |ike for breakfast?"

A curious exchange was taking place in the corner

Throughout the previous conversation, Garion had heard a
faint, drowsy purr comng fromZith's earthenware bottle.
Either the little snake was expressing a general sense of
contentnent, or it may have been one of the peculiarities of
her species to purr while sleeping. Zakath's pregnant,
mackerel -striped cat, attracted by that sound, junped down
fromthe bed and curiously waddl ed toward Zith's little hone.
Absently, probably wi thout even thinking about it, she
responded to the purr coming fromthe bottle with one of her
own. She sniffed at the bottle, then tentatively touched it
with one soft paw. The peculiar duet of purring continued.

Then, perhaps because Sadi had not stoppered the bottle
tightly enough or because she had | ong since devised this
si npl e means of opening her front door, the little snake
nudged the cork out of the bottle with her blunt nose. Both
creatures continued to purr, although the cat was now
obviously afire with curiosity. For a tinme Zith did not revea
hersel f, but lurked shyly in her bottle, still purring. Then
cautiously, she poked out her head, her forked tongue
flickering as she tested the air.

The cat junped straight up to a height of about three
feet, giving vent to a startled yow. Zith retreated
i medi ately back into the safety of her house, though she
continued to purr.

Warily, but still burning with curiosity, the cat
approached the bottle again, noving one foot at a tine.
"Sadi," Zakath said, his voice filled with concern.

"There's no i nmedi ate danger, your Mjesty," the eunuch
assured him "Zith never bites while she's purring."

Again the little green snake slid her head out of the
bottle. This tine the cat recoiled only slightly. Then,
curiosity overcom ng her natural aversion to reptiles, she
conti nued her slow advance, her nose reaching out toward this
remar kabl e creature. Zith, still purring, also extended her
bl unt nose. Their noses touched, and both
flinched back slightly. Then they cautiously sniffed at each
other, the cat with her nose, the snake with her tongue. Both
were purring loudly now.

"“Astonishing," Sadi murrmured. "I think they actually Iike



each ot her."

"Sadi, please," Zakath said plaintively. "I don't know how
you feel about your snake, but |I'mrather fond of ny cat, and
she is about to become a nother."

“I"l'l speak with them your Mjesty," Sadi assured him
"I"'mnot sure that they'|ll listen, but I'll definitely speak
with them"

Bel garath had once again retired to the |ibrary, and
Garion found himlater that day poring over a |large map of
northern Mallorea. "Ah," he said, |ooking up as Garion
entered, "there you are. | was just about to send for you.
Cone over here and look at this." Garion went to the table.

"The appearance of this Mengha fellow mght just work to
our advantage, you know. "

"I don't quite follow that, G andfather."

"Zandranmas is here at Ashaba, right?" Bel garath stabbed
his finger at a spot in the representation of the Karandese
nount ai ns.

"Yes," Garion said.

"“And Mengha's nmoving west and south out of Calida, over
here." The old man poked at the map again.

"That's what Brador says."

"He's got her blocked off from nost of the continent,
Garion. She's been very careful here in Cthol Miurgos to avoid
popul ated areas. There's no reason to believe that she's going
to change once she gets to Mallorea. Urvon's going to be to
the south of her at Mal Yaska, and the wastes to the north are
virtually inpassable -even though it's nearly sumrer."

" Summrer ?"

“I'n the northern half of the world it is."

"Oh. | keep forgetting." Garion peered at the map.
"Grandfather, we don't have any idea of where 'the place which
is no nore' might be. When Zandramas | eaves Ashaba, she could
go in any direction.”

Bel garath squinted at the map. "I don't think so, Garion.
In the light of all that's happened in Mallorea -coupled with
the fact that by now she knows that we're on her trail-
think she alnbst has to be trying to get back to her power
base in Darshiva. Everybody in the world is after her, and she
needs help."

"We certainly aren't threatening her all that much,"
Garion said moodily. "W can't even get out of Cthol Mirgos.”

"That's what | wanted to talk to you about. You' ve got to
persuade Zakath that it's vital for us to | eave here and get
to Mallorea as quickly as possible.”

" Per suade?"

"Just do whatever you have to, Garion. There's a great
deal at stake."

"Why ne?" Garion said it wthout thinking.

Bel garath gave hima | ong, steady | ook.

"Sorry," Garion nuttered. "Forget that | said it."

"All right. I'"lIl do that."

Late that evening, Zakath's cat gave birth to seven
healthy kittens while Zith hovered in anxious attendance,
war ni ng off all other observers with om nous hisses.
Peculiarly, the only person the protective little reptile
woul d al | ow near the newborn kittens was Vel vet.



Garion had little success during the next couple of days
in his efforts to steer his conversations with the
conval esci ng Zakath around to the subject of the necessity for
returning to Mallorea. The Enperor usually pleaded a |lingering
weakness as a result of his poisoning, though Garion privately
suspected subterfuge on that score, since the man appeared to
have nore than enough energy for his usual activities and only
protested exhaustion when Garion wanted to talk about a
voyage.

On the evening of the fourth day, however, he decided to
try negotiation one last tine before turning to nore direct
alternatives. He found Zakath seated in the chair near his bed
with a book in his hands. The dark circles beneath his eyes
had vani shed, the trenbling had di sappeared entirely, and he
seenmed totally alert. " Ah, Belgarion, " he said al nost
cheerfully, "so good of you to stop by."

"I thought 1'd come in and put you to sleep again," Garion
replied with slightly exaggerated sarcasm

"Have | been that obvious?" Zakath asked.

"Yes, as a matter of fact you have. Every time | nention
the words 'ship' and 'Mallorea' in the sane sentence, your
eyes snap shut. Zakath, we've got to talk about this, and tine
is starting to run out."

Zakat h passed one hand across his eyes with some show of
weari ness.

"Let ne put it this way," Garion pressed on. "Belgarath's
starting to get inpatient. I"'mtrying to keep our discussions
civil, but if he steps in, | can alnpst guarantee that they're
going to turn unpl easant -very quickly."

Zakath | owered his hand, and his eyes narrowed. "That
sounds vaguely like a threat, Belgarion."

“No," Garion disagreed. "As a matter of fact, it's in the
nature of friendly advice. If you want to stay here in Ctho
Murgos, that's up to you, but we have to get to Mallorea -and
soon. "

“"And if | choose not to permt you to go?"

"Perm t?" Garion |aughed. "Zakath, did you grow up in the
same world with the rest of us? Have you got even the renotest
i dea of what you're tal king about?"

"I think that concludes this interview Belgarion," the
Enmperor said coldly. He rose stiffly to his feet and turned to
his bed. As usual, his cat had deposited her mewing little
brood in the center of his coverlet and then gone off to nap
alone in her wool-lined box in the corner. The irritated
Enmperor | ooked with sonme exasperation at the furry little
puddl e on his bed. "You have my perm ssion to w thdraw,

Bel garion,"” he said over his shoul der. Then he reached down
with both hands to scoop up the cluster of kittens.

Zith reared up out of the very center of the furry heap
fixed himwith a cold eye, and hissed warningly.

"Torak's teeth!" Zakath swore, jerking his hands away.
"This is going too far! Go tell Sadi that | want his accursed
snake out of my roominmediately!"

"He's taken her out four tinmes already, Zakath," Garion
said mldly. "She just keeps crawling back." He suppressed a
grin. "Maybe she |likes you."

“"Are you trying to be funny.?"
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"Cet the snake out of here.”

Garion put his hands behind his back. "Not ne, Zakath.
"Il go get Sadi."

In the hallway outside, however, he encountered Vel vet,
who was coning toward the Enperor's roomw th a nysterious
smle on her face.

"Do you think you could nove Zith?" Garion asked her
"She's in the mddle of Zakath's bed with those kittens."

" You can nmove her, Belgarion," the blond girl said,
smling the dinples into her cheeks. "She trusts you."

“I think 1'd rather not try that."

The two of them went back into the Enperor's bedchanber.

“Margravine," Zakath greeted her courteously, inclining
hi s head.

She curtsied. "Your Mjesty."

"Can you deal with this?" he asked, pointing at the furry
pile on his bed with the snake still half-reared out of the
center, her eyes alert.

"Of course, your Majesty." She approached the bed, and the
snake flickered her tongue nervously. "Oh, do stop that,
Zith," the blond girl chided. Then she lifted the front of her
skirt to forma kind of pouch and began picking up kittens and
depositing themin her inprovised basket. Last of all she
lifted Zith and laid her in the mddle. She crossed the room
and casually put themall into the box with the nother cat,
who opened one gol den eye, nade room for her kittens and their
bri ght green nursemaid, and pronptly went back to sl eep

"I'sn't that sweet?" Velvet nmurnured softly. Then she
turned back to Zakath. "Oh, by the way, your Majesty, Kheldar
and | managed to find out who it was who poi soned you."

"What ?"

She nodded, frowning slightly. "It came as sonething of a
surprise, actually."

The Enperor's eyes had becone intent. You're sure?"

"As sure as one can be in these cases. You seldomfind an
eyewitness to a poisoning; but he was in the kitchen at the
right time, he left right after you fell ill, and we know him
by reputation.” She snmiled at Garion. "Have you noticed how
people always tend to renmenber a man with white eyes?”

"Nar adas?" Garion exclai med.

"Surprising, isn't it?"

"Who' s Naradas?" Zakath demanded.

"He works for Zandramas," Garion replied. He frowned.
"That doesn't make any sense, Velvet. Why woul d Zandramas want
to kill hinf Wouldn't she want to keep himalive?"

She spread her hands. "I don't know, Belgarion -not yet,
anyway. "

"Vel vet ?" Zakath asked in puzzl enent.

She sniled the dinples into her cheeks again. "Isn't it
silly?" She | aughed. "I suppose these little nicknanmes are a

formof affection, though. Belgarion's question is to the
poi nt, however. Can you think of any reason why Zandranmas

m ght want to kill you?"

“Not imediately, but we can wing that answer out of her
when | catch her -and |I'Il nake a point of doing that, even if
I have to take Cthol Mirgos apart stone by stone."

"She isn't here," Garion said absently, still struggling
with the whole idea. "She's at Ashaba -in the House of Torak."



Zakath's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "lsn't this
conveni ent, Belgarion?" he said. " | happen to get poisoned
right after your arrival. Belgarath happens to cure ne.
Khel dar and Liselle happen to discover the identity of the
poi soner, who happens to work for Zandranas, who happens to be
at Ashaba, which happens to be in Mallorea -a place which just
happens to be where you so desperately want to go. The
coi nci dence staggers the inmagination, wouldn't you say?"
"Zakath, you're starting to nake nme tired," Garion said
irritably. "If | decide that | need a boat to get to

Mal lorea, |1'Il take one. Al that's kept me from doing
that so far are the manners Lady Polgara drilled into ne when
| was a boy."

"And how do you propose to |l eave this house?" Zakath
snapped, his tenper also starting to rise

That did it. The rage that cane over Garion was totally
irrational. It was the result of a hundred del ays and
stunmbling bl ocks and petty interruptions that had dogged him
for alnpbst a year now. He reached over his shoul der, ripped
Iron-grip's sword fromits sheath, and peel ed the concealing
| eather sleeve fromits hilt. He held the great bl ade before

himand literally threw his will at the Ob. The sword
expl oded into blue flane. " How do | propose to leave this
house?" he half shouted at the stunned Enperor. "I'Il use this

for a key. It works sort of like this." He straightened his
arm l|eveling the blazing sword at the door. "Burst!" he
conmanded.

Garion's anger was not only irrational, it was al so
somewhat excessive. He had intended no nore than the door -and
possibly a part of the doorfrane- sinply to illustrate to

Zakath the intensity of his feeling about the matter. The Ob
however, startled into wakeful ness by the sudden jolt of his
angry will, had overreacted. The door, certainly, disappeared,
dissolving into splinters that blasted out into the hallway.
The doorfranme al so vani shed. What Garion had not intended,
however, was what happened to the wall

Wi te-faced and shaki ng, Zakath stumbl ed back, staring at
the hallway outside that had suddenly been reveal ed and at the
rubble that filled it -rubble that had a nonment before been
the solid, two-foot-thick stone wall of his bedroom

"My goodness," Velvet nurrmured mldly.

Knowi ng that it was silly and nel odramatic, but stil
caught up in that towering, irrational anger, Garion caught
the stunned Zakath by the armwith his |eft hand and gestured
with the sword he held in his right. "Now, we're going to go
talk with Bel garath," he announced.

"We'll go through the hallways if you'll give nme your word
not to call soldiers every tinme we go around a corner
O herwise, we'll just cut straight through the house. The
library's sort of in that direction, isn't it?" he pointed at
one of the still-standing walls with his sword.

"Bel garion," Velvet chided himgently, "nowreally, that's

no way to behave. Kal Zakath has been a very courteous host.
I"msure that now that he understands the situation, he'll be
nore than happy to cooperate, won't you, your |nperia

Maj esty?" She sniled winsonely at the Enperor. "We woul dn't
want the Rivan King to get really angry, now would we? There
are so many breakabl e things about -w ndows, walls, houses,



the city of Rak Hagga- that sort of thing."
They found Belgarath in the library again. He was reading

a small scroll, and there was a large tankard at his el bow.
"Sonet hing's come up,"” Garion said shortly as he entered.
" d]?l'

"Velvet tells us that she and Silk found out that it was
Nar adas who poi soned Zakath."

"Naradas?" the old man blinked. "That's a surprise, isn't
it?"

"What's she up to, Grandfather? Zandramas, | nean."

“I"'mnot sure." Belgarath | ooked at Zakath. "Who's |ikely
to succeed you if sonebody manages to put you to sleep?”

Zakat h shrugged. "There are a few di stant cousins
scattered about -nostly in the Melcene |Islands and Cel ant a.

The line of the succession is a little nurky."

"Perhaps that's what she has in nmind, Belgarath," Velvet
said seriously. "If there's any truth in that G olim Prophecy
you found in Rak Hagga, she's got to have an Angarak king with
her at the tine of the final neeting.

A tane king would suit her purposes nuch better than
sonmeone |ike his Majesty here -sone third or fourth cousin she
could crown and annoi nt and procl ai m ki ng. Then she coul d
have her Golins keep an eye on himand deliver himto her at
the proper tinme."

"It's possible, | suppose,” he agreed. "I think there may
be a bit nore to it than that, though. Zandramas has never
been that straightforward about anything before."

"I hope you all realize that | haven't the faintest notion
of what you're tal king about,"” Zakath said irritably.

"Just how rmuch does he know?" Bel garath asked Gari on.

" Not very nuch, Grandfather."

"All right. Maybe if he does know what's going on, he
won't be quite so difficult." He turned to the Mall orean
Enmperor. " Have you ever heard of the Min Codex?" he asked.

“I"ve heard that it was witten by a madman -1i ke nost of
the other so-called prophecies.”

"How about the Child of Light and the Child of Dark?"

"That's part of the standard gi bberish used by religious
hysterics."

"Zakath, you're going to have to believe in sonething.

This is going to be very difficult for you to grasp if you
don't."

"Wuld you settle for a tenporary suspensi on of
skeptici sn?" the Enperor countered.

"Fair enough, | suppose. All right, now, this gets
conplicated, so you're going to have to pay attention, listen
carefully, and stop ne if there's anything you don't
under st and. "

The ol d man then proceeded to sketch in the ancient story
of the "accident” that had occurred before the world had begun
and the divergence of the two possible courses of the future
and of the two consciousnesses which had sonehow i nfused those
cour ses.

"All right," Zakath said. "That's fairly standard theol ogy

so far. I've had Grolins preaching to the same nonsense since
I was a boy."
Bel garath nodded. "I just wanted to start us off from

common ground." He went on then, telling Zakath of the events



spanni ng the eons between the cracking of the world and the
Battle of Vo M nbre.

"Qur point of viewis sonewhat different," Zakath
mur nmur ed.

"It would be," Belgarath agreed. "All right, there were
five hundred years between Vo M nbre and the theft of the Ob
by Zedar the Apostate.”

"Recovery." Zakath corrected. "The Orb was stolen from
Cthol M shrak by lron-grip the thief and by-" he stopped, and
his eyes suddenly wi dened as he stared at the seedy-I| ooking
ol d man.

"Yes," Belgarath said, "I really was there, Zakath -and
was there two thousand years before, when Torak originally
stole the Ob fromny Master."

"I"ve been sick, Belgarath," the Enperor said weakly,
sinking into a chair. "My nerves aren't really up for too nmany
of these shocks."

Bel garath | ooked at him puzzl ed.

"Their Majesties were having a little discussion," Vel vet
expl ai ned brightly." King Belgarion gave the Enperor a little
denmonstration of some of the nore fl anboyant capabilities of
the Sword of the Rivan King. The Enperor was quite inpressed.
So was nost everybody el se who happened to be in that part of
t he house."

Bel garath gave Garion a chill |ook. "Playing again?" he
asked.

Garion tried to reply, but there was nothing he could
really say.

"All right, let's get on with this," Belgarath continued
briskly. "What happened after the enmergence of Garion here is
all recent history, so |I'msure you're famliar with it."

"Garion?" Zakath asked.

“"A nore common -and famliar- form 'Belgarion' is a bit
ostentatious, wouldn't you say?"

“"No nore so than 'Belgarath.'

“I"ve worn 'Belgarath' for al nbst seven thousand years,
Zakath, and |'ve sort of rubbed off the rough edges and
corners. Garion's only been wearing his '"Bel' for a dozen
years, and it still squeaks when he turns around too quickly

Garion felt slightly offended by that.

"Anyway," the old man continued, "after Torak was dead,
Garion and Ce' Nedra got married. About a year or so ago, she
gave birth to a son. Garion's attention at that tinme was on
the Bear-cult. Soneone had tried to kill Ce'Nedra and had
succeeded in killing the Rivan Warder."

"“I"d heard about that," Zakath said.

"Anyway, he was in the process of stanping out the cult
-he stanps quite well once he puts his mnd to it- when
sonmeone crept into the Citadel at Riva and abducted his infant
son- my great-grandson.”

"No!" Zakat h excl ai med.

"Ch, yes," Belgarath continued grinmy. "W thought it was
the cult and marched to Rheon in Drasnia, their headquarters,
but it was all a clever ruse. Zandramas had abducted prince
Geran and nisdirected us to Rheon. The | eader of the cult
turned out to be Harakan, one of the henchnmen of Urvon -is
this coming too fast for you?"

Zakath's face was startled, and his eyes had gone wi de



again. "No," he said, swallowing hard. "I think |I can keep
up. "

"There isn't too nuch nmore. After we discovered our
nm st akes, we took up the abductor's trail. W know that she's
going to Mallorea -to a 'place which is no nore.' That's where
the Sardion is. W have to stop her, or at least arrive there
at the sane tinme. Cyradis believes that when we all arrive at
this 'place which is no nore,' there's going to be one of
those confrontations between the Child of Light and the Child
of Dark which have been happeni ng since before the beginning
of tinme -except that this is going to be the |ast one. She'l
choose between them and that's supposed to be the end of it."

"I"'mafraid that it's at that point that ny skepticism
reasserts itself, Belgarath," Zakath said. "You don't acutally
expect ne to believe that these two shadowy figures that
predate the world are going to arrive at this mysterious place
to grapple once nore, do you?"

"What makes you think they're shadowy? The spirits that
are at the core of the two possible destinies infuse rea
people to act as their instruments during these neetings.

Ri ght now, for exanple, Zandramas is the Child of Dark. It
used to be Torak -until Garion killed him™"

“And who's the Child of Light?"

"I thought that woul d be obvious."

Zakath turned to stare incredulously into Garion's blue
eyes. "You?" he gasped.

"That's what they tell nme," Garion replied.

CHAPTER FI VE

Kal Zakath, dread Enperor of boundl ess Mallorea, | ooked
first at Belgarath, then again at Garion, and finally at
Velvet. "Why do | feel that I'mlosing control of things
here?" he asked. "When you peopl e cane here, you were nore or
| ess ny prisoners. Now sonehow |I'm yours."

"We told you sonme things you didn't know before, that's
Bel garath told him

"Or sone things that you've cleverly made up.”

"Why woul d we do that?"

"I can think of any nunber of reasons. For the sake of
argunment 1'I1 accept your story about the abduction of

Bel gari on's son, but don't you see how that nakes all your
notives conpletely obvious? You need ny aid in your search
Al this nystical nonsense, and your wild story about Urgit's
par ent age, could have been designed to divert nme fromny
canpai gn here in Cthol Miurgos and to trick ne into returning
with you to Mallorea. Everything you' ve done or said since
you' ve conme here could have been directed toward that end."

"Do you really think we'd do that?" Garion asked him

"Belgarion, if | had a son and sonmeone had abducted him
I'd do anything to get him back. | synpathize with your
situation, but | have ny own concerns, and they're here, not
in Mallorea. I"'msorry, but the nore | think about this, the
less of it |I believe. | could not have m sjudged the world so
much. Denmons? Prophecies? Magic? Immortal old nmen? It's al
been very entertaining, but | don't believe one word of it."

"Not even what the Orb showed you about Urgit?" Garion

all,



asked.
"Pl ease, Belgarion, don't treat ne like a child." Zakath's

lips were twisted into an ironic smle. "lIsn't it altogether
possi bl e that the poison had already crept into my m nd? And
isn't it also possible that you, |like any other of the

charl atans who infest village fairs, used a show of nysterious
lights and suggestions to make nme see what you wanted nme to
see?"

"What do you believe, Kal Zakath?" Velvet asked him

"What | can see and touch -and precious little else."

"So great a skepticism" she rmurnured. "Then you do not
accept one single out-of-the-ordinary thing?"

"Not that | can think of, no."

"Not even the peculiar gift of the Seers at Kell? It's
been fairly well docunented, you know. "

He frowned slightly. "Yes," he admitted, "as a matter of
fact, it has."

"How can you document a vision?" Garion asked curiously.

"The Grolims were seeking to discredit the Seers," Zakath
replied. "They felt that the easiest way to do that Was to
have these pronouncenents about the future witten down and
then wait to see what happened. The bureaucracy was instructed
to keep records. So far, not one of the predictions of the
Seers has proven false."

"Then you do believe that the Seers have the ability to
know t hi ngs about the past and the present and the future in
ways that the rest of us nmight not conpletely understand?”

Vel vet pressed.

Zakath pursed his lips. " Al right, Margravine,'
reluctantly, "I'lIl concede that the Seers have certain
abilities that haven't been explained as yet."

"Do you believe that a Seer could lie to you?"

"Good girl," Belgarath murnured approvingly.

“No," Zakath replied after a nonment's thought. "A Seer is
i ncapabl e of lying. Their truthfulness is proverbial."

"Well, then," she said with a dinpled smle, "all you need
to do to find out if what we've told you is the truth is to
send for a Seer, isn't it?"

"Liselle," Garion protested, "that could take weeks. W
don't have that much tine."

"Ch," she said, "I don't think it would take all that
long. If I renenber correctly, Lady Pol gara said that Ande
summoned Cyradis when his Majesty here lay dying. I'mfairly
sure we coul d persuade her to do it for us again."

"Well, Zakath," Belgarath said. "WII you agree to accept
what Cyradis tells you as the truth?”

The Enperor squinted at hi msuspiciously, searching for
some kind of subterfuge. "You ve manipulated ne into a
corner," he accused. He thought about it. "All right,

he said

Bel garath,"” he said finally. "I'll accept whatever Cyradis
says as the truth -if you'll agree to do the sanme.” "Done
then," Belgarath said. "Let's send for Andel and get on with

this."

As Vel vet stepped out into the hall to speak with one of
the guards who trailed al ong behind the Enperor wherever he
went, Zakath | eaned back in his chair. "I can't believe that
I''meven considering all the wild inpossibilities you ve been
telling ne," he said.



Garion exchanged a quick look with his grandfather, and
then they both |aughed.

"Sonet hi ng funny, gentlenen?"

"Just a family joke, Zakath," Belgarath told him "Garion
and | have been discussing the possible and the inpossible
since he was about nine years old. He was even nore stubborn
about it than you are.”

"It gets easier to accept after the first shock wears
off," Garion added. "It's sort of like swimm ng in very cold
wat er. Once you get numb, it doesn't hurt quite so nuch."

It was not long until Velvet reentered the roomwith the
hooded Andel at her side.

"I believe you said that the Seeress of Kell is your
m stress, Andel," Zakath said to her.

"Yes, she is, your Majesty."

"“Can you sunmon her?"

"Her senbl ance, your Majesty, if there is need and if she
will consent to cone.”

"I believe there's a need, Andel. Belgarath has told ne

certain things that | have to have confirned. | know t hat
Cyradi s speaks only the truth. Belgarath, on the other hand,
has a nmore dubious reputation.” He threw a rather sly,

si del ong gl ance at the old man.
Bel garath grinned at hi mand w nked.

"I will speak with my m stress, your Mjesty," Andel said
"and entreat her to send her sembl ance here. Should she
consent, | beg of you to ask your questions quickly. The

effort of reaching half around the world exhausts her, and she
is not robust." Then the Dal asi an wonman knelt reverently and

| onered her head, and Garion once again heard that peculiar
mur mur as of many voices, followed by a | ong nonment of

silence. Again there was that same shimer in the air; when it
had cl eared, the hooded and blindfol ded form of Cyradis stood
t here.

"We thank you for com ng, Holy Seeress," Zakath said to
her in an oddly respectful tone of voice." My guests here have
told me certain things that | amloath to believe, but | have
agreed to accept whatever you can confirm?"”

“I will tell thee what | can, Zakath," she replied. "Sone
things are hidden fromnme, and sone others may not yet be
reveal ed. "

"I understand the limtations, Cyradis. Belgarion tells ne
that Urgit, the King of the Murgos, is not of the blood of
Taur Urgas. Is this true?”

"It is," she replied sinmply. "King Urgit's father was an
Al orn."

"Are any of the sons of Taur Urgas still alive?”

"Nay, Zakath. The |line of Taur Urgas becane extinct sone
twel ve years ago when his | ast son was strangled in a cellar
in Rak Goska upon the command of Oskatat, King Urgit's
Seneschal . "

Zakat h si ghed and shook his head sadly. "And so it has
ended," he said. "My eneny's line passed unnoticed fromthis
world in a dark cellar -passed so quietly that | could not
even rejoice that they were gone, nor curse the ones who stole
them fromny grasp."”

"Revenge is a hollow thing, Zakath."

"It's the only thing |I've had for alnpost thirty years



now. " He sighed again, then straightened his shoulders. "Did
Zandramas really steal Belgarion's son?"

"She did, and now she carries himto the Place Wiich Is No
More. "

"And where's that?"

Her face grew very still. "I may not reveal that," she
replied finally, "but the Sardion is there."

“Can you tell me what the Sardion is?"

"It is one half of the stone which was divided."

“Is it really all that inportant?”

“I'n all of Angarak there is no thing of greater worth. The
Golins all know this. Uvon would give all his wealth for it.
Zandramas woul d abandon the adoration of mnultitudes for it.
Mengha woul d give his soul for it -indeed, he hath done so
already in his enlistnment of denons to aid him Even Agachak,
Hi erarch of Rak Urga, woul d abandon his ascendancy in Ctho
Murgos to possess it."

"How is it that a thing of such value has escaped ny
notice?"

"Thine eyes are on worldly matters, Zakath. The Sardion is
not of this world -no nore than the other half of the divided
stone is of this world."

"The ot her hal f?"

" That which the Angaraks call Cthrag Yaska and the nmen of
the West call the Ob of Aldur. Cthrag Sardius and Cthrag
Yaska were sundered in the noment which saw the birth of the
opposi ng necessities."

Zakath's face had grown quite pale, and he clasped his
hands tightly in front of himto control their trenbling.

"It's all true, then?" he asked in a hoarse voice.

"Al'l, Kal Zakath. AIl."

"Even that Bel gari on and Zandramas are the Child of Light
and the Child of Dark?"

"Yes, they are."

He started to ask her another question, but she raised her
hand. "My tinme is short, Zakath, and | mnmust now revea
sonmet hing of greater inport unto thee, Know that thy life doth
approach a nonmentous crossroads. Put aside thy lust for power
and thy hunger for revenge, as they are but childish toys.
Return thou even to Mal Zeth to prepare thyself for thy part
in the neeting which is to cone.”

"My part?" He sounded startled.

"Thy nane and thy task are witten in the stars."”

"And what is this task?"

“I will instruct thee when thou art ready to understand
what it is that thou nust do. First thou nust cleanse thy
heart of that grief and renorse which hath haunted thee."

His face grew still, and he sighed. "I'mafraid not,
Cyradis," he said. "Wat you ask is quite inpossible."

“"Then thou wilt surely die before the seasons turn again.
Consi der what | have told thee, and consider it well, Enperor
of Mallorea. | will speak with thee anon." And then she
shi mered and vani shed.

Zakath stared at the enpty spot where she had stood.

His face was pale, and his jaws were set.

"Well, Zakath?" Belgarath said. "Are you convi nced?"

The Enperor rose fromhis chair and began to pace up and
down. "This is an absolute absurdity!" he burst out suddenly



in an agitated voice.

"I know," Belgarath replied calmy, "but a willingness to
believe the absurd is an indication of faith. It mght just be
that faith is the first step in the preparation Cyradis
nmentioned. "

“It's not that | don't want to believe, Belgarath," Zakath

said, in a strangely hunble tone. "It's just-"
"Nobody said that it was going to be easy,"” the old man
told him " But you' ve done things before that weren't easy,

haven't you?"

Zakath dropped into his chair again, his eyes lost in
t hought. "Why ne?" he said plaintively. "Why do | have to get
i nvol ved in this?"

Garion suddenly | aughed.

Zakath gave hima cold stare.

"Sorry," Garion apol ogized, "but |'ve been saying 'why
me?' since | was about fourteen. Nobody's ever given ne a
satisfactory answer, but you get used to the injustice of it
after a while."

“It's not that I'mtrying to avoid any ki nd of
responsibility, Belgarion. It's just that | can't see what
possible help | could be. You people are going to track down
Zandramas, retrieve your son, and destroy the Sardion. Isn't
t hat about it?"

"It's alittle nmore conplicated than that," Belgarath told
him "Destroying the Sardion is going to involve sonething
rather cataclysnmic."

"I don't quite follow that. Can't you just wave your hand
and nake it cease to exist? You are a sorcerer, after all -or
so they say."

"That's forbidden," Garion said automatically. "You can't
unmake things. That's what Ctuchik tried to do, and he
destroyed hinmsel f."

Zakath frowned and | ooked at Belgarath. "I thought you
killed him"

"Most people do." The old man shrugged. "It adds to ny
reputation, so | don't argue with them" He tugged at one
earl obe. "No," he said, "I think we're going to have to see
this all the way through to the end. I'mfairly sure that the
only way the Sardion can be destroyed is as a result of the
final confrontation between the Child of Light and the Child
of Dark." He paused, then sat up suddenly, his face intent. "I
think Cyradis slipped and gave us sonething she hadn't
i ntended, though. She said that the Golimpriesthood al
desperately wanted the Sardion, and she included Mengha in her
l[ist. Wouldn't that seemto indicate that Mengha's also a
GrolinP" He | ooked at Andel. " |Is your young m stress subject
to these little | apses?”

"Cyradis cannot m sspeak herself, Holy Belgarath," the
heal er replied." A Seeress does not speak in her own voice,
but in the voice of her vision."

" Then she wanted us to know that Mengha is -or was- a
Golim and that the reason he's raising denons is to help him
in his search for the Sardion." He thought about it. "There's
anot her rather bleak possibility, too," he added. "It m ght
just be that his denpns are using himto get the Sardion for
t hensel ves. Maybe that's why they're so docile where he's
concerned. Denpns by thensel ves are bad enough, but if the



Sardi on has the sane power as the Ob, we definitely don't

want it to fall into their hands." He turned to Zakath.
"Wel | ?" he said.
"Wel | what?"

“"Are you with us or agai nst us?"

"Isn't that a little blunt?"

"Yes, it is -but it saves tine, and time's starting to be
a factor."

Zakath sank lower in his chair, his expression unreadable.
"I find very little benefit for me in this proposed
arrangenent, " he said.

"You get to keep living," Garion rem nded him "Cyradis
said that you'll die before spring if you don't take up the
task she's going to lay in front of you."

Zakath's faint snile was nelancholy, and the dead
indifference returned to his eyes. "My life hasn't really been
so enjoyable that 1'd consider going out of my way to prolong
it, Belgarion," he replied.

"Don't you think you're being just a little childish,
Zakat h?" Garion snapped, his tenper starting to heat up again.
"You' re not acconplishing a single thing here in Cthol Mirgos.
There's not one solitary drop of Urga blood left for you to

spill, and you've got a situation at hone that verges on
di saster. Are you a King -or an Enperor, or whatever you want
to call it- or are you a spoiled child? You refuse to go back

to Mal Zeth just because sonebody told you that you ought to.
You even dig in your heels when someone assures you that
you'll die if you don't go back. That's not only childish,
it"'s irrational, and | don't have the tine to try to reason
wi th sonmebody whose wits have deserted him Well, you can
huddl e here in Rak Hagga and nurse all your tired old griefs
and di sappointnments until Cyradis' predictions catch up with

you, for all | care, but Geran is my son, and I'mgoing to
Mal l orea. |1've got work to do, and | don't have time to coddle
you." He had saved sonething up for |last. "Besides," he added
in an insulting, offhand tone, "I don't need you anyway."

Zakath came to his feet, his eyes ablaze. "You go too
far!" he roared, slanmng his fist down on the table.
"Amazing," Garion said sarcastically. "You are alive after

all. | thought | might have to step on your foot to get any
ki nd of response of you. All right, now that you're awake,
let's fight."

"What do you nean, fight?" Zakath demanded, his face stil
flushed with anger. "Fight about what?"

"About whether or not you're going with us to Mallorea."

"Don't be stupid. OF course |I'mgoing with you. What we
are going to fight about is your incredible |lack of commn
courtesy."”

Garion stared at himfor a nonment and then suddenly
doubl ed over in a gale of helpless |aughter

Zakath's face was still red, and his fists were clenching
and uncl enching. Then a slightly sheepi sh expression cane over
his face, and he, too, began to | augh.

Bel garath | et out an explosive breath. "Garion," he said

irritably, "let me know when you're going to do something like
that. My veins aren't what they used to be."
Zakath wi ped at his eyes, though he was still |aughing.

"How | ong do you think it mght take for you and your friends



to get packed?" he asked them

“"Not too long," Garion replied. "Why?"

"“I'"m suddenly honesick for Mal Zeth. It's spring there
now, and the cherry trees are in bloom You and Ce' Nedra will
| ove Mal Zeth, Garion."

Garion was not entirely sure if the om ssion of the "Bel"
was i nadvertent or an overture of friendship. He was, however,
quite sure that the Enperor of Mallorea was a nman of even
greater conplexity than he had inagi ned.

"I hope you'll all excuse ne now," Zakath said, "but I
want to talk with Brador and get a few nore details about
what's been going on in Karanda. This Mengha he told nme about
seens to be nounting an open insurrection against the crown,
and |'ve always had a violent prejudice against that sort of
thing."

"I can relate to that," Garion agreed bl andly.

For the next few days the road between Rak Hagga and the
port city of Rak Cthan was thick with inperial nmessengers.
Finally, on a frosty norning when the sun was bright and the
sky dark blue and when m sty steamrose fromthe dark waters
of Lake Hagga, they set out, riding across a w nter-browned
plain toward the coast. Garion, his gray Rivan cloak drawn
about him rode at the head of the colum w th Zakath, who
seened for some reason to be in better spirits than he had
been at any tinme since the two had nmet. The col um which
foll omed them stretched back for niles.

"Vulgar, isn't it?" the Mallorean said wyly, |ooking back
over his shoulder. "I'm absolutely surrounded by parasites and
toadi es, and they proliferate |ike maggots in rotten neat."

"If they bother you so much, then why not dism ss then®?"
Gari on suggest ed.

"I can't. They all have powerful relatives. | have to
bal ance them very carefully -one fromthis tribe to match the
one fromthat clan. As long as no one fam |y has too nmany high
of fices, they spend all their tine plotting against each
other. That way they don't have the tinme to plot against ne.

"l suppose that's one way to keep things under control."

As the sun nmoved up through the bright blue winter sky at
this nether end of the world, the frost gently dissolved from
the long stens of dead grass or fell lightly fromthe fern and
bracken to | eave ghostly white inprints of those drooping
brown fronds on the short green npss spread beneath.

They paused for a noon neal that was every bit as
sunpt uous as one that night have been prepared back in Rak
Hagga and was served on snowy damask beneath a wi de-spread
canvas roof. "Adequate, | suppose," Zakath said critically
after they had eaten.

"You' re overpanpered, ny lord," Polgara told him "A hard
ride in wet weather and a day or so on short rations would
probably do wonders for your appetite.”

Zakath gave Garion an anmused |ook. "I thought it was just
he said, "but this blunt outspokenness seens to be a

you, '
characteristic of your whole famly
Garion shrugged. "It saves tine."
"Forgive ny saying this, Belgarion," Sadi interjected,
"but what possible interest can an imortal have in tinme?" He
sighed rather nournfully. "Immortality nust give one a great
deal of satisfaction -watching all one's enem es grow old and



die."

"It's much overrated," Belgarath said, |eaning back in his
chair with a brimring silver tankard. "Sonetines whole
centuries go by when one doesn't have any enem es and there's
nothing to do but watch the years roll by."

Zakath suddenly smiled broadly. "Do you know sonet hi ng?"
he said to themall. "I feel better right nowthan |I've felt
in over twenty-five years. It's as if a great weight has been
lifted fromnme."

"Probably an aftereffect of the poison," Velvet suggested
archly. "Get plenty of rest, and it should pass in a nonth or
so. "

"I's the Margravi ne always |ike this?" Zakath asked.

"Sonetines she's even worse," Silk replied norosely.

As they energed from beneath the wi de-spread canvas,
Garion | ooked around for his horse, a serviceable roan with a
| ong, hooked nose, but he could not seemto see the aninal.
Then he suddenly noticed that his saddl e and packs were on a
different horse, a very large dark gray stallion. Puzzled, he
| ooked at Zakath, who was watching himintently. "Wat's
thi s?" he asked.

"Just a little token of ny unbounded respect, Garion,"
Zakath said, his eyes alight. "Your roan was an adequate
mount, | suppose, but he was hardly a regal animal. A King
needs a kingly horse, and | think you'll find that Chretienne
can lend hinself to any occasion that requires cerenony."”

"Chretienne?"

"That's his nane. He's been the pride of ny stable here in
Cthol Miurgos. Don't you have a stable at Riva?"

Garion |aughed. "My kingdomis an island, Zakath. W're
nore interested in boats than in horses."” He | ooked at the
proud gray standing with his neck arched and with one hoof
lightly pawing the earth and was suddenly overcone with
gratitude. He clasped the Mllorean Enperor's hand warmy
"This is a magnificent gift, Zakath," he said.

"Of course it is. I"'ma magnificent fellow -or hadn't you
noticed? Ride him Garion. Feel the wind in your face and | et
the thunder of his hooves fill your blood."

"Well," Garion said, trying to control his eagerness,

"maybe he and | really ought to get to know each other."
Zakath | aughed with delight. "Of course,"” he said.
Garion approached the big gray horse, who watched him

quite calmy. "I guess we'll be sharing a saddle for a while,"

he said to the animal. Chretienne nickered and nudged at

Garion with his nose.

"He wants to run," Eriond said. "I'lIl ride with you, if
you don't mind. Horse wants to run, too."

“"All right," Garion agreed. "Let's go then." He gathered
the reins, set his foot in the stirrup, and swing up into the
saddl e. The gray was running al nost before Garion was in
pl ace.

It was a new experience. Garion had spent nmany hours
riding -sonmetinmes for weeks on end. He had al ways taken care
of his nounts, as any good Sendar woul d, but there had never
really been any personal attachnment before. For him a horse
had sinmply been a nmeans of conveyance, a way to get from one
pl ace to another, and riding had never been a particul ar
source of pleasure



Wth this great stallion, Chretienne, however, it was
altogether different. There was a kind of electric thrill to
the feel of the big horse's muscles bunching and fl ow ng
beneath himas they ran out across the wi nter-blown grass
toward a rounded hill a mle or so distant, with Eriond and
his chestnut stallion racing al ongside.

When they reached the hilltop, Garion was breathless and
| aughing with sheer delight. He reined in, and Chretienne
reared, pawing at the air with his hooves, wanting to be off
agai n.

“Now you know, don't you?" Eriond asked with a broad
smle.

"Yes," Garion admtted, still laughing, "I guess | do

"I wonder how | mssed it all these years."

"You have to have the right horse,"” Eriond told him
wi sely. He gave Garion a sidelong glance. "You know t hat
you' Il never be the same again, don't you?"

"That's all right," Garion replied. "I was getting tired
of the old way anyhow." He pointed at a low string of hills
outlined against the crisp blue sky a | eague or so on ahead.
"Why don't we go over there and see what's on the other side?"
he suggest ed.

"Why not ?" Eriond | aughed.

And so they did.

The Enperor's household staff was well organized, and a
goodly nunber of themrode on ahead to prepare their night's
encanprment at a spot al nost precisely halfway to the coast.
The colum started early the foll owi ng norning, riding again
along a frosty track beneath a deep blue sky. It was late
af ternoon when they crested a hill to | ook out over the
expanse of the Sea of the East, rolling a dark blue under the
wi nter sun and with snoky-1ooking cloud banks the col or of
rust blurring the far horizon. Two dozen ships with their red
sails furled stood at anchor in the indented curve of a
shal | ow bay far below, and Garion | ooked with some puzzl enment
at Zakat h.

"Anot her synptom of the vul gar ostentation | nentioned."
The Enperor shrugged. "I ordered this fleet down here fromthe
port at Cthan. A dozen or so of those ships are here to
transport all ny hangers-on and toadies -as well as the
hunbl er people who actually do the work. The other dozen are
here to escort our royal personages with suitable ponp. You
have to have ponp, Garion. Otherw se people nmight mnistake a
King or an Enperor for an honest man."

"You're in a whinsical hunor this afternoon.”

“"Maybe it's another of those lingering synptons Liselle
menti oned. We'll sleep on board ship tonight and sail at first
light tonmorrow "

Garion nodded, touching Chretienne's bowed neck with an
odd kind of regret as he handed his reins to a waiting groom

The vessel to which they were ferried fromthe sandy beach
was opulent. Unlike the cranped cabins on npst of the other
ships Garion had sail ed aboard, the chanbers on this one were
nearly as large as the rooms in a fair-sized house. It took
hima little while to pin down the reason for the difference.
The other ships had devoted so little roomto cabins because
the bul k of the space on board had been devoted to cargo. The
only cargo this ship customarily carried, however, was the



Enmper or of Mall orea.

They di ned that evening on | obster, served in the
| ow- beaned di ni ng room aboard Zakath's floating pal ace. So
much of Garion's attention for the past week or nore had been
fixed on the unpredictable Enperor that he had not had much
opportunity to talk with his friends. Thus, when they took
their places at the table, he rather deliberately sat at the
opposite end fromthe Mallorean. It was with a great deal of
relief that he took his seat between Polgara and Durnik, while
Ce' Nedra and Vel vet diverted the Enperor with sparkling
fem nine chatter.

"You | ook tired, Garion," Pol gara noted.

"“I'"ve been under a certain strain," he replied. "I w sh
that man woul dn't keep changi ng every other mnute. Every tine
I think 1've got himfigured out, he turns into sonebody
el se. ™"

"It's not a good idea to categorize people, dear," she
advi sed placidly, touching his arm "That's the first sign of
fuzzy thinking."

"Are we actually supposed to eat these things?" Durnik
asked in a disgusted sort of voice, pointing his knife at the
bright red |obster staring up at himfromhis plate with its
claws seeningly at the ready.

"That's what the pliers are for, Durnik," Polgara
explained in a peculiarly mld tone. "You have to crack it out
of its shell."

He pushed his plate away. "I'mnot going to eat sonething
that | ooks like a big red bug,"” he declared with
uncharacteristic heat. "I draw the line at sonme things."

"Lobster is a delicacy, Durnik," she said.

He grunted. "Sone people eat snails, too."

Her eyes flashed, but then she gai ned control of her anger
and continued to speak to himin that same mld tone. "I'm
sure we can have themtake it away and bring you sonething
el se," she said.

He gl ared at her.

Garion | ooked back and forth between the two of them Then
he decided that they had all known each other for far too |ong
to step delicately around any probl ens.

"What's the matter, Durni k?" he asked bluntly. "You're as
cross as a badger with a sore nose.”

“Not hi ng," Durnik al nost snapped at him

Garion began to put a few things together. He remenbered
the plea Andel had made to Aunt Pol concerning Toth. He | ooked
down the table to where the big nute, his eyes lowered to his
pl ate, seenmed alnost to be trying to make hinsel f invisible.
Then he | ooked back at Durni k, who kept his face stiffly
turned away fromhis former friend. "Oh," he said, "now
think I understand. Aunt Pol told you sonmething you didn't
want to hear. Someone you liked very much did sonething that
made you angry. You said some things to himthat you wi sh now
you hadn't said. Then you found out that he didn't really have
any choice in the matter and that what he did was really right
after all. Now you'd like to make friends with himagain, but
you don't know how. Is that sort of why you're behaving this
way -and being so inpolite to Aunt Pol ?"

Durnik's |l ook was at first stricken. Then his face grew
red -then pale. "I don't have to listen to this," he burst



out, conming to his feet.

"Ch, sit down, Durnik," Garion told him "W all |ove each
ot her too much to behave this way. Instead of being
enbarrassed and bad-tenpered about it, why don't we see what
we can do to fix it?"

Durnik tried to neet Garion's eyes, but finally | owered
his head, his face flamng. "I treated himbadly, Garion," he
nmunbl ed, sinking back into his chair again.

"Yes," Garion agreed, "you did. But it was because you
di dn't understand what he was doing -and why. | didn't
understand nyself until the day before yesterday -when Zakath
finally changed his nmind and decided to take us all to Ma
Zeth. Cyradis knew that he was going to do that, and that's
why she nade Toth turn us over to Atesca's nmen. She wants us
to get to the Sardi on and neet Zandramas, and so she's going
to arrange it. Toth will be the one who does what she thinks
has to be done to acconplish that. Under the present
circumst ances, we couldn't find a better friend."

"How can | possibly -1 nmean, after the way | treated hin®"

"Be honest. Admit that you were wrong and apol ogi ze."

Durnik's face grew stiff.

"It doesn't have to be in words, Durnik," Garion told his
friend patiently. "You and Toth have been tal king together
wi t hout words for nmonths." He | ooked speculatively up at the
| ow- beaned ceiling. "This is a ship,"” he noted, "and we're
goi ng out onto an ocean. Do you imagi ne that there night be a
few fish out there in all that water?"

Durnik's smle was i medi ate.

Pol gara's sigh, however, was pensive.

The smith | ooked al nost shyly across the table. "How did
you say that |'m supposed to get this bug out of its shell
Pol ?" he asked, pointing at the angry-|ooking | obster on his
pl ate.

They sailed northeasterly fromthe coast of Hagga and soon
left winter behind. At some point during the voyage they
crossed that imaginary line equidistant fromthe poles and
once again entered the northern half of the world. Durnik and
Toth, shyly at first, but then with grow ng confidence,
resuned their friendship and spent their days at the ship's
stern, probing the sea with Iines, bright-colored lures, and
various baits gleaned fromthe galley.

Zakat h's hunor continued to remain uncharacteristically
sunny, though his discussions with Bel garath and Pol gara
centered on the nature of denobns, a subject about which there
was very little to smile. Finally, one day when they had been
at sea for about a week, a servant cane up to Garion, who
stood at the portside rail watching the dance of the w nd atop
t he sparkling waves, and advi sed himthat the Enperor would
like to see him

Garion nodded and nmade his way aft to the cabin where
Zakath customarily held audi ence. Like npst of the cabins
aboard the floating palace, this one was quite | arge and
ostentatiously decorated. Oning to the broad wi ndows
stretching across the ship's stern, the roomwas bright and
airy. The drapes at the sides of the wi ndows were of crinmson
velvet, and the fine Mllorean carpet was a deep blue. Zakath,
dressed as always in plain white linen, sat on a | ow
| eat her -uphol stered divan at the far end of the cabin, |ooking



out at the whitecaps and the flock of snowy gulls trailing the
ship. His cat lay purring in his |ap as he absently stroked
her ears.

"You wanted to see nme, Zakath?" Garion asked as he
ent er ed.

"Yes. Conme in, Garion," the Mallorean replied. "I haven't
seen much of you for the past few days. Are you cross with
me?"

“No," Garion said. "You' ve been busy | earning about
denons. | don't know that much about them so | couldn't have
added all that nuch to the discussions.” He crossed the cabin,
pausi ng at one point to stoop and unwap a ferociously playfu
kitten fromaround his |left ankle.

"They love to pounce." Zakath smled.

A thought canme to Garion, and he | ooked around warily.
"Zith isn't in here, is she?"

Zakat h | aughed. "No. Sadi's devised a neans of keeping her
at hone." He | ooked whinsically at Garion. "Is she really as
deadly as he says?"

Garion nodded. "She bit a Golimat Rak Urga," he said.
"He was dead in about a half a nminute.”

Zakat h shuddered. " You don't have to tell Sadi about
this," he said, "but snakes make ny flesh creep.”

"Talk to Silk. He could give you a whole dissertation
about how nuch he dislikes them"

"He's a conplicated little fellow, isn't he?"

Garion smled. "Oh, yes. His life is filled with danger
and excitenment, and so his nerves are as tightly wound as lute
strings. He's erratic sonmetimes, but you get used to that
after a while." He | ooked at the other man critically. "You're
| ooking particularly fit," he noted, sitting down on the other
end of the | eather couch. "Sea air nmust agree with you."

"I don't think it's really the air, Garion. | think it has
to do with the fact that |'ve been sleeping eight to ten hours
a night."

"Sl eep? You?"

"Astonishing, isn't it?" Zakath's face went suddenly quite
sonmber. "I'd rather that this didn't go any further, Garion,"
he said.

"Of course."

"Ugit told you what happened when | was young?"

Garion nodded. "Yes."

"My habit of not sleeping very much dates fromthen

A face that had been particularly dear to me haunted ny
dreans, and sl eep becane an agony to ne."

"That didn't dimnish? Not even after some thirty years?”

“"Not one bit. | lived in continual grief and guilt and
renorse. | lived only to revenge myself on Taur Urgas.
Cho-Hag' s saber robbed nme of that. | had planned a dozen

di fferent deaths for the madman -each nore horrible than the
one before- but he cheated nme by dying cleanly in battle."

"No," Garion disagreed. "Hi s death was worse than anything
you coul d possibly have devised. |'ve tal ked with Cho-Hag
about it. Taur Urgas went totally nmad before Cho-Hag killed
him but he lived long enough to realize that he had finally
been beaten. He died biting and clawing at the earth in
frustration. Being beaten was nore than he could bear."”

Zakat h thought about it. "Yes," he said finally. "That



woul d have been quite dreadful for him wouldn't it? | think
that maybe |'m | ess di sappoi nted now. "

"And was it your discovery that the Urga line is now
extinct that finally laid the ghost that's haunted your sl eep
all these years?”

“"No, Garion. | don't think that had anything to do with
it. It's just that instead of the face that had al ways been
there before, now | see a different face."

" Oh?"

"“A blindfol ded face."

"Cyradis? | don't know that |I'd reconmend thinking about
her in that fashion.”

"You mi sunderstand, Garion. She's hardly nore than a
child, but somehow she's touched ny life with nore peace and
confort than |I've ever known. | sleep like a baby and | wal k
around all day with this silly euphoria bubbling up in nme." He
shook his head. "Frankly, | can't stand nyself like this, but
| can't help it for some reason."”

Garion stared out the wi ndow, not even seeing the play of
sunlight on the waves nor the hovering gulls. Then it cane to
himso clearly that he knew that it was undeniably true. "It's
because you've cone to that crossroads in your l|ife that
Cyradis nmentioned,"” he said. "You' re being rewarded because
you' ve chosen the right fork."

"Rewar ded? By whon?"

Garion | ooked at himand suddenly | aughed. "I don't think
you're quite ready to accept that information yet," he said.
"Could you bring yourself to believe that it's Cyradis who's
maki ng you feel good right now?"

"In some vague way, yes."

"It goes a little deeper, but that's a start."” Garion
| ooked at the slightly perplexed man before him "You and
are caught up together in sonething over which we have
absolutely no control,"” he said seriously. "lI've been through
it before, so I'll try to cushion the shocks that are in store
for you as much as | can. Just try to keep an open nind about
a peculiar way of |ooking at the world." He thought about it
some nmore. "I think that we're going to be working together
-at least up to a point- so we mght as well be friends." He
hel d out his right hand.

Zakat h | aughed. "Why not?" he said, taking Garion's hold
inafirmgrip. "I think we're both as crazy as Taur Urgas,
but why not? We're the two nost powerful nen in the world.
We shoul d be deadly enenies, and you propose friendship. Well
why not ?" He | aughed agai n delightedly.

"We have nuch nore deadly enem es, Zakath," Garion said
gravely, "and all of your armies -and all of mne- won't nean
a thing when we get to where we're going."

"“And where's that, my young friend?"

"I think it's called 'the place which is no nore."'

"“I'"ve been neaning to ask you about that. The whol e
phrase, is a contradiction in ternms. How can you go sonepl ace
whi ch doesn't exist any nore?"

"I don't really know," Garion told him "I"Il tell you
when we get there."

Two days later, they arrived at Mal CGemila, a port in
southern Mal |l orea Antiqua, and took to horse. They rode
eastward at a canter on a well-maintained hi ghway that crossed



a pleasant plain, green with spring. A reginent of
red-tuni cked caval rynmen cl eared the road ahead of them and
their pace left the entourage which usually acconpanied the
Enmperor far behind. There were way-stations along the hi ghway
-not unlike the Tol nedran hostels dotting the roads in the
west -and the inperial guard rather brusquely ejected other
guests at these roadsi de stops to make way for the Enperor and
his party.

As they pressed onward, day after day, Garion began
slowy to conprehend the true significance of the word
"boundl ess" as it was applied to Mallorea. The plains of
Al garia, which had al ways before seened incredibly vast,
shrank into insignificance. The snowy peaks of the Dal asi an
mountains, lying to the south of the road they travel ed, raked
their white talons at the sky. Garion drew in on hinself,
feeling smaller and smaller the deeper they rode into this
vast domai n.

Peculiarly, Ce' Nedra seened to be suffering a sinilar
shri nkage, and she quite obviously did not like it very nuch.
Her comments becane increasingly waspi sh; her observations
nore acid. She found the | oose-fitting garnents of the
peasantry uncouth. She found fault with the construction of
t he gangpl ows that opened whole acres at a tine behind
patiently plodding herds of oxen. She didn't like the food.
Even the water -as clear as crystal, and as cold and sweet as
m ght have sprung from any crevice in the Tol nedran nountains
-of fended her taste.

Silk, his eyes alight with mschief, rode at her side on
the sunny m dnorning of the |ast day of their journey from Ma
Gemla. "Beware, your Majesty," he warned her slyly as they
neared the crest of a hillside sheathed in pale spring grass
so verdant that it alnost |ooked like a filny green mst. "The
first sight of Mal Zeth has sonetinmes struck the unwary
travel er blind. To be safe, why don't you cover one eye with
your hand? That way you can preserve at |east partial sight."

Her face grew frosty, and she drew herself to her ful
hei ght in her saddle -a nove that m ght have conme off better
had she been only slightly taller -and said to himin her nost
i nperious tone, "W are not amused, Prince Kheldar, and we do
not expect to find a barbarian city at the far end of the
world a rival to the splendors of Tol Honeth, the only truly
imperial city in the-"

And t hen she stopped -as they all did.

The val l ey beyond the crest stretched not for mles, but
for leagues, and it was filled to overflowing with the city of
Mal Zeth. The streets were as straight as tautly stretched
strings, and the buildings gleaned -not with narble, for there
was not marble enough in all the world to sheath the buil di ngs
of this enormous city -but rather with an intensely gl eam ng
thick white nortar that seenmed sonehow to shoot |ight at the
eye. |t was stupendous.

"It's not nmuch," Zakath said in an exaggeratedly
deprecating tone. " Just a friendly little place we like to
call hone." He | ooked at Ce' Nedra's stiff, pale little face
with an artful expression. "W really should press on, your
Maj esty,"” he told her. "It's a half-day's ride to the inperia
pal ace from here."



PART TWO - MAL ZETH
CHAPTER SI X

The gates of Mal Zeth, like those of Tol Honeth, were of
bronze, broad and burnished. The city lying within those
gates, however, was significantly different fromthe capita
of the Tol nedran Enpire. There was a peculiar sanmeness about
the structures, and they were built so tightly against each
other that the broad avenues of the city were lined on either
side by solid, nortar-covered walls, pierced only by deeply

i nset, arched doorways with narrow white stairways |eading up
to the flat rooftops. Here and there, the nortar had crunbl ed
away, revealing the fact that the buildings beneath that
coating were constructed of squared-off tinbers. Durnik, who
believed that all buildings should be nade of stone, noted
that fact with a | ook of disapproval.

As they noved deeper into the city, Garion noticed the
al nost total |ack of windows. "I don't want to seemcritical,"”
he said to Zakath, "but isn't your city just a little
nonot onous?"

Zakat h | ooked at him curiously.

“"All the houses are the sane, and there aren't very many
wi ndows. "

"Ch," Zakath smiled, "that's one of the drawbacks of
| eaving architecture up to the mlitary. They're great
believers in uniformty, and wi ndows have no place in mlitary
fortifications. Each house has its own little garden, though,
and the wi ndows face that. In the summertinme, the people spend
nost of their time in the gardens -or on the rooftops."

"I's the whole city like this?" Durni k asked, |ooking at
the cranmped little houses all packed together

“No, Goodnman," the Enperor replied. "This quarter of the
city was built for corporals. The streets reserved for
officers are a bit nmore ornate, and those where the privates
and workmen live are much shabbier. Mlitary people tend to be
very conscious of rank and the appearances that go with it."

A few doors down a side street branching off fromthe one
they followed, a stout, red-faced woman was shrilly berating a
scrawny-| ooking fellow with a hangdog expression as a group of
sol diers removed furniture froma house and piled it in a
rickety cart. "You had to go and do it, didn't you, Actas?"
she demanded. "You had to get drunk and insult your captain.
Now what's to becone of us? | spent all those years living in
those pigsty privates' quarters waiting for you to get
promoted, and just when | think things are taking a turn for
the better, you have to destroy it all by getting drunk and
bei ng reduced to private again." He nunbl ed sonething.

"What was that?"

"Not hi ng, dear."

"I"'mnot going to let you forget this, Actas, let nme tel
you. "

"Life does have its little ups and downs, doesn't it?"
Sadi nurrmured as they rode on out of earshot.

"I don't think it's anything to | augh about,"” Ce' Nedra
said with surprising heat. "They're being thrown out of their
home over a nonment's foolishness. Can't soneone do sonet hi ng?"



Zakat h gave her an appraising | ook, then beckoned to one
of the red-cl oaked officers riding respectfully al ong behind
them "Find out which unit that man's in," he instructed.

"Then go to his captain and tell himthat 1'd take it as a
personal favor if Actas were reinstated in his former rank -on
the condition that he stays sober."

"At once, your Majesty." The officer saluted and rode off.

"Why, thank you, Zakath," Ce' Nedra said, sounding a little
startl ed.

"My pleasure, Ce' Nedra." He bowed to her from his saddle.
Then he | aughed shortly. "I suspect that Actas' wife will see
to it that he suffers sufficiently for his nisdeeds anyway."

"Aren't you afraid that such acts of conpassion m ght
damage your reputation, your Mjesty?" Sadi asked him

“No," Zakath replied. "A ruler nust always strive to be
unpredi ctable, Sadi. It keeps the underlings off bal ance.

Besi des, an occasional act of charity toward the | ower ranks
hel ps to strengthen their loyalty "

"Don't you ever do anything that isn't notivated by
politics?" Garion asked him For some reason, Zakath's
flippant explanation of his act irritated him

"Not that | can think of," Zakath said. "Politics is the
greatest gane in the world, Garion, but you have to play it
all the time to keep your edge."

Silk laughed. "I1've said the exact sane thing about
comerce," he said. "About the only difference | can see is
that in comerce you have noney as a way of keeping score. How
do you keep score in politics?"

Zakat h's expression was peculiarly mxed -half anused and
hal f deadly serious. "It's very sinple, Kheldar," he said. "If
you're still on the throne at the end of the day, you' ve won.

If you' re dead, you' ve |ost -and each day is a conplete new
gane. "

Silk gave hima |long, speculative | ook, then | ooked over
at Garion, his fingers noving slightly. -1 need to talk to you
-at once-

Garion nodded briefly, then | eaned over in his saddle, He
wi ned in.

"Sonet hi ng wrong?" Zakath asked him

“I think nmy cinch is loose," Garion replied, dismunting.
"Go on ahead. I'll catch up."

"Here, -1'"Il help you, Garion," Silk offered, also
swi ngi ng down from his saddl e.

"What's this all about?" Garion asked when the Enperor
chatting with Ce' Nedra and Vel vet, had ridden out of earshot.

"Be very careful with him Garion," the little man replied
quietly, pretending to check the straps on Garion's saddle.

"He let sonmething slip there. He's all smles and courtesy on
the surface, but underneath it all he hasn't really changed
all that nuch.”

"Wasn't he just joking?"

“"Not even a little. He was deadly serious. He's brought us
all to Mal Zeth for reasons that have nothing to do with
Mengha or our search for Zandramas. Be on your guard with him
That friendly smile of his can fall off his face w thout any
warning at all." He spoke a little nore loudly then. "There,"
he said, tugging at a strap, "that ought to hold it. Let's
catch up with the others."



They rode into a broad square surrounded on all sides by
canvas booths dyed in various hues of red, green, blue, and
yell ow. The square teenmed with nmerchants and citizens, al
dressed in varicolored, |oose-fitting robes that hung to their
heel s.

"Where do the commn citizens live if the whole city's
di vided up into sections based on nmilitary rank?" Durnik
asked.

Brador, the bald, chubby Chief of the Bureau of Interna
Affairs, who happened to be riding beside the smth, |ooked
around with a smle. "They all have their ranks, Goodnman," he
replied, "each according to his individual acconplishnents.
It's all very rigidly controlled by the Bureau of Pronotions.
Housi ng, places of business, suitable marriages -they're al
deternmi ned by rank."

"Isn'"t that sort of over-reginmented?" Durnik asked
poi ntedly.

“Mal | oreans | ove to be reginmented, Goodman Dur ni k.
Brador | aughed. "Angaraks bow automatically to authority;
Mel cenes have a deep inner need to conpartnentalize things;
Karands are too stupid to take control of their own destinies;
and the Dals -well, nobody knows what the Dals want."

"We aren't really all that different fromthe people in
the West, Durnik," Zakath said back over his shoulder. "In
Tol nedra and Sendaria, such nmatters are determn ned by
econoni cs. People gravitate to the houses and shops and
marri ages they can afford. We've just formalized it, that's
all."

"Tell me, your Majesty." Sadi said, "howis it that your
peopl e are so undenonstrative?”

"I don't quite follow you."

"Shouldn't they at |east salute as you ride by? You are
the Enperor, after all.”

"They don't recogni ze ne." Zakath shrugged. "The Enperor
is a mn in crinson robes who rides in a golden carriage,
wears a terribly heavy jeweled crown, and is acconpani ed by at
| east a reginment of inperial guards all blowing trunpets. |I'm
just a man in white linen riding through town with a few
friends."

Garion thought about that, still mndful of Silk's
hal f - whi spered warni ng. The al nbst total |ack of any kind of
sel f-aggrandi zenment inplicit in Zakath's statenment reveal ed
yet another facet of the man's conplex personality. He was
quite sure that not even King Fulrach of Sendaria, the npst
nodest of all the nonarchs of the West, could be quite so
sel f - ef faci ng.

The streets beyond the square were |ined with somewhat
| arger houses than those they had passed near the city gates,
and there had been sonme attenpt at ornanentation here. It
appeared, however, that Mllorean sculptors had limted
talent, and the nortar-cast filigree surnmounting the front of
each house was heavy and gracel ess.

"The sergeant's district," Zakath said |aconically.

The city seened to go on forever. At regular intervals
there were squares and market pl aces and bazaars, all filled
with people wearing the bright, |loose-fitting robes that
appeared to be the standard Mall orean garb. Wen they passed
the last of the rigidly simlar houses of the sergeants and of



those civilians of equal rank, they entered a broad belt of
trees and | awns where fountains splashed and sparkled in the
sunlight and where broad promenades were lined with carefully
scul ptured green hedges interspersed with cherry trees | aden
wi th pink blossonms shimering in the Iight breeze.

"How | ovely," Ce' Nedra excl ai nmed.

"We do have sonme beauty here in Mal Zeth," Zakath told
her. "No one -not even an arny architect- could nake a city
this big uniformy ugly."

"The officers' districts aren't quite so severe," Silk
told the little Queen.

"You're famliar with Mal Zeth, then, your Hi ghness?"
Brador asked.

Silk nodded. "My partner and | have a facility here," he
replied. "lIt's nore in the nature of a centralized collection
poi nt than an actual business. It's cunbersonme doi ng busi ness
in Mal Zeth -too many regul ations.”

"M ght one inquire as to the rank you were assigned?" the
noon-faced bureaucrat asked delicately.

"We're generals,” Silk said in a rather grandly off-hand
manner. "Yarblek wanted to be a field marshal, but | didn't
think the expense of buying that nuch rank was really
justified."

"I's rank for sale?" Sadi asked.

“I'n Mal Zeth, everything's for sale,"” Silk replied. "In
nost respects it's alnost exactly |ike Tol Honeth."

“"Not entirely, Silk," Ce' Nedra said primy.

"Only in the broadest terns, your Inperial Hi ghness," he
agreed quickly. "Mal Zeth has never been graced by the
presence of a divinely beautiful Inperial Princess, glow ng
like a precious jewel and shooting beans of her fire back at
t he sun.”

She gave hima hard | ook, then turned her back on him

"What did | say?" the little man asked Garion in an
i njured tone.

"Peopl e al ways suspect you, Silk," Garion told him "They
can never quite be sure that you're not meking fun of them |
t hought you knew that."

Silk sighed tragically. "Nobody understands nme," he
conpl ai ned.

"Ch, | think they do."

The plazas and boul evards beyond the belt of parks and
gardens were nore grand, and the houses |arger and set apart
fromeach other. There was still, however, a stiff simlarity
about them a kind of stern saneness that insured that men of
equal rank woul d be assigned to rigidly equal quarters.

Anot her broad strip of |awns and trees |ay beyond the
mansi ons of the generals and their nmercantile equival ents, and
within that encircling green there arose a fair-sized narble
city with its own walls and burni shed gates.

"The inperial palace," Zakath said indifferently. He
frowned. "What have you done over there?" he asked Brador
pointing at a long row of tall buildings rising near the south
wal | of the enclosed conpound.

Brador coughed delicately. "Those are the bureaucratic
of fices, your Mpjesty,"” he replied in a neutral tone. "You'l
recall that you authorized their construction just before the
battle of Thull Mardu."



Zakath pursed his lips. "I hadn't expected sonething on
quite such a grand scale," he said.

"There are quite a | ot of us, your Mjesty," Brador
expl ai ned, "and we felt that things m ght be nore harnonious
if each bureau had its own building." He |ooked a bit
apol ogetic. "W really did need the space,"” he expl ai ned
defensively to Sadi. "W were all junbled together with the
mlitary, and very often men fromdifferent bureaus had to
share the sane office. It's really nuch nore efficient this
way, wouldn't you say?"

“I think 1'd prefer it if you didn't involve ne in this
di scussi on, your Excellency," Sadi answered.

"I was nerely attenpting to draw upon your Excellency's
expertise in managing affairs of state.”

"Sal mi ssra's pal ace is somewhat unique,” Sadi told him
"We like being jumbled together. It gives us greater
opportunities for spying and nmurder and intrigue and the other
normal functions of governnent."

As they approached the gates to the inperial conplex,
Garion noticed with sone surprise that the thick bronze gates
had been overlaid with beaten gold, and his thrifty Sendari an
heritage recoiled fromthe thought of such wanton | avi shness.
Ce' Nedra, however, | ooked at the priceless gates with
undi sgui sed acqui sitiveness.

"You woul dn't be able to nove them" Silk advised her

"What ?" she said inattentively.

"The gates. They're nuch too heavy to steal."

"Shut up, Silk," she said absently, her eyes stil
apprai sing the gates.

He began to | augh uproariously, and she | ooked at him her
green eyes narrow ng dangerously.

“I think 1'"I'l ride back to see what's keepi ng Belgarath,"”
the little man said.

"Do," she said. Then she | ooked at Garion, who was trying
to conceal a broad grin. "Something funny?" she asked him

"No, dear," he replied quickly. "Just enjoying the scenery
is all.”

The detachnent of guards at the gates was neither as
bur ni shed nor pluned as the cerenonial guards at the gates of
Tol Honeth. They wore polished shirts of chain nmail over the
customary red tunic, baggy breeches tucked into the tops of
knee- hi gh boots, red cloaks, and pointed conical helnmets. They
nonet hel ess | ooked very much |like soldiers. They greeted Ka
Zakath with crisp nmlitary salutes, and, as the Enperor passed
through the gil ded gates, trunpeteers announced his entrance
into the inperial conmpound with a brazen fanfare.

"I"ve always hated that," the Mallorean ruler said
confidentially to Garion. "The sound grates on ny ears."

"What irritated me were the people who used to follow ne
around hoping that | might need sonething,"” Garion told him

"That's conveni ent sometines."

Garion nodded. "Sonetines," he agreed, "but it stopped
bei ng conveni ent when one of themthrew a knife at my back."

"Real ly? | thought your people universally adored you."

"It was a m sunderstandi ng. The young man and | had a talk
about it, and he prom sed not to do it any nore."

"That's all?" Zakath exclaimed in astoni shnment. "You
didn't have hi m executed?"



"Of course not. Once he and | understood each other, he
turned out to be extraordinarily loyal." Garion sighed sadly.
"He was killed at Thull Mardu."

"I"'msorry, Garion," Zakath said. "W all lost friends at
Thul I Mardu. "

The marbl e-cl ad buildings inside the inperial conplex were
a junmble of conflicting architectural styles, ranging fromthe
severely utilitarian to the el aborately ornate. For sone
reason Garion was rem nded of the vast rabbit warren of King
Anheg' s pal ace at Val Alorn. Although Zakath's pal ace did not
consi st of one single building, the structures were all |inked
to each other by colum-Ilined pronenades and galleries which
passed through park-1ike grounds studded with statues and
mar bl e pavilions.

Zakath led themthrough the confusing maze toward the
nm ddl e of the conplex, where a single palace stood in splendid
i sol ati on, announcing by its expanse and height that it was
the center of all power in boundless Mllorea. "The residence
of Kallath the Unifier," the Enperor announced with grand
irony, "my revered ancestor."”

“Isn'"t it just a bit overdone?" Ce' Nedra asked tartly,
still obviously unwilling to concede the fact that Mal Zeth
far outstripped her girlhood hone.

"Of course it is," the Mallorean replied, "but the
ostentation was necessary. Kallath had to denonstrate to the
ot her generals that he outranked them and in Mal Zeth one's
rank is reflected by the size of one's residence. Kallath was
an undi sgui sed knave, a usurper and a man of little persona
charm so he had to assert hinmself in other ways."

"Don't you just love politics?" Velvet said to Ce' Nedra.
"It's the only field where the ego is allowed unrestricted
play -as long as the treasury holds out."

Zakat h | aughed. "I should offer you a position in the
government, Margravine Liselle,"” he said. "I think we need an
i rperial deflator -soneone to puncture all our puffed-up
sel f-i nportance. "

"Why, thank you, your Mjesty," she said with a dinpled
smile. " If it weren't for ny conmmitnents to the famly
busi ness, | might even consider accepting such a post. It
sounds |ike so much fun."

He sighed with nock regret. "Where were you when | needed
a wfe?"

"Probably in my cradle, your Majesty," she replied
i nnocent|y.

He wi nced. "That was unkind," he accused.

"Yes," she agreed. "True, though," she added clinically.

He | aughed again and | ooked at Polgara. "lI'mgoing to
steal her fromyou, ny lady," he declared.

"To be your court jester, Kal Zakath?" Liselle asked, her
face no longer lightly amused. "To entertain you with clever
insults and banter? Ah, no. | don't think so. There's another
side to ne that | don't think you' d like very nmuch. They cal
me 'Velvet' and think of nme as a soft-wi nged butterfly, but
this particular butterfly has a poisoned sting -as severa
peopl e have discovered after it was too late."

"Behave, dear," Polgara nurrmured to her. "And don't give
away trade secrets in a nonent of pique." Velvet |owered her
eyes. "Yes, Lady Polgara," she replied nmeekly.



Zakat h | ooked at her, but did not say anything. He swung
down from his saddle, and three groons dashed to his side to
take the reins fromhis hand. "Cone along, then," he said to
Garion and the others. "I'd |ike to show you around." He threw
a sly glance at Velvet. "I hope that the Margravi ne wil |
forgive ne if | share every home owner's sinple pride in his
domicile -no matter how nodest."

She | aughed a golden little I augh.

Garion disnounted and |l aid an affectionate hand on
Chretienne's proud neck. It was with a pang of al nbst tangible
regret that he handed the reins to a waiting groom

They entered the pal ace through broad, gilded doors and
found thenselves in a vaulted rotunda, quite simlar in design
to the one in the Enperor's palace in Tol Honeth, though this
one | acked the marbl e busts that made Varana's entryway appear
vaguely like a mausol eum A crowd of officials, mlitary and
civilian, awaited their Enperor, each with a sheaf of
i mportant -1 ooki ng docunents in his hand.

Zakat h sighed as he | ooked at them "I'mafraid we'll have
to postpone the grand tour,"” he said. "I'"mcertain that you'l
all want to bathe and change anyway -and perhaps rest a bit
before we start the customary fornmalities. Brador, would you
be good enough to show our guests to their roons and arrange
to have a light lunch prepared for then?"

"Of course, your Majesty."

"I think the east wing mght be pleasant. It's away from
all the scurrying through the halls in this part of the

pal ace. "

"My very thought, your Majesty."

Zakath smled at themall. "We'Ill dine together this
evening," he prom sed. Then he snmiled ironically. "An intimte

little supper with no nore than two or three hundred guests."”
He | ooked at the nervous officials clustered nearby and nmade a
wy face. "Until this evening, then."

Brador |ed them through the echoing narble corridors
teeming with servants and mnor functionaries.

"Big place," Belgarath observed after they had been
wal ki ng for perhaps ten mnutes. The old man had said very
little since they had entered the city, but had ridden in his
custonmary hal f doze, although Garion was quite sure that very
little escaped his grandfather's half-closed eyes.

"Yes," Brador agreed with him "The first Enperor
Kal | at h, had grandi ose notions at tines."

Bel garath grunted. "It's a common affliction anong rulers.
| think it has sonething to do with insecurity."”

"Tell me, Brador," Silk said, "didn't | hear somewhere
that the state secret police are under the jurisdiction of
your bureau?"

Brador nodded with a deprecating little smile. "It's one
of ny many responsibilities, Prince Kheldar," he replied. "I
need to know what's going on in the enpire in order to stay on
top of things, so | had to organize a nodest little
intelligence service -nothing on nearly the scale of Queen
Porenn's, however."

"I't will growwith tinme," Velvet assured him "Those
t hi ngs al ways do, for sonme reason."”

The east wing of the palace was set sonmewhat apart from
the rest of the buildings in the conplex and it enmbraced a



ki nd of enclosed courtyard or atriumthat was green with
exotic flowering plants growi ng about a mrror-|ike pool at
its center. Jewel-1like humm ngbirds darted from bl ossomto
bl ossom addi ng spl ashes of vibrant, noving col or
Pol gara's eyes cane alight when Brador opened the door to
the suite of roonms she was to share with Durnik.
Just beyond an arched doorway | eading fromthe main sitting
roomwas a |large marble tub sunk into the floor with little
tendrils of steamrising fromit. "Ch, ny," she sighed.
"Civilization -at last."
"Just try not to get waterlogged, Pol," Bel garath said.
"Of course not, Other," she agreed absently, still eyeing
the steam ng tub with undi sgui sed | onging.
"“Is it really all that inportant, Pol?" he asked her

"Yes, father," she replied. "It really is."
“It's an irrational prejudice against dirt." He grinned at
the rest of them "I've always been sort of fond of dirt

nysel f"

"Quite obviously," she said. Then she stopped.
"Incidentally, Od Wlf," she said critically as they al
began to file out, "if your room happens to be simlarly
equi pped, you should meke use of the facilities yourself."

" VB2

"“You snell, father."

"No, Pol," he corrected. "I stink. You snell."

"What ever. Go wash, father." She was already absently
renovi ng her shoes.

"“I'"ve gone as nmuch as ten years at a tine wi thout a bath,
he decl ar ed.

"Yes, father," she said. "I know -only the Gods know how
well | know. Now," she said in a very businesslike tone, "if
you'll all excuse ne . " She very deliberately began to
unbutton the front of her dress.

The suite of rooms to which Garion and Ce' Nedra were | ed
was, if anything, even nore opulent than that shared by Durnik
and Polgara. As Garion noved about the several |arge chanbers,
exam ning the furni shings, Ce' Nedra went directly toward the
bat h, her eyes dreany and her clothes falling to the floor
behi nd her as she went. His wife's tendency toward casua
nudity had occasionally shocked Garion in the past. He did not
personal |y object to Ce' Nedra's skin. Wat disturbed himhad
been that she had seened oblivious to the fact that sometines
her unclad state was highly inappropriate. He recalled with a
shudder the tine when he and the Sendari an ambassador had
entered the royal apartnment at Riva just as Ce' Nedra was in
the process of trying on several new undergarnents she had
received from her dressnmaker that very norning. Quite calmy,
she had asked t he ambassador's opinion of various of the
frilly little things, nodeling each in turn for him The
anbassador, a staid and proper Sendarian gentleman in his
seventies, received nore shocks in that ten minutes than he
had encountered in the previous half century, and his next
di spatch to King Fulrach had plaintively requested that he be
relieved of his post.

"Ce' Nedra, aren't you at |least going to close the door?"
Garion asked her as she tested the water's tenperature with a
tentative toe.

"That makes it very hard for us to talk, Garion," she



replied reasonably as she stepped down into the tub. "I hate
to have to shout."

"Ch?" he said. "I hadn't noticed that."

"Be nice," she told him sinking into the water with a
contented sigh. Curiously she began to unstopper and sniff the
crystal decanters |lined along one side of the tub
whi ch cont ai ned, Garion assuned, the assorted condiments with
whi ch | adi es seasoned their bath water. Sone of these she
rest oppered di sapprovingly. Ohers she liberally sprinkled
into her bath. One or two of them she rubbed on herself in
various pl aces.

"What if sonebody cones in?" Garion asked her pointedly.
"Sonme official or nessenger or servant or sonething?"

"Well, what if they do?"

He stared at her.

"Garion, darling," she said in that same infuriatingly
reasonabl e tone, "if they hadn't intended for the bath to be
used, they wouldn't have prepared it, would they?"

Try as he might, he could not find an answer to that
questi on.

She laid her head back in the water, letting her hair fan
out around her face. Then she sat up. "Wuld you |ike to wash
nmy back for nme?" she asked him

An hour or so later, after an excellent lunch served by
efficient servants, Silk stopped by. The little thief had al so
bat hed and changed cl ot hes once again. His pearl-gray doubl et
was formally el egant, and he once again dripped jewels. H's
short, scraggly beard had been neatly trinmed, and there was a
faint air of exotic perfunme |lingering about him
"Appear ances," he responded to Garion's quizzical |ook. "One
al ways wants to put one's best foot forward in a new
situation."

"Of course," Garion said dryly.

"Bel garath asked me to stop by," the little man conti nued.
"There's a large roomupstairs. We're gathering there for a
council of war."

"War ?"

"Met aphorical ly speaki ng, of course."

"Ch. OF course."

The roomat the top of a flight of narble stairs to which
Silk led Garion and Ce' Nedra was quite |large, and there was a
throne-like chair on a dais against the back wall

Garion | ooked about at the lush furnishings and heavy
crinmson drapes. "This isn't the throne room is it?" he asked.

“"No," Silk replied. " At |least not Kal Zakath's officia
one. It's here to make visiting royalty feel at home. Sone
ki ngs get nervous when they don't have official-Iooking
surroundings to play in."

"oh. "

Bel garath sat with his m smatched boots up on a polished
table. Hs hair and beard were slightly danmp, evidence that,
despite his pretended indifference to bathing, he had in fact
foll owed Polgara's instructions. Polgara and Durnik were
talking quietly at one side, and Eriond and Toth were nearby.
Vel vet and Sadi stood | ooking out the w ndow at the formal
garden lying to the east of Zakath's sprawling pal ace.

"All right," the old sorcerer said, "I guess we're al
here now. |I think we need to talk."



-1 wouldn't say anything too specific- Silk's fingers said

in the gestures of the Drasnian secret |anguage. -1t's al npst
certain that there are a few spies about-
Bel garath | ooked at the far wall, his eyes narrowed as he

searched it inch by inch for hidden peepholes. He grunted and
| ooked at Pol gara.

“I''"'l'l look into it, father," she nmurnured. Her eyes grew
distant, and Garion felt the famliar surge. After a nonent
she nodded and held up three fingers. She concentrated for a
nmonment, and the quality of the surge changed, seem ng sonmehow

| anguor ous. Then she strai ghtened and rel axed her will. "It's
all right now," she told themcalmy. "They fell asleep.”
"That was very snooth, Pol," Durnik said admringly.

"Why, thank you, dear," she smiled, |aying her hand on
his.

Bel garath put his feet on the floor and | eaned forward.
"That's one nmore thing for us all to keep in mnd," he said
seriously. "W're likely to be watched all the tine that we're
here in Mal Zeth, so be careful. Zakath's a skeptic, so we
can't really be sure just how nuch of what we've told him he
believes. It's altogether possible that he has other things in
mnd for us. Right now he needs our help in dealing with
Mengha, but he still hasn't entirely abandoned his canpaign in
Cthol Miurgos, and he might want to use us to bring the Alorns
and the others into that war on his side. He's also got
problems with Urvon and Zandramas. We don't have the tine to
get caught up in internal Mllorean politics. At the nonent,

t hough, we're nore or less in his power, so let's be careful."”

"We can |l eave any tine we need to, Belgarath,” Durnik said
confidently.

“I"d rather not do it that way unless we have absolutely
no other choice,"” the old man replied. "Zakath's the kind of
man who's very likely to grow testy if he's thwarted, and
don't want to have to creep around dodging his soldiers. It
takes too nuch tinme and it's dangerous. |'Il be a | ot happier
if we can | eave Mal Zeth with his blessing -or at least with
his consent."

"I want to get to Ashaba before Zandramas has tinme to
escape again," Garion insisted.

"So do I, Garion," his grandfather said, "but we don't
know what she's doing there, so we don't know how | ong she's
likely to stay."

"She's been | ooking for sonething, father," Polgara told
the old man. "I saw that in her mind when | trapped her back
i n Rak Hagga."

He | ooked at her thoughtfully. "Could you get any idea of
what it was, Pol?"

She shook her head. "Not specifically," she replied. "I
think it's information of some kind. She can't go any further
until she finds it. | was able to pick that nuch out of her
t houghts. "

"Whatever it is, has to be well hidden," he said. "Beldin
and | took Ashaba apart after the Battle of Vo Mnbre and we
didn't find anything out of the ordinary -if you can accept
the idea that Torak's house was in any way ordinary."

"Can we be sure that she's still there with my baby?"
Ce' Nedra asked intently.
“No, dear," Polgara told her. "She's taken steps to hide



her mind fromme. She's rather good, actually."

"Even if she's left Ashaba, the Orb can pick up her trai
again," Belgarath said. "The chances are pretty good that she
hasn't found what she's looking for, and that effectively
nails her down at Ashaba. If she has found it, she won't be
hard to follow "

"We're going on to Ashaba, then?" Sadi asked. "Wat |'m
getting at is that our concern about Mengha was just a ruse to
get us to Mallorea, wasn't it?"

“I think 1"'mgoing to need nore information before | nake
any deci sions about that. The situation in northern Karanda is
serious, certainly, but let's not |ose sight of the fact that
our primary goal is Zandramas, and she's at Ashaba. Before
can deci de anything, though, | need to know nore about what's
going on here in Mallorea."

"My departrment," Silk vol unteered.

"And mne," Vel vet added.

"I might be able to help a bit as well,"” Sadi noted with a
faint smle. He frowned then. "Seriously though, Belgarath,"”
he continued, "you and your famly here represent power. |
don't think we're going to have nuch luck at persuadi ng Ka
Zakath to let you go willingly -no matter how cordial he may
appear on the surface.”

The ol d man nodded glumy. "It mght turn out that way
after all," he agreed. Then he | ooked at Silk, Velvet, and
Sadi. "Be careful,"” he cautioned them "Don't let your
instincts run away with you. | need information, but don't
stir up any hornets' nests getting it for nme." He | ooked
pointedly at Silk. "I hope |I've nmade nyself clear about this,"
he said. "Don't conplicate things just for the fun of it."

"Trust ne, Belgarath,"” Silk replied with a bland smle

"Of course he trusts you, Kheldar," Velvet assured the
little man.

Bel garath | ooked at his inpronmptu spy network and shook
his head. "Why do | get the feeling that I'mgoing to regret
this?" he nmuttered

“I"'l'l keep an eye on them Belgarath," Sadi prom sed.

"Of course, but who's going to keep an eye on you?"

CHAPTER SEVEN

That evening they were escorted with sone cerenony through the
echoing halls of Zakath's palace to a banquet hall that
appeared to be only slightly smaller than a parade ground. The
hal | was approached by way of a broad, curved stairway |ined
on either side with branched candel abra and |iveried
trunpeteers. The stairway was obviously designed to facilitate
grand entrances. Each new arrival was announced by a stirring
fanfare and the boom ng voice of a gray-haired herald so thin
that it al nost appeared that a lifetinme of shouting had worn
hi m down to a shadow.

Garion and his friends waited in a small antechanmber while
the last of the local dignitaries were announced.

The fussy chief of protocol, a small Melcene with an
el aborately trimed brown beard, wanted themto line up in
ascendi ng order of rank, but the difficulties involved in
assigning precise rank to the nenbers of this strange group



baffled him He struggled with it, manfully trying to decide
if Sorcerer outranked King or Inperial Princess until Garion
sol ved his problemfor himby |eading Ce' Nedra out onto the
| anding at the top of the stairs.

"Their Royal Mjesties, King Belgarion and Queen Ce' Nedra
of Riva," the herald declainmed grandly, and the trunpets
bl ar ed.

Garion, dressed all in blue and with his ivory-gowned
Queen on his arm paused on the marble | anding at the top of
the stairs to allow the brightly clad throng below the tinme to
gawk at him The somewhat dramatic pause was not entirely his
i dea. Ce' Nedra had dug her fingernails into his armwith a
grip of steel and hissed, "Stand still! "

It appeared that Zakath al so had sonme | eaning toward the
theatrical, since the stunned silence which followed the
heral d' s announcenent clearly indicated that the Enperor had
given orders that the identity of his guests renmain strictly
confidential until this very nonment. Garion was honest enough
with hinmself to admit that the startled buzz which ran through
the crowd bel ow was noderately gratifying.

He began down the stairway, but found hinself reined in
like a restive horse. "Don't run!" Ce'Nedra commanded under
her breath.

"Run?" he objected. "I'm barely noving."

"Do it slower, Garion."

He di scovered then that his wife had a truly anazi ng
talent. She could speak w thout noving her lips! Her smle was
graci ous, though somewhat |ofty, but a steady stream of
| ow-voi ced conmands i ssued fromthat smle

The buzzing nmurrmur that had filled the banquet hall when
t hey had been announced died into a respectful silence when
they reached the foot of the stair, and a vast wave of bows
and curtsies rippled through the crowmd as they noved al ong the
carpeted pronenade | eading to the slightly elevated platform
upon which sat the table reserved for the Enperor and his
speci al guests, donestic and foreign

Zakath hinself, still in his customary white, but wearing
a gold circlet artfully hanmered into the formof a weath
woven of |eaves as a concession to the formality of the
occasion, rose fromhis seat and came to neet them thereby
avoi di ng that awkward nonent when two men of equal rank neet
in public. "So good of you to cone, ny dear," he said, taking
Ce' Nedra's hand and kissing it. He sounded for all the world
like a country squire or minor nobleman greeting friends from
t he nei ghbor hood.

"So good of you to invite us,'
whi nsi cal snile

“You' re looking well, Garion," the Mllorean said,
extending his hand and still speaking in that offhand and
i nformal manner.

"Tol erabl e, Zakath," Garion responded, taking his cue from
his host. If Zakath wanted to play, Garion felt that he should
show hi mthat he could play, too.

"Whul d you care to join ne at the table?" Zakath asked.
"We can chat while we wait for the others to arrive."

"Of course," Garion agreed in a deliberately commonpl ace
tone of voice.

When they reached their chairs, however, his curiosity

she replied with a



finally got the better of him "Wy are we playing 'just plain
fol ks'?" he asked Zakath as he held Ce'Nedra's chair for her
"This affair's a trifle formal for tal king about the weather
and asking after each other's health, wouldn't you say?"

"It's baffling the nobility," Zakath replied with apl onb.
"Never do the expected, Garion. The hint that we're old, old
friends will set themafire with curiosity and nake peopl e who
t hought that they knew everything just a little |less sure of
thenmsel ves." He smiled at Ce' Nedra. "You're positively
ravi shing tonight, ny dear," he told her

Ce' Nedra gl owed then | ooked archly at Garion. "Wy don't
you take a few notes, dear?" she suggested. "You could learn a
great deal fromhis Mjesty here." She turned back to Zakath.
"You're so very kind to say it," she told him "but nmy hair is
an absolute disaster." Her expression was faintly tragic as
she lightly touched her curls with her fingertips. Actually,
her hair was stupendous, with a coronet of braids interwoven
with strings of pearls and with a cascade of coppery ringlets
spilling dowmn across the front of her left shoul der

During this polite exchange, the others in their party
were being introduced. Silk and Velvet caused quite a stir, he
in his jewel-encrusted doublet and she in a gown of |avender
br ocade.

Ce' Nedra sighed enviously. "I wish | could wear that

" she rmurnured.

"You can wear any color you want to, Ce' Nedra," Garion
told her.

“Are you color-blind, Garion?" she retorted. "Agirl with
red hair can not wear |avender."

"If that's all that's bothering you, | can change the
col or of your hair anytine you want."

"Don't you dare!" she gasped, her hands going protectively
to the cascade of auburn curls at her shoul der

"Just a suggestion, dear."

The herald at the top of the stairs announced Sadi
Eri ond, and Toth as a group, obviously having sone difficulty
with the fact that the boy and the giant had no rank that he
could discern. The next presentation, however, filled his
voice with awe and his bony linbs with trenbling. "Her Grace,
the Duchess of Erat," he declained, "Lady Polgara the
Sorceress." The silence follow ng that announcenent was
stunned. "And Goodman Durni k of Sendaria," the herald added,
"the man with two lives.""

Pol gara and the snith descended the stairs to the
acconpani nent of a profound silence.

The bows and curtsies which acknow edged t he | egendary
couple were so deep as to resenbl e genuflections before an
altar. Polgara, dressed in her customary silver-trinmed bl ue,
swept through the hall with all the regal bearing of an
Enpress. She wore a nysterious snmile, and the fabled white
| ock at her brow glowed in the candlelight as she and Durnik
approached the platform

col or,

Meanwhil e, at the top of the stairs, the herald had shrunk
back fromthe next guest, his eyes wide and his face gone
quite pale.

"Just say it," Garion heard his grandfather tell the
frightened man. "I'mfairly sure that they' Il all recognize



t he nane."

The herald stepped to the marble railing at the front of
the |l anding. "Your Majesty," he said falteringly, "My |ords
and | adies, | have the unexpected honor to present Bel garath
t he Sorcerer."

A gasp ran through the hall as the old man, dressed in a
cow ed robe of soft gray wool, stunped down the stairs with no
attenpt at grace or dignity. The assenbl ed Mall orean notabl es
pul l ed back from himas he wal ked toward the table where the
ot hers had al ready joi ned Zakat h.

About halfway to the inperial platform however, a blond
Mel cene girl in a |l owcut gown caught his eye. She stood
stricken with awe, unable to curtsy or even to nove as the
nost fanmobus man in all the world approached her

Bel garath stopped and | ooked her up and down quite slowy
and deliberately, noting with appreciation just how revealing
her gown was. A slow, insinuating smle crept across his face,
and his blue eyes tw nkled outrageously.

"Nice dress," he told her.

She bl ushed furiously.

He | aughed, reached out, and patted her cheek.

"There's a good girl," he said.

"Fat her," Polgara said firmy.

"Comi ng, Pol." He chuckled and noved al ong the car pet
toward the table. The pretty Melcene girl | ooked after him
her eyes wi de and her hand pressed to the cheek he had
t ouched.

“I'sn'"t he disgusting?" Ce' Nedra nuttered.

"It's just the way he is, dear," Garion disagreed. "He
doesn't pretend to be anything el se. He doesn't have to."

The banquet featured a number of exotic dishes that Garion
could not put a nane to and several which he did not even know
how to eat. A deceptively innocent-looking rice dish was | aced
with such fiery seasonings it brought tears to his eyes and
sent his hand clutching for his water goblet.

"Belar, Mara, and Nedra!" Durni k choked as he al so groped
about in search of water. So far as he could remenber, it was
the first time Garion had ever heard Durnik swear. He did it
surprisingly well

"Piquant," Sadi comrented as he calmy continued to eat
t he dreadful concocti on.

"How can you eat that?" Garion demanded in amazenent.

Sadi smiled. "You forget that |I'mused to bei ng poi soned,
Bel gari on. Poison tends to toughen the tongue and fireproof
the throat."

Zakat h had watched their reactions with some anmusenment. "I
shoul d have warned you," he apol ogi zed. "The dish cones from
Gandahar, and the natives of that region entertain thensel ves
during the rainy season by trying to build bonfires in each
other's stomachs. They're el ephant trappers, for the npst
part, and they pride thenselves on their courage."”

After the extended banquet, the brown-robed Brador
approached Garion. "If your Mjesty wouldn't mnd," he said,
| eaning forward so that Garion could hear himover the sounds
of laughter and sprightly conversation from nearby tables,
"there are a nunber of people who are npst eager to neet you."

Garion nodded politely even though he inwardly wi nced. He
had been through this sort of thing before and knew how



tedious it usually becanme. The Chief of the Bureau of Interna
Affairs Ied himdown fromthe platforminto the swirl of
brightly clad celebrants, pausing occasionally to exchange
greetings with various fellow officials and to introduce
Garion. Garion braced hinself for an hour or two of tota
boredom The plunp, bal d-headed Brador, however, proved to be
an entertaining escort. Though he seened to be engagi ng Garion
in light conversation, he was in fact providing a succinct and
often pointed briefing even as they went.

"We'll be talking with the kinglet of Pallia," he rmurmnured
as they approached a group of nen in tall, conical felt caps
who wore | eather which had been dyed an unheal t hy- I ooki ng
green color. "He's a fawning bootlicker, a liar, a coward, and
absolutely not to be trusted."”

"“Ah, there you are, Brador," one of the felt-capped nmen
greeted the Melcene with a forced heartiness.

"Your Hi ghness," Brador replied with a florid bow. "I have
the honor to present his Royal Mjesty, Belgarion of Riva." He
turned to Garion. "Your Majesty, this is his Hi ghness, King
Warasin of Pallia.”

"Your Majesty,” Warasin gushed, bow ng awkwardly. He was a
man with a narrow, pockmarked face, close-set eyes, and a
sl ack-1i pped mouth. Hi s hands, Garion noticed, were not
particularly clean.

"Your Hi ghness,

Garion replied with a slightly distant
not e.

"I was just telling the nenbers of nmy court here that |'d
have sooner believed that the sun would rise in the north
tomorrow than that the Overlord of the West woul d appear at
Mal Zeth."

"The world is full of surprises.”

"By the beard of Torak, you're right, Belgarion -you don't
mindif | call you Belgarion, do you, your Mjesty?"

"Torak didn't have a beard," Garion corrected shortly.

"' What ?"

"Torak -he didn't have a beard. At |east he didn't when
met him™"

"When you-" Warasin's eyes suddenly wi dened.

"Are you telling me that all those stories about what
happened at Cthol M shrak are actually true?" he gasped,

“I"'mnot sure, your Highness," Garion told him "I haven't
heard all the stories yet. It's been an absol ute deli ght
neeting you, old boy," he said, clapping the stunned-I| ooking
ki ngl et on the shoul der with exaggerated camaraderie. "It's a
shame that we don't have nore tinme to tal k. Com ng, Brador?"

He nodded to the petty king of Pallia, turned, and |led the
Mel cene away.

“You're very skilled, Belgarion," Brador nurnmured.

“Much nore so than | woul d have inmagi ned, considering-" He
hesi t at ed.

"Considering the fact that | look Iike an unlettered
country oaf?" Garion supplied.

"I don't know that 1'd put it exactly that way."

"Why not ?" Garion shrugged. "It's the truth, isn't it?
What was pi g-eyes back there trying to maneuver the
conversation around to? It was pretty obvious that he was
| eading up to sonething.”

"It's fairly sinmple,’

Brador replied. "He recognizes



current proximty to Kal Zakath. Al power in Mllorea derives
fromthe throne, and the man who has the Enperor's ear is in a
uni que position. Warasin is currently having a border dispute

with the Prince Regent of Delchin and he probably wants you to
put in a good word for him" Brador gave himan anused | ook

"You're in a position right nowto make mllions, you know "

Garion laughed. "I couldn't carry it, Brador," he said.
"I visited the royal treasury at Riva once, and | know how
much a mllion weighs. Wo's next?"

"The Chief of the Bureau of Conmerce -an unmti gated,
unprinci pl ed ass. Like nost Bureau Chiefs."

Garion smled. "And what does he want?"

Brador tugged thoughtfully at one earlobe. "I'm not
entirely certain. |'ve been out of the country. Vasca's a
devi ous one, though, so I'd be careful of him?"

“I''"m al ways careful, Brador."

The Baron Vasca, Chief of the Bureau of Commerce, was
wri nkl ed and bald. He wore the brown robe that seened to be
al nost the uniform of the bureaucracy, and the gold chain of
his office seened al nost too heavy for his thin neck. Though

at first glance he appeared to be old and frail, his eyes were
as alert and shrewd as those of a vulture. "Ah, your Mjesty,"
he said after they had been introduced, "I'm so pleased to

neet you at last."

"My pleasure, Baron Vasca," Garion said politely.

They chatted together for some tine, and Garion could not
detect anything in the baron's conversation that seenmed in the
| east bit out of the ordinary.

"I note that Prince Kheldar of Drasnia is a menber of your
" the baron said finally.

"We're old friends. You're acquainted with Khel dar then
Bar on?"

"We've had a few dealings together -the customary
permits and gratuities, you understand. For the npbst part,
t hough, he tends to avoid contact with the authorities."”

“I"ve noticed that fromtime to time," Garion said.

"I was certain that you would have. | won't keep your
Maj esty. Many ot hers here are eager to neet you, and
woul dn't want to be accused of nonopolizing your time. W nust
tal k again soon."

The baron turned to the Chief of the Bureau of Interna
Affairs. "So good of you to introduce us, ny dear Brador," he
sai d.

party,

“It's nothing, my dear Baron," Brador replied. He took
Garion by the arm and they noved away from Vasca.

"What was that all about?" Garion asked.

“I"'m not altogether sure,"” Brador replied, "but whatever
he wanted, he seens to have gotten."

"W didn't really say anything."

"I know. That's what worries nme. | think I'll have ny old
friend Vasca watched. He's managed to arouse ny curiosity.”

During the next couple of hours Garion nmet two nore
gaudily dressed petty kings, a fair number of nore soberly
garbed bureaucrats, and a sprinkling of sem -inportant nobles
and their |ladies. Many of them of course, wanted nothing nore
than to be seen talking to himso that later they could say in
a casual, offhand fashion, "I was talking with Belgarion the
ot her day, and he said-" Others nade some point of suggesting



that a private conversation mght be desirable at sone |ater
date, A few even tried to set up specific appointnents.

It was rather |ate when Velvet finally came to his rescue.
She approached the place where Garion was trapped by the roya
famly of Peldane, a stodgy little kinglet in a nustard yel |l ow
turban, his sinpering, scrawny wife in a pink gown that
cl ashed horribly with her orange hair, and three spoiled roya
brats who spent their time whining and hitting each other
"Your Majesty,” the blond girl said with a curtsy, "Your wife
asks your pernmission to retire."

" Asks?"

"She's feeling slightly unwell."

Garion gave her a grateful look. "I must go to her at
once, then," he said quickly. He turned to the Pel dane
royalty. "I hope you'll all excuse nme," he said to them

"Of course, Belgarion," the kinglet replied graciously.
"And pl ease convey our regards to your lovely wife," the
gueenl et added.

The royal brood continued to how and kick each other.

"You | ooked a bit harried," Velvet murnured as she |ed
Garion away.

"I could kiss you."

“"Now that's an interesting suggestion."

Garion glanced sourly back over his shoulder. "They should
drown those three little nonsters and raise a litter of
puppi es i nstead," he nuttered.

"Piglets," she corrected.

He | ooked at her.

"At least they could sell the bacon," she expl ained. "That
way the effort wouldn't be a total |oss.”

"I's Ce'Nedra really ill?"

"Of course not. She's nmade as nmany conquests as she wants
to this evening, that's all. She wants to save a few for
future occasions. Nowit's time for the grand withdrawal,
| eaving a horde of disappointed admrers, who were all panting
to nmeet her, crushed with despair."

"That's a peculiar way to | ook at it."

She | aughed affectionately, linking her armin his. "Not
if you're a worman, it's not."

The foll owi ng norning shortly after breakfast, Garion and
Bel garath were sunmoned to neet with Zakath and Brador in the
Enperor's private study. The roomwas | arge and confortable,
lined with books and naps and with deeply uphol stered chairs
clustered about low tables. It was a warm day outside, and the
wi ndows stood open, allow ng a blossom scented spring breeze
to ruffle the curtains.

"Good norning, gentlenen,

Zakath greeted them as they

were escorted into the room "I hope you slept well."
"Once | managed to get Ce' Nedra out of the tub." Garion
| aughed. "It's just a bit too convenient, | think. Woul d you

believe that she bathed three tines yesterday?"

“"Mal Zeth is very hot and dusty in the sumrertine," Zakath
said. "The baths nake it bearable."

"How does the hot water get to then?" Garion asked
curiously. "I haven't seen anyone carrying pails up and down
the halls."

"It's piped in under the floors," the Enperor replied.
"The artisan who devi sed the systemwas rewarded with a



baronetcy. "

"I hope you don't mnd if we steal the idea. Durnik's
al ready maki ng sketches."

“I think it's unhealthy nyself," Belgarath said, "Bathing
shoul d be done out of doors -in cold water. Al this panpering
softens people." He | ooked at Zakath. "I'm sure you didn't ask
us here to discuss the philosophical ramfications of bathing,
t hough. "

"Not unless you really want to, Belgarath," Zakath
replied. He straightened in his chair. "Now that we've all had
a chance to rest fromour journey, | thought that maybe it was
time for us to get to work. Brador's people have nade their
reports to him and he's ready to give us his assessnent of
the current situation in Karanda. Go ahead, Brador."

"Yes, your Majesty." The plunp, bald Melcene rose fromhis
chair and crossed to a very large map of the Ml l orean
continent hanging on the wall. The map was exquisitely col ored
with blue | akes and rivers, green prairies, darker green
forests and brown, white-topped mountains. Instead of sinply
bei ng dots on the map, the cities were represented by pictures
of buildings and fortifications. The Mall orean hi ghway system
Garion noted, was very nearly as extensive as the Tol nedran
network in the west.

Brador cleared his throat, fought for a nonent with one of
Zakath's ferocious kittens for the |ong pointer he wanted to
use, and began. "As | reported to you in Rak Hagga," he said,
"a man naned Mengha cane out of this inmense forest to the
north of Lake Karanda some six months ago." He tapped the
representation of a large belt of trees stretching fromthe
Kar andese Range to the Mountains of Zanmad. "We know very, very
little about his background.”

"That's not entirely true, Brador," Bel garath disagreed.
"Cyradis told us that he's a Golimpriest -or he used to be.
That puts us in a position to deduce quite a bit."

“I"d be interested to hear whatever you can come up with,"
Zakat h sai d.

Bel garath squinted around the room and his eyes fixed on
several full crystal decanters and sone polished gl asses
sitting on a sideboard across the room "Do you m nd?" he
asked, pointing at the decanters. "I think better with a glass
in my hand.”

"Hel p yoursel f," Zakath repli ed.

The ol d man rose, crossed to the sideboard, and poured
hi msel f a gl ass of ruby-red wine. "Garion?" he asked, hol ding
out the decanter.

"No, thanks all the same, G andfather.”

Bel garath replaced the crystal stopper with a clink and
began to pace up and down on the blue carpet. "All right," he
said. "We know that denmon worship persists in the back country
of Karanda, even though the Golimpriests tried to stanp out
the practice when the Karands were converted to the worship of
Torak in the second nmillennium W also know that Mengha was a
priest hinself. Now, if the Golins here in Mallorea reacted
in the sane way that the ones in Cthol Mirgos did when they
heard about the death of Torak, then we know that they were
t horoughly denoralized. The fact that Urvon spent severa
years scranbling around trying to find prophecies that would
hint at the possibility of a justification for keeping the



Church intact is fairly good evidence that he was faced with
al nost universal despair in the ranks of the Golinms." He
paused to sip at his w ne.

"Not bad," he said to Zakath approvingly. "Not bad at

all.

"Thank you."

“Now, " the old man continued, "there are many possible
reactions to religious despair. Sone men go nad, some nen try
to | ose thenselves in various forns of dissipation, some nen
refuse to admit the truth and try to keep the old forns alive.
A few nen, however, go in search of sone new kind of religion
-usual ly sonething the exact opposite of what they believed
before. Since the Grolim Church in Karanda had concentrated
for eons on eradicating demon worship, it's only |ogical that
a few of the despairing priests would seek out denon-nasters
in the hope of learning their secrets. Renmenber, if you can
actually control a denon, it gives you a great deal of power,
and the hunger for power has always been at the core of the
Golimnentality."

"It does fit together, Ancient One," Brador admtted.

"I thought so nyself. Al right, Torak is dead, and Mengha
suddenly finds that his theol ogical ground has been cut out
fromunder him He probably goes through a period of doing al
the things that he wasn't allowed to do as a priest -drinking,
wenching, that sort of thing. But if you do things to excess,
eventual ly they becone enpty and unsatisfying. Even debauchery
can get boring after a while."

"Aunt Pol will be amazed to hear that you said that,"
Garion said.

"You just keep it to yourself," Belgarath told him "Qur
argunment s about ny bad habits are the cornerstone of our
rel ati onship." He took another sip of his wine. "This is
really excellent,"” he said, holding up the glass to adnmire the
color of the wine in the sunlight. "Now then, here we have
Mengha waki ng up sone norning with a screani ng headache, a
mouth that tastes like a chicken coop, and a fire in his
stomach that no amount of water will put out. He has no rea
reason to go on living. He m ght even take out his sacrificia
gutting knife and set the point against his chest."

“I'sn'"t your speculation going a bit far afield?" Zakath
asked.

Bel garath | aughed. "I used to be a professiona
storyteller," he apologized. "I can't stand to |l et a good
story slip by without a few artistic touches. Al right, maybe
he did or maybe he didn't think about killing hinmself. The
point is that he had reached the absolute rock bottom That's
when the idea of denpbns came to him Raising denons is al npst
as dangerous as being the first up the scaling | adder during
an assault on a fortified city, but Mengha has nothing to
| ose. So, he journeys into the forest up there, finds a
Kar andese mmgi ci an, and sonehow persuades himto teach himthe
art -if that's what you want to call it. It takes him about a
dozen years to learn all the secrets.”

"How did you arrive at that nunber?" Brador asked.

Bel garath shrugged. "It's been fourteen years since the
deat h of Torak -or thereabouts. No normal man can seriously
m streat hinself for nore than a couple of years before he
starts to fall apart, so it was probably about twelve years



ago that Mengha went in search of a magician to give him
instruction. Then, once he's learned all the secrets, he kills
his teacher, and-"

"Wait a mnute," Zakath objected. "Wiy woul d he do that?"

"Hi s teacher knew too nmuch about him and he could al so
rai se denons to send after our defrocked G olim
Then there's the fact that the arrangenent between teacher and
pupil in these affairs involves lifetine servitude enforced
with a curse. Mengha could not |eave his master until the old
man was dead. "

"How do you know so nuch about this, Belgarath?" Zakath
asked.

"I went through it all anbng the Mrindima few thousand

years ago. | wasn't doing anything very inmportant and | was
curious about magic."

"Did you kill your nmaster?"

“"No -well, not exactly. Wien | left him he sent his
fam |iar denon after me. | took control of it and sent it back
to him'

"And it killed hinP"

"I assune so. They usually do. Anyway, getting back to
Mengha. He arrives at the gates of Calida about six nmonths ago
and raises a whole army of denons. Nobody in his right nind
rai ses nore than one at a tine because they're too difficult
to control." He frowned, pacing up and down staring at the
floor. "The only thing | can think of is that sonehow he's
managed to raise a Denpon Lord and get it under control."

"Denon Lord?" Garion asked.

"They have rank, too- just as humans do. If Mengha has a
grip on a Denmon Lord, then it's that creature that's calling
up the arny of |esser denons." He refilled his glass, |ooking
faintly satisfied with hinmself. "That's probably fairly close
to Mengha's |ife story," he said, sitting down again.

" A virtuoso performance, Belgarath," Zakath congratul at ed
hi m
"Thank you," the old man replied. "I thought so nyself."
He | ooked at Brador. "Now that we know him why don't you tel
us what he's been up to?"

Brador once again took his place beside the map, fending
off the same kitten with his pointer. "After Mengha took
Calida, word of his exploits ran all through Karanda," he
began. "It appears that the worship of Torak was never really
very firmy ingrained in the Karands to begin with, and about
the only thing that kept themin |ine was their fear of the
sacrificial knives of the Golims."

"Li ke the Thulls?" Garion suggested.

“Very much so, your Mjesty. Once Torak was dead, however,
and his Church in disarray, the Karands began to revert. The
ol d shrines began to reappear, and the old rituals cane back
into practice." Brador shuddered.

"Hi deous rites," he said. "Cbscene."

"Even worse than the Grolimrite of sacrifice?" Garion

asked mldly.

"There was sone justification for that, Garion," Zakath
objected. "It was an honor to be chosen, and the victinms went
under the knife willingly."

“"Not any of themthat |I ever saw, " Garion disagreed.
"We can discuss conparative theol ogy sone other tine,"



Bel garath told them "Go on, Brador."

"Once the Karands heard about Mengha," the Mel cene
of ficial continued, "they began to flock to Calida to support
himand to enlist thenselves on the side of the denons.
There's al ways been a subterranean i ndependence novenent in
the seven ki ngdons of Karanda, and many hot heads there believe
that the denons offer the best hope of throwi ng off the yoke
of Angarak oppression,” He |ooked at the Enperor. "No offense
i ntended, your Majesty," he nurnmnured.

"None taken, Brador," Zakath assured him

“Naturally, the little kinglets in Karanda tried to keep
their people fromjoining Mengha. The | oss of subjects is
al ways painful to a ruler. The arnmy -our arny- was al so
al armed by the hordes of Karands flocking to Mengha's banner
and they tried to block off borders and the like. But, since a
| arge portion of the arnmy was in Cthol Mirgos with his Mjesty
here, the troops in Karanda just didn't have the nunbers. The
Karands either slipped around them or sinply overwhel med them
Mengha's arny nunbers alnmost a million by now -ill-equipped
and poorly trained, perhaps, but a mllion is a significant
nunber, even if they're armed with sticks. Not only Jenno but
al so Ganesia are totally under Mengha's domi nation, and he's
on the verge of overwhel m ng Katakor. Once he succeeds there,
he'll inevitably nove on Pallia and Delchin. If he isn't
st opped, he'll be knocking on the gates of Mal Zeth by
Erastide."

"“I's he unleashing his denbpns in these canpai gns?"

Bel garath asked intently.

“"Not really," Brador replied. "After what happened at
Calida, there's no real need for that. The sight of them al one
is usually enough to spring open the gates of any city he's
taken so far. He's succeeded with remarkably little actua
fighting."

The ol d man nodded. "I sort of thought that m ght have
been the case. A denpn is very hard to get back under contro
once it's tasted bl ood."

“It's not really the denons that are causing the
probl enms, " Brador continued. "Mengha's flooded all the rest of
Karanda with his agents, and the stories that they're
circulating are whipping previously uncomm tted people into a
frenzy." He | ooked at the Enperor. "Wuld you believe that we
actual ly caught one of his missionaries in the Karandese
barracks right here in Mal Zeth?" he said.

Zakath | ooked up sharply. "How did he get in?" he
demanded,

"He disguised hinmself as a corporal returning from
conval escent | eave at hone," Brador replied. "He'd even gone
so far as to give hinself a wound to nake his story | ook
authentic. It was very believable the way he cursed Mirgos."

"What did you do to hinP"

"Unfortunately, he didn't survive the questioning," Brador
said, frowing. He bent to renopve the kitten from around his
ankl e.

"Unfortunatel y?"

"I had sone interesting plans for him | take it rather
personal | y when someone manages to circunvent ny secret
police. It's a matter of professional pride."

"What do you advi se, then?" Zakath asked.



Brador began to pace. "I'mafraid that you' re going to
have to bring the arnmy back from Cthol Mirgos, your Majesty,"”
he said. "You can't fight a war on two fronts."

"Absol utely out of the question." Zakath's tone was
adamant .

"I don't think we have nuch choice,"” Brador told him

"Alnmost half of the forces left here in Mallorea are of
Karandese origin, and it's nmy considered opinion that to rely
upon themin any kind of confrontation with Mengha woul d be
sheer folly."

Zakath's face grew bl eak.

"Put it this way, your Majesty," Brador said smoothly. "If
you weaken your forces in Cthol Mirgos, it's quite possible
that you'll |ose Rak Cthaka and nmaybe Rak Gorut, but if you
don't bring the arny home, you're going to | ose Mal Zeth."

Zakath gl ared at him

"There's still tine to consider the matter, Sire," Brador
added in a reasonable tone of voice. "This is only ny
assessnment of the situation. I'msure you'll want confirmation
of what |'ve said frommilitary intelligence, and you'll need

to consult with the H gh Comrand.

"No," Zakath said bluntly. "The decision is mne." He
scom ed at the floor. "All right, Brador, we'll bring the arny
home. Go tell the High Conmand that | want to see themall at
once. "

"Yes, your Majesty."

Garion had risen to his feet. "How long will it take to
ship your troops back from Cthol Mirgos?" he asked with a
si nking feeling.

"About three nonths," Zakath replied.

"I can't wait that |ong, Zakath."

“I"'mvery sorry, Garion, but none of us has any choice.
Nei ther you nor | will [eave Mal Zeth until the arny gets
here. "

CHAPTER EI GHT

The following norning, Silk came early to the roons Garion
shared with Ce' Nedra. The little man once again wore his
doubl et and hose, though he had renpved nost of his jewelry.
Over his armhe carried a pair of Mallorean robes, the
i ghtwei ght, varicolored garnments worn by nost of the citizens
of Mal Zeth. "Would you |ike to go into the city?" he asked
Garion.

"I don't think they'll let us out of the palace."

"I"ve already taken care of that. Brador gave his
perm ssion- provided that we don't try to get away fromthe
peopl e who are going to be follow ng us."

"That's a depressing thought. | hate being foll owed."

"You get used to it."

"Have you got anything specific in mnd, or is this just a
si ght - seei ng tour?"

"I want to stop by our offices here and have a talk with
our factor."

Garion gave hima puzzl ed | ook.

"The agent who handl es things for us here in Mal Zeth."

"Ch. | hadn't heard the word before."

"That's because you aren't in business. Qur man here is



named Dol mar. He's a Melcene -very efficient, and he doesn't
steal too nuch."

"I"'mnot sure that 1'd enjoy listening to you talk
busi ness, " Garion said.

Silk | ooked around furtively. "You mght learn all Kkinds
of things, Garion," he said, but his fingers were already
nmoving rapidly. -Dol mar can give us a report on what's really
happeni ng i n Karanda- he gestured. -1 think you' d better cone
al ong.

"Well," Garion said with slightly exaggerated
acqui escence, "maybe you're right. Besides, the walls here are
begi nning to close in on ne."

"Here," Silk said, holding out one of the robes, "wear
this."

“It's not really cold, Silk."

"The robe isn't to keep you warm People in western
clothing attract a |lot of attention on the streets of M
Zeth, and | don't like being stared at." Silk grinned quickly.
"It's very hard to pick pockets when everybody in the street
wat chi ng you. Shall we go?"

The robe Garion put on was open at the front and hung
straight fromhis shoulders to his heels. It was a serviceabl e
outer garnent with deep pockets at the sides. The material of
which it was made was quite thin, and it flowed out behind him
as he noved around. He went to the door of the adjoining room
Ce' Nedra was conbing her hair, still danp from her norning
bat h.

"“I"'mgoing into the city with Silk," he told her. "Do you
need anyt hi ng?"

She t hought about that. "See if you can find ne a conb,"
she said, holding up the one she had been using. "Mne's
starting to look a little toothless."

"All right." He turned to | eave.

"As long as you're goi ng anyway," she added, "why don't
you pick me up a bolt of silk cloth -teal green, if you can
find it. I"'mtold that there's a dressnmeker here in the pal ace
with a great deal of skill."

“I"'l'l see what | can do." He turned again.

"And perhaps a few yards of |ace -not too ornate, nmind.
Tasteful . "

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

She sniled at him "Buy ne a surprise of sonme kind. | |ove
surprises.”

"A conb, a bolt of teal green silk, a few yards of
tasteful lace, and a surprise."” He ticked themoff on his
fingers.

"Get ne one of those robes like you re wearing, too." He
wai t ed.

She pursed her lips thoughtfully. "That's all | can think
of, Garion, but you and Silk m ght ask Liselle and Lady
Pol gara if they need anything."

He si ghed.

“It's only polite, Garion."

"Yes, dear. Maybe I'd better make out a list."

Silk's face was bl andly expressionless as Garion cane back
out .

"Wl |l ?" Garion asked him

"I didn't say anything."



" Good. "

They started out the door.

"Garion," Ce'Nedra called after him

"Yes, dear?"

"See if you can find sonme sweetneats, too."

Garion went out into the hall behind Silk and firmy
cl osed the door behind him

"You handl e that sort of thing very well,"” Silk said.

"' Practice."

Vel vet added several itens to Garion's growing list, and
Pol gara several nore. Silk |ooked at the list as they wal ked
down the long, echoing hallway toward the main part of the
pal ace. "I wonder if Brador would | end us a pack nule," he
mur mur ed. "

"Quit trying to be funny."

"Would | do that?"

"Why were we talking with our fingers back there?"

" Spies."

“I'n our private quarters?" Garion was shocked, renenbering
Ce' Nedra's sonetimes aggressive indifference to the way she
was dressed -or not dressed- when they were al one.

"Private places are where the npst interesting secrets are
to be found. No spy ever passes up the opportunity to peek
into a bedroom"”

"That's disgusting!" Garion exclained, his cheeks burning.

"Of course it is. Fairly comon practice, though."

They passed through the vaulted rotunda just inside the
gol d-pl ated main door of the palace and wal ked out into a
bri ght spring norning touched with a fragrant breeze.

"You know," Silk said, "I like Mal Zeth. It always snells
so good. Qur office here is upstairs over a bakery, and sone
norni ngs the snells fromdownstairs al nost nmake ne swoon.”

There was only the briefest of pauses at the gates of the
i mperial conplex. A curt gesture fromone of the pair of
unobtrusi ve men who were followi ng them advi sed the gate
guards that Silk and Garion were to be allowed to pass into
the city.

"Policenen do have their uses sonetines," Silk said as
they started down a broad boul evard | eading away fromthe
pal ace.

The streets of Mal Zeth teened with people fromall over
the empire and not a few fromthe Wst as well

Garion was a bit surprised to see a sprinkling of
Tol nedran mant!| es anong the varicol ored robes of the | oca
popul ace, and here and there were Sendars, Drasnians, and a
fair number of Nadraks. There were, however, no Mirgos. "Busy
pl ace,"” he noted to Silk.

"Oh, yes. Mal Zeth mekes Tol Honeth | ook |ike a country
fair and Canmmar |ike a village market."

"It's the biggest comercial center in the world, then?

"No. That's Mel cene -of course Mel cene concentrates
on noney instead of goods. You can't even buy a tin pot in
Mel cene. All you can buy there is noney."

"Silk, how can you meke any kind of profit buying noney
Wi th nmoney?"

"It's alittle complicated."” Silk's eyes narrowed. "Do you
know sonet hi ng?" he said. "If you could put your hands on the
royal treasury of Riva, | could show you how to double it in



six nonths on Basa Street in Melcene -with a nice comm ssion
for the both of us thrown in for good neasure.”

"You want nme to speculate with the royal treasury? I'd
have an open insurrection on nmy hands if anybody ever found
out about it."

"That's the secret, Garion. You don't |et anybody find

out."
"Have you ever had an honest thought in your entire life?"
The little man thought about it. "Not that | recall, no,"
he replied candidly. "But then, I've got a well-trained mnd."

The offices of the comercial enpire of Silk and Yarhbl ek
here in Mal Zeth were, as the little man had indicated, rather
nodest and were situated above a busy bake-shop. Access to
that second floor was by way of an outside stairway rising out
of a narrow side street. As Silk started up those stairs, a
certain tension that Garion had not even been aware of seened
to flow out of his friend. "I hate not being able to talk
freely," he said. "There are so nmany spies in Mal Zeth that
every word you say here is delivered to Brador in triplicate
before you get your mouth shut."”

"There are bound to be spies around your office, too."

"Of course, but they can't hear anything. Yarblek and
had a solid foot of cork built into the floors, ceilings, and
wal | s. ™"

" Cor k?"

“I't nuffles all sounds."

"Didn't that cost a great deal ?"

Sil k nodded. "But we made it all back during the first
week we were here by managing to keep certain negotiations
secret." He reached into an inside pocket and took out a |arge
brass key. "Let's see if | can catch Dolmar with his hands in
the cash box," he half whispered.

"Why? You al ready know that he's stealing fromyou."

"Certainly | do, but if I can catch him | can reduce his
year-end bonus."

"Why not just pick his pocket?"

Silk tapped the brass key against his cheek as he thought
about it. "No," he decided finally. "That's not really good
business. A relationship like this is founded on trust-"

Garion began to | augh.

"You have to draw the |line somewhere, Garion." Silk
quietly slipped his brass key into the lock and slowy turned
it. Then he abruptly shoved the door open and junped into the
room

"Good norning, Prince Kheldar," the man seated behind a
plain table said quite calmy. "I've been expecting you."

Silk | ooked a bit crestfallen.

The man sitting at the table was a thin Melcene with
crafty, close-set eyes, thin lips, and scraggly, nud-brown
hair. He had the kind of face that one instantly distrusts.
Silk straightened. "Good norning, Dolmar," he said. "This is
Bel gari on of Riva."

"Your Majesty." Dol mar rose and bowed.

" Dol mar . "
Silk closed the door and pulled a pair of chairs out from
the brown, cork-sheathed wall. Although the floor was of

ordi nary boards, the way that all sounds of wal ki ng or noving
pi eces of furniture were nmuted testified to the thickness of



the cork |ying beneath.

"How s business?" Silk asked, seating hinmself and pushing
the other chair to Garion with his foot.

"We're paying the rent,"” Dolnmar replied cautiously.

“I"'msure that the baker downstairs is overjoyed.
Specifics, Dolmar. |'ve been away from Mal Zeth for quite a
while. Stun me with how well ny investnents here are doing."

"We're up fifteen percent fromlast year."

"That's all?" Silk sounded di sappoi nt ed.

"We've just made quite a large investnent in inventory. If
you take the current value of that into account, the nunber
woul d be rmuch closer to forty percent.”

"That's nmore like it. Why are we accunul ati ng i nventory?"

"Yarbl ek's instructions. He's at Mal Camat right now
arranging for ships to take the goods to the west. | expect
that he'll be here in a week or so -he and that foul-nmouthed
wench of his." Dol mar stood up, carefully gathered the
docunents fromthe table, and crossed to an iron stove sitting
in the corner. He bent, opened the stove door, and calmy laid
the parchment sheets on the small fire inside.

To Garion's amazenent, Silk nmade no objection to his
factor's blatant incendiarism "W've been | ooking into the
wool market," the Melcene reported as he returned to his
nowenpty table. "Wth the growi ng nobilization, the Bureau of
Mlitary Procurenment is certain to need wool for unifornms,
cl oaks, and bl ankets. If we can buy up options fromall the
maj or sheep producers, we'll control the market and perhaps
break the strangl ehold that the Mel cene consortium has on
mlitary purchases. |If we can just get our foot in the door of
the Bureau, |'msure that we can get a chance to bid on al
sorts of contracts.”

Silk was pulling at his long, pointed nose, his eyes
narrowed in thought. "Beans," he said shortly.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Look into the possibility of tying up this year's bean
crop. A soldier can live in a worn-out uniform but he has to
eat. If we control the bean crop -and nmaybe coarse flour as
wel |l - the Bureau of MIlitary Procurenment won't have any
choice. They'll have to cone to us."

"Very shrewd, Prince Kheldar."

"“I"ve been around for a while," Silk replied.

"The consortiumis neeting this week in Melcene," the
factor reported. "They'll be setting the prices of comon
items. We really want to get our hands on that price list if
we can."

“I"'min the palace," Silk said. "Maybe |I can pry it out of
sonmebody. "

"There's sonething el se you should know, Prince Khel dar.
Word has | eaked out that the consortiumis also going to
propose certain regulations to Baron Vasca of the Bureau of
Commerce. They'll present them under the guise of protecting
the economy, but the fact of the matter is that they' re ained
at you and Yarbl ek. They want to restrict western nmerchants
who gross nore than ten mllion a year to two or three
encl aves on the west-coast. That woul dn't inconvenience
smal l er nerchants, but it would probably put us out of
busi ness. "

"Can we bribe soneone to put a stop to it?"



"We're already paying Vasca a fortune to | eave us al one,
but the consortiumis throwi ng nmoney around |ike water. It's
possi bl e that the baron won't stay bribed."

"Let ne nose around inside the palace a bit," Silk said,
"before you doubl e Vasca's bribe or anything."

"Bribery's the standard procedure, Prince Kheldar."

"I know, but sonetinmes blackmail works even better." Silk
| ooked over at Garion, then back at his factor. "What do you
know about what's happening in Karanda?" he asked.

"Enough to know that it's disastrous for business. Al
sorts of perfectly respectable and otherw se sensible
nmerchants are closing up their shops and flocking off to
Calida to enlist in Mengha's arnmy. Then they march around in
circles singing 'Death to the Angaraks' while they wave rusty
swords in the air."

"Any chance of selling them weapons?" Silk asked quickly.

"Probably not. There's not enough real noney in northern
Karanda meke it worthwhile to try to deal with them and the
political unrest has closed down all the mines. The market in
gem st ones has just about dried up.”

Silk nodded glumy. "What's really going on up there,

Dol mar?" he asked. "The reports Brador passed on to us were
sort of sketchy."

"“Mengha arrived at the gates of Calida with denmons." The
factor shrugged. "The Karands went into hysterics and then
fell down in the throes of religious ecstasy."

"Brador told us about certain atrocities," Garion said.

"I expect that the reports he received were a trifle
exaggerated, your Majesty," Dolmar replied. "Even the nost
wel |l trained observer is likely to multiply nutilated corpses
lying in the streets by ten. In point of fact, the vast
majority of the casualties were either Melcene or Angarak.
Mengha' s denons rather scrupul ously avoided killing Karands
-except by accident. The sanme has held true in every city that
he's taken so far." He scratched at his head, his close-set
eyes narrowing. "lIt's really very shrewd, you know. The
Karands see Mengha as a liberator and his denons as an
i nvincible spearhead of their arny. | can't swear to his rea
notives, but those barbarians up there believe that he's a
savi or come to sweep Karanda cl ean of Angaraks and the Mel cene
bureaucracy. G ve him another six nonths or so, and he'l
acconpl i sh what no one has ever been able to do before."

"What's that?" Silk asked.

"Unify all of Karanda."

"Does he use his denmons in the assault on every city he
takes?" Garion asked, wanting to confirm what Brador had told
t hem

Dol mar shook his head. "Not anynmore, your Mjesty. After
what happened at Calida and several other towns he took early
in his canpaign, he doesn't really have to. Al he's been
doing lately is marching up to the city. The denpbns are with
him of course, but they don't have to do anything but stand
there | ooking awful. The Karands butcher all the Angaraks and
Mel cenes in town, throw open their gates, and welcome himwth
open arns. Then his denbns vanish." He thought a nonent. "He
al ways has one particular one of themwith him though -a
shadowy sort of creature that doesn't seemto be gigantic the
way they're supposed to be. He stands directly behind Mengha's



| eft shoul der at any public appearance."”

A sudden thought occurred to Garion. "Are they desecrating
Golimtenpl es?" he asked.

Dol mar blinked. "No," he replied with sone surprise,
matter of fact, they're not -and there don't seemto be any
Grolins anong the dead, either. O course it's possible that
Urvon pulled all his Golinms out of Karanda when the trouble
started.”

"That's unlikely," Garion disagreed. "Mengha's arrival at
Calida cane without any kind of warning. The Golinms wouldn't
have had tine to escape. He stared up at the ceiling, thinking
har d.

as a

"What is it, Garion?" Silk asked.

"I just had a chilling sort of notion. W know t hat
Mengha's a Grolim right?"

"I didn't know that," Dol mar said with sone surprise

"We got a bit of inside information," Silk told him "Co
ahead, Garion."

"Urvon spends all of his tinme in Mal Yaska, doesn't he?"

Silk nodded. "So |'ve heard. He doesn't want Beldin to
catch himout in the open."

"Whul dn't that make hima fairly ineffective | eader? Al
right, then. Let's suppose that Mengha went through his period
of despair after the death of Torak and then found a nagician
to teach himhow to raise demons. Wen he cones back, he
offers his former Golimbrethren an alternative to Urvon
-along with access to a kind of power they'd never experienced
before. A denon in the hands of an illiterate and fairly
stupi d Karandese magician is one thing, but a denpn controlled
by a Golimsorcerer would be nmuch worse, | think. |f Mengha
is gathering disaffected Grolins around himand training them
in the use of nmagic, we have a big problem | don't think I'd
care to face a | egion of Chabats, would you?"

Sil k shuddered. "Not hardly," he replied fervently.

"He has to be uprooted then," Dol mar said, "and soon."

Garion nade a sour face. "Zakath won't nmove until he gets
his army back from Cthol Mirgos -about three nonths from now. "

“I'n three nonths, Mengha's going to be invincible," the f
actor told him

"Then we'll have to nobve now," Garion said, "with Zakath
or without him™"

"How do you plan to get out of the city?" Silk asked.

"We'll let Belgarath work that out." Garion |ooked at
Silk's agent. "Can you tell us anything el se?" he asked.

Dol mar tugged at his nose in a curious inmtation of Silk's
habi tual gesture. "It's only a runor,"” he said.

"CGo ahead."

" |1've been getting sone hints out of Karanda that
Mengha's fam |iar denon is nanmed Nahaz."

"I's that significant?"

"I can't be altogether sure, your Majesty. \Wen the
Grolins went into Karanda in the second nmillennium they
destroyed all traces of Karandese nythol ogy, and no one has
ever tried to record what few bits and pi eces remai ned. Al
that's left is a hazy oral tradition, but the runors |'ve
heard say that Nahaz was the tribal denon of the origina
Karands who migrated into the regi on before the Angaraks cane
to Mallorea. The Karands foll ow Mengha not only because he's a



political |eader, but also because he's resurrected the
cl osest thing they' ve ever had to a God of their own."

"“A Denmon Lord?" Garion asked him

"That's a very good way to describe him your Majesty. If
the runors are true, the denon Nahaz has al nbst unlinmited
power . "

"I was afraid you were going to say that."

Later, when they were back out in the street, Garion
| ooked curiously at Silk. "Wy didn't you object when he
burned those docunents?" he asked.

"It's standard practice." the rat-faced man shrugged. "W
never keep anything in witing. Dol mar has everything
committed to nenory. "

"Doesn't that make it fairly easy for himto steal from
you?"

"Of course, but he keeps his thievery within reasonable
limts. If the Bureau of Taxation got its hands on witten
records, though, it could be a disaster. Do you want to go
back to the pal ace now?"

Garion took out his list. "No," he said. "W've got to
take care of this first." He |ooked glunmly at the sheet.

"I wonder how we're going to carry it all."

Sil k glanced back over his shoulder at the two unobtrusive
spies trailing along behind them

"Help is only a few paces away." He | aughed. "As | said
before, there are many uses for policenen."

During the next several days, Garion discovered that the
i mperial palace of Mal Zeth was unli ke any court in the West.
Since all power rested in Zakath's hands, the bureaucrats and
pal ace functionaries contested with each other for the
Enperor's favor and strove with oftentinmes wildly conplicated
plots to discredit their enem es. The introduction of Silk,
Vel vet, and Sadi into this nurky environment added whol e new
di mensions to palace intrigue. The trio rather casually
poi nted out the friendship between Garion and Zakath and | et
it be generally known that they had the Rivan King's conplete
trust. Then they sat back to await devel opnents.

The officials and courtiers in the inperial palace were
quick to grasp the significance and the opportunities inplicit
in this newroute to the Enperor's ear. Perhaps even wi thout
formally discussing it, the trio of westerners neatly divided
up the possible spheres of activity. Silk concentrated his
attention on commercial matters, Velvet dabbled in politics,
and Sadi delicately dipped his long-fingered hands into the
worl d of high-level crine. Though all of them subtly let it be
known that they were susceptible to bribery, they also
expressed a willingness to pass along various requests in
exchange for information. Thus, alnost by accident, Garion
found that he had a very efficient espionage apparatus at his
di sposal. Silk and Vel vet nmanipul ated the fears, anbitions,
and open greed of those who contacted themwith a
nmusi ci an-1i ke skill, delicately playing the increasingly
nervous officials |ike well-tuned instruments. Sadi's methods,
derived fromhis extensive experience in Salmssra' s court,
were in some instances even nore subtle, but in others,
pai nfully direct. The contents of his red | eather case brought
prem um prices, and several high-ranking crinminals, nmen who
literally owned whol e pl at oons of bureaucrats and even



generals, quite suddenly died under suspicious circumnmstances
-one of them even toppling over with a bl ackened face and
bul gi ng eyes in the presence of the Enperor hinself.

Zakat h, who had watched the activities of the three with a
certain veiled anusenent, drew the line at that point. He
spoke quite firmy with Garion about the natter during their
customary evening neeting on the foll ow ng day.

"I don't really m nd what they're doing, Garion," he said,
idly stroking the head of an orange kitten who lay purring in
his lap. "They're confusing all the insects who scurry around
in the dark corners of the palace, and a confused bug can't

consolidate his position. |I like to keep all these petty
bootlickers frightened and of f bal ance, since it makes it
easier to control them | really must object to poison

however. It's far too easy for an unskilled poisoner to meke
m st akes. "

"Sadi coul d poi son one specific person at a banquet with a
hundred guests," Garion assured him

"I have every confidence in his ability," Zakath agreed,
"but the trouble is that he's not doing the actual poisoning
himsel f. He's selling his concoctions to rank amateurs. There
are sonme people here in the palace that | need. Their
identities are general know edge, and that keeps the daggers
out of their entrails. A mistake with some poison, however,
coul d wi pe out whol e branches of my government. Could you ask
himnot to sell any nore of it here in the palace? |I'd speak
to himpersonally, but | don't want it to seemlike an
of ficial reprimnd."

“I''"l'l have a talk with him" Garion prom sed.

“I'"d appreciate it, Garion." The Enperor's eyes grew sly.
"Just the poisons, though. | find the effects of sone of his
ot her conpounds rather anusing. Just yesterday, | saw an
ei ghty-five-year-old general in hot pursuit of a young
chanbernmai d. The old fool hasn't had that kind of thought for
a quarter of a century. And the day before that, the Chief of
the Bureau of Public Wrks -a ponmpous ass who makes ne sick
just to look at him tried for a solid half hour in front of
dozens of witnesses to walk up the side of a building. |
haven't |aughed so hard in years."

"Nyissan elixirs do strange things to people." Garion
smiled. "I'Il ask Sadi to confine his dealings to recreationa
drugs. "

"Recreational drugs," Zakath laughed. "I |ike that
description.”

"“I'"ve always had a way with words,
nodest | y.

The orange kitten rose, yawned, and junped down fromthe
Enperor's | ap. The nackerel -tabby nother cat caught a bl ack
and white kitten by the scruff of the neck and deposited it
exactly where the orange one had been |ying. Then she | ooked
at Zakath's face and meowed questioningly.

"Thank you," Zakath nmurmured to her

Satisfied, the cat junped down, caught the orange kitten,
and began to bathe it, holding it down with one paw.

"Does she do that all the tine?" Garion asked.

Zakat h nodded. "She's busy being a nother, but she doesn't
want me to get lonely."

"That's consi derate of her.”

Garion replied



Zakath | ooked at the black and white kitten in his |ap
who had all four paws wapped around his hand and was gnaw ng
on one of his knuckles in nock ferocity. "I think | could
learn to survive without it," he said, w ncing.

CHAPTER NI NE

The sinplest way to avoid the omi present spies infesting the
i mperi al palace was to conduct any significant conversations
out in the open, and so Garion frequently found hinself
strolling around the palace grounds with one or nmore of his
conmpani ons. On a beautiful spring norning a few days |ater he
wal ked with Bel garath and Pol gara through the dappl ed shade of
a cherry orchard, listening to Velvet's latest report on the
political intrigues which seethed through the corridors of
Zakat h' s pal ace.

"The surprising thing is that Brador is probably aware of
nost of what's going on," the blond girl told them "He
doesn't look all that efficient, but his secret police are
everywhere." Velvet was holding a spray of cherry blossons in
front of her face, rather ostentatiously inhaling their
fragrance.

"At least they can't hear us out here," Garion said.

"No, but they can see us. If | were you, Belgarion, |
still wouldn't talk too openly -even out of doors. | happened
to come across one industrious fellow yesterday who was busily
writing down every word of a conversation being conducted in
whi spers sonme fifty yards away."

"That's a neat trick," Belgarath said. "How did he nanage

it?"

"He's stone-deaf," she replied. "Over the years, he's
| earned to understand what people are saying by reading the
shape of the words fromtheir lips."

"Clever," the old man nurrmured. "lIs that why you're so
busily sniffing cherry bl ossons?"

She nodded with a dinpled smile. "That and the fact that
t hey have such a lovely fragrance."

He scratched at his beard, his hand covering his nouth.
"All right," he said. "What | need is sonme sort of disruption
-to draw Brador's police off so that we can slip out of Ma
Zeth without being followed. Zakath is rock hard on the point
of not doing anything until his arny gets back from Ctho
Murgos, so it's obvious that we're going to have to nove
without him Is there anything afoot that m ght distract al
t he spies around here?"

“"Not really, Ancient One. The petty kinglet of Pallia and
the Prince Regent of Delchin are scheni ng agai nst each other
but that's been going on for years. The old King of Voresebo
is trying to get inperial aid in westing his throne back from
his son, who deposed hima year or so ago. Baron Vasca, the
Chi ef of the Bureau of Commerce, is trying to assinmilate the
Bureau of Mlitary Procurenent, but the generals have him
stal emated. Those are the major things in the air right now
There are a nunber of mnor plots going on as well, but
not hi ng earthshaki ng enough to divert the spies who are
wat chi ng us."

“Can you stir anything up?" Pol gara asked, her |ips



scarcel y movi ng.
"I can try, Lady Polgara," Velvet replied, "but Brador is
right on top of everything that's happening here in the
palace. 1'Il talk with Kheldar and Sadi. It's remptely
possible that the three of us can engi neer sonething
unexpected enough to give us a chance to slip out of the
city."

"It's getting fairly urgent, Liselle," Polgara said. "If
Zandramas finds what she's | ooking for at Ashaba, she'll be
of f again, and we'll wind up trailing along behind her in the
same way that we were back in Cthol Mirgos."

“I"'l'l see what we can cone up with, ny lady," Velvet
prom sed.

"“Are you goi ng back inside?" Belgarath asked her.

She nodded.

“I"l'l go with you." He | ooked around distastefully, "Al
this fresh air and exercise is a little too whol esone for ny
taste.

"Wal k a bit farther with me, Garion," Pol gara said.

"Al right."

As Vel vet and Bel garath turned back toward the east w ng
of the palace, Garion and his aunt strolled on along the
neatly trimed green | awn |ying beneath the bl ossom covered
trees. A wen, standing on the topnmost twi g of a gnarl ed,
ancient tree, sang as if his heart would burst,

"What's he singing about?" Garion asked, suddenly
remenbering his aunt's unusual affinity for birds.

"He's trying to attract the attention of a female," she

replied, smiling gently. "It's that tine of year again. He's
bei ng very el oquent and making all sorts of prom ses -npst of
which he'll break before the sumer's over."

He smiled and affectionately put his arm about her
shoul ders.

She sighed happily. "This is pleasant," she said. "For
some reason when we're apart, | still think of you as a little
boy. It always sort of surprises me to find that you've grown
so tall."

There wasn't too nmuch that he could say to that.

"How s Durni k?" he asked. "I al nost never see himthese
days. "

"He and Toth and Eriond nmanaged to find a well-stocked
trout pond on the southern end of the inperial grounds," she
replied with a slightly com cal upward roll of her eyes.
"They're catching | arge nunbers of fish, but the kitchen staff
is beginning to get a bit surly about the whole thing."

"Trust Durnik to find water." Garion |aughed. "Is Eriond
actually fishing too? That seens a little out of character for
him"

"I don't think he's very serious about it. He goes al ong
nmostly for Durnik's conpany, | think -and because he likes to
be outside." She paused and then | ooked directly at him As so
many tinmes in the past, he was suddenly struck to the heart by
her | um nous beauty. "How has Ce' Nedra been | ately?" she asked
hi m

" She's managed to | ocate a nunber of young | adies to keep
her company,” he replied. "No matter where we go, she's al ways
able to surround herself wi th conpanions.”

"Ladies |like to have other | adies about them dear," she



said. "Men are nice enough, | suppose, but a wonman needs ot her
wonen to talk to. There are so many inportant things that nen
just don't understand." Her face grew serious. "There hasn't
been any recurrence of what happened in Cthol Mirgos, then?"
she asked.

“"Not so far as | can tell. She seens fairly nornal to ne.
About the only unusual thing |I've noticed is that she never
tal ks about Geran anynore."

"That could just be her way of protecting herself, Garion
She m ght not be able to put it into words exactly, but she's
aware of the nelancholia that cane over her at Prolgu, and I'm
sure that she realizes that if she gives in to it, she'll be
i ncapacitated. She still thinks about Geran, |'m sure
-probably nmost of the tine- but she just won't tal k about
him" She paused again. "Wat about the physical side of your
marri age?" she asked himdirectly.

Garion blushed furiously and coughed. "Uh -there really
hasn't been much opportunity for that sort of thing, Aunt Pol-
and | think she has too many ot her things on her mnd."

She pursed her lips thoughtfully. "lIt's not a good idea
just to ignore that, Garion," she told him "After a while,
people grow apart if they don't periodically renew their
i nti macy."

He coughed again, still blushing. "She doesn't really seem
very interested, Aunt Pol."
"That's your fault, dear. Al it takes is a little bit of

pl anning and attention to detail."

"You nake it sound awfully cal cul ated and col d- bl ooded. "

"Spontaneity is very nice, dear, but there's a great dea
of charmto a well-planned seduction, too."

"Aunt Pol!" he gasped, shocked to the core.

"You're an adult, Garion dear," she rem nded him "and
that's one of an adult man's responsibilities. Think about it.

You can be quite resourceful at times. |'msure you'll come up
with sonmething." She | ooked out over the sun-washed | awns.
"Shall we go back inside now?" she suggested. "I think it's

al nost lunch tine."

That afternoon, Garion once again found hinmself strolling
about the pal ace grounds, this tinme acconpanied by Silk and
Sadi the eunuch. "Belgarath needs a diversion," he told them
seriously. "I think he has a plan to get us out of the city,
but we've got to shake off all the spies who are watching us
| ong enough for himto put it into notion." He was busily
scratching at his nose as he spoke, his hand covering his
nout h.

"Hay fever?" Silk asked him

“No. Velvet told us that sonme of Brador's spies are deaf,
but that they can tell what you're saying by watching your
lips.”

"What an extraordinary gift," Sadi murmured. "I wonder if
an undeaf man could learn it."

"I can think of sone tinmes nyself when it might have been
useful ," Silk agreed, covering his nmouth as he feigned a
cough. He looked at Sadi. "Can | get an honest answer out of
you?" he asked.

"That depends on the question, Kheldar."

"You' re aware of the secret |anguage?”

"Of course."



"Do you understand it?"

“I"'mafraid not. |I've never net a Drasnian who trusted me
enough to teach ne."
"I wonder why." Sadi flashed hima quick grin.
"I think we can manage if we cover our nouths when we
" Garion said.
"Won't that become a little obvious after a while?" Sad
obj ect ed.

"What are they going to do? Tell us to stop?"

"“Probably not, but we m ght want to pass on sone
di sinformati on sonmetimes, and if they know that we know about
this way of |istening, we won't be able to do that." The
eunuch sighed about the | ost opportunity, then shrugged. "Oh,
wel | ," he said.

Garion | ooked at Silk. "Do you know of anything that's
going on that we could use to pull the police off our trail?"

“No, not really,” the little man replied. "At the nonment
the Mel cene consortium seens to be concentrating on keeping
this year's price list a secret and trying to persuade Vasca
that Yarblek and | should be restrained to those encl aves on
the west coast. We've got Vasca pretty nuch in our pockets,
t hough -as long as he stays bribed. There's a great deal of
secret maneuvering going on, but |I don't think anything is
close to conming to a head right now. Even if it did, it
probably woul dn't cause a big enough stink to nake the secret
police abandon their assignment to watch us."

"Why not go right to the top?" Sadi suggested. "I could
talk to Brador and see if he's susceptible to bribery."

"I don't think so, Garion said. "He's having us watched on

speak,

speci fic orders from Zakath. | doubt that any anmount of nopney
woul d make hi m consider risking his head."

"There are other ways to bribe people, Belgarion." Sad
smled slyly. "I have sonme things in ny case that nmake people

feel very good. The only trouble with themis that after

you' ve used thema few tines, you have to keep on using them
The pain of stopping is really quite wunbearable. | could own
Brador within the space of a week and nake him do anything
told himto do."

Garion felt a sudden surge of profound distaste for the
entire notion. "I'd really rather not do that," he said, "or
only as a last resort.”

"You Al orns have a peculiar notion of norality," the
eunuch said, rubbing at his shaved scal p. "You chop people in
two without turning a hair, but you get queasy at the idea of
poi sons or drugs."

“It's a cultural thing, Sadi," Silk told him

"Have you found anything else that m ght work to our
advant age?" Gari on asked.

Sadi considered it. "Not by itself, no," he replied. "A
bureaucracy lends itself to endem c corruption, though. There
are a nunber of people in Mllorea who take advantage of that.
Caravans have a habit of getting waylaid in the Dal asi an
Mount ai ns or on the road from Maga Renn. A caravan needs a
permit fromthe Bureau of Comrerce, and Vasca has been known
on occasion to sell information about departure tinmes and
routes to certain robber chiefs. O, if the price is right, he
sells his silence to the nmerchant barons in Melcene." The
eunuch chuckl ed. "Once he sold informati on about one single



caravan to three separate robber bands. There was a pitched
battle on the plains of Delchin, or so |I'mtold."

Garion's eyes narrowed in thought. "I1'm beginning to get
the feeling that we nmight want to concentrate our attention on
this Baron Vasca," he said. "Velvet told us that he's al so
trying to take the Bureau of MIlitary Procurenent away from
the arny."

"I didn't know that," Silk said with sone surprise
"Little Liselle is developing quite rapidly, isn't she?"

"It's the dinples, Prince Kheldar," Sadi said. "I'm al nost
totally i mune to any kind of femninine blandishnment, but |
have to admit that when she smiles at ne, ny knees turn to
butter. She's absolutely adorable -and totally unscrupul ous,
of course."

Sil k nodded. "Yes," he said. "We're noderately proud of
her."

"Why don't you two go | ook her up?" Garion suggested.
"Pool your information about this highly corruptible Baron
Vasca. Maybe we can stir sonmething up- sonething noisy. Open
fighting in the halls of the palace m ght just be the sort of
thing we need to cover our escape."

"You have a genuine flair for politics, Belgarion," Sad
said admringly.

"I"'ma quick learner," Garion adnitted, "and, of course,
keep conpany with some very disreputable nmen.”

"Thank you, your Majesty." the eunuch replied with nock
appreciation.

Shortly after supper, Garion wal ked through the halls of
the pal ace for his customary eveni ng conversation with Zakath.
As al ways, a soft-footed secret policeman trailed along sone
di stance behi nd.

Zakath's mood that eveni ng was pensive -al nost approaching
the bl eak, icy nmelancholy that had nmarked himback in Rak
Hagga.

"Bad day?" Garion asked him renoving a sleeping kitten
footstool in front of his chair. Then he | eaned back and set
his feet on the stool

Zakath made a sour face. "I've been whittling away at al
the work that piled up while I was in Cthol Mrgos,"” he said.
"The problemis that now that |I'm back, the pile just keeps
getting higher."

"I know the feeling," Garion agreed. "Wen | get back to
Riva, it's probably going to take ne a year to clear ny desk.
Are you open to a suggestion?"

"Suggest away, Garion. Right now, I'Il listen to
anything." He | ooked reprovingly at the black and white kitten
who was biting his knuckles again. "Not so hard," he rurnured,
tapping the ferocious little beast on the nose with his
forefinger. The kitten laid back its ears and grow ed a
squeaky little grow at him

"I"'mnot trying to be offensive or anything," Garion began
cautiously, "but | think you' re making the sane m stake that
Ugit made."

"That's an interesting observation. Go on."

"It seens to ne that you need to reorgani ze your
gover nment . "

Zakath blinked. "Now, that is a mmjor proposal," he said.
"I don't get the connection, though. Urgit was a hopel ess



i nconpetent -at |east he was before you cane al ong and taught
himthe fundanentals of ruling. Wat is this mstake that he
and | have in comon?"

"Ugit's a coward,"” Garion said, "and probably always will
be. You're not a coward -sonmetinmes a bit crazy, maybe, but
never a coward. The problemis that you' re both meking the
same mistake. You're trying to nake all the decisions
yourselves -even the |little ones. Even if you stop sl eeping
al together, you won't find enough hours in the day to do
that."

"So |'ve noticed. What's the solution?"

"Del egate responsibility. Your Bureau Chiefs and generals
are conpetent -corrupt, I'Il grant you, but they know their
jobs. Tell themto take care of things and only bring you the
maj or decisions. And tell themthat if anything goes wong,
you'll replace them"

"That's not the Angarak way, Garion. The ruler -or
Enmperor, in this case -has always nade all decisions. |It's
been that way since before the cracking of the world.

Torak made every decision in antiquity, and the Enperors
of Mallorea have followed that exanple -no matter what we may
have felt about him personally."”

"Urgit nade the exact sane mistake," Garion told him
"What you're both forgetting is that Torak was a God, and his
mnd and will were unlinmted. Human bei ngs can't possibly hope
to imtate that sort of thing."

“"None of ny Bureau Chiefs or generals could be trusted
with that kind of authority," Zakath said, shaking his head.
"They' re al nost out of control as it is."

"They'll learn the limts," Garion assured him "After a
few of them have been denpted or dism ssed, the rest will get
the idea."

Zakath smled bleakly. "That is also not the Angarak way,
Garion. When | make an exanple of sonmeone, it usually involves
t he headsman's bl ock."

"That's an internal matter, of course,"” Garion adnitted,
"You know your people better than |I do, but if a nman has
talent, you can't really call on himagain if you' ve renpoved
hi s head, can you? Don't waste talent, Zakath. It's too hard
to come by."

"You know somet hi ng?" Zakath said with a slightly anused
| ook. "They call ne the man of ice, but in spite of your
m | d- seem ng behavior, you're even nore col d-bl ooded than
am You're the nost practical nman |I've ever net."

"I was raised in Sendaria, Zakath," Garion rem nded him
"Practicality is a religion there. | learned to run a kingdom
froma man named Fal dor. A kingdomis very nmuch |like a farm
really. Seriously, though, the mgjor goal of any ruler is to
keep things fromflying apart, and gifted subordinates are

too valuable a resource to waste. |'ve had to reprimand a few
people, but that's as far as it ever went. That way they were
still around in case | needed them You m ght want to think

about that a little bit."

“I"l'l consider it." Zakath straightened. "By the way," he
sai d, "speaking of corruption in governnent-"

"Ch? Were we speaking about that?"

"We're about to. My Bureau Chiefs are all nore or |less
di shonest, but your three friends are adding | evels of



sophi stication to the petty schemi ng and deceit here in the
pal ace that we're not really prepared to cope with. "

" Oh?"

"The | ovely Margravine Liselle has actually managed to
persuade the King of Pallia and the Prince Regent of Delchin
that she's going to intercede with you in their behal f. Each
of themis absolutely convinced that their |ong-term squabble

is about to conme out into the open. | don't want themto
decl are war on each other. |'ve got trouble in Karanda
al ready. "

“I''"l'l have a word with her," Garion prom sed.

"And Prince Kheldar virtually owns whole floors of the
Bureau of Commerce. He's getting nore information out of there
than I am The merchants in Ml cene gather every year to set
prices for just about everything that's sold in Mallorea. It's
the nost closely guarded secret in the enpire, and Khel dar
just bought it. He's deliberately undercutting those prices,
and he's disrupting our whole econony."

Garion frowned. "He didn't nmention that."

"I don't mind his making a reasonable profit -as long as
he pays his taxes- but | can't really have him gaining
absol ute control over all conmerce in Mallorea, can |? He is

an Alorn, after all, and his political loyalties are a little
obscure."

“I"l'l suggest that he noderate his practices a bit. You
have to understand Silk, though. | don't believe he even cares
about the nmoney. Al he's interested in is the gane."

"It's still Sadi who concerns ne the nost, though."

" Oh?"

"He's becone rather intensely involved in agriculture."”

"' Sadi ?"

"There's a certain plant that grows wild in the marshes of
Camat. Sadi's paying a great deal for it, and one of our
prom nent bandit chiefs has put all of his nmen to work
harvesting it -and protecting the crop, of course. There have
al ready been sonme pitched battles up there, | understand."

"A bandit who's harvesting crops is too busy to be robbing
travel ers on the highways, though,"” Garion pointed out.

"That's not exactly the point, Garion. | didn't mnd so
much when Sadi was naking a few officials feel good and act
foolish, but he's inporting this plant into the city by the
wagon | oad and spreading it around through the work force -and
the arny. | don't care for the idea at all."

“I"l'l see what | can do to get himto suspend operations,
Garion agreed. Then he | ooked at the Mll orean Enperor
t hrough narrowed eyes. "You do realize, though, that if | rein
the three of themin, they'll just switch over to sonething
new -and probably just as disruptive. Whuldn't it be better if
| just took them out of Mal Zeth entirely?”

Zakath smled. "Nice try, Garion," he said, "but | don't
think so. I think we'll just wait until my army gets back from
Cthol Murgos. Then we can all ride out of Mal Zeth together."

"You are the nost stubborn man |'ve ever net," Garion said
with some heat. "Can't you get it through your head that tine
is slipping away fromus? This delay could be disastrous -not
only for you and nme, but for the whole world."

"The fabled nmeeting between the Child of Light and the
Child of Dark again? |I'msorry, Garion, but Zandramas is just



going to have to wait for you. | don't want you and Bel garath
roaming at will through ny enpire. | like you, Garion, but |
don't altogether trust you."

Garion's tenper began to heat up. He thrust his jaw out
pugnaci ously as he rose to his feet. "My patience is starting

to wear a little thin, Zakath. |'ve tried to keep things
between us nmore or less civil, but thereis alimt, and we're
getting rather close to it. | amnot going to lie around your

pal ace for three nonths."

"That's where you're wong," Zakath snapped, also rising
to his feet and uncerenoni ously dunpi ng the surprised kitten
to the floor.

Garion ground his teeth together, trying to get his tenper
under control. "Up to now, |'ve been polite, but I'd like to
rem nd you about what happened back at Rak Hagga. We can | eave
here any tine we want to, you know, "

“And the minute you do, you're going to have three of ny
regiments right on your heels." Zakath was shouting now.

“"Not for very long," Garion replied om nously.

"What are you going to do?" Zakath demanded scornful |y.
“Turn all my troops into toads or sonething? No, Garion, |
know you wel |l enough to know that you wouldn't do that."

Garion straightened. "You're right," he said, "I wouldn't,
but | was thinking of something a bit nore elenental. Torak
used the Orb to crack the world, remenber? | know how it was
done and | could do it myself if | had to. Your troops are
going to have a great deal of trouble following us if they
suddenly run into a trench -ten mles deep and fifty mles
wi de- stretching all the way across the m ddle of Mallorea."

"You woul dn't!" Zakath gasped.

"Try nme," Wth a trenendous effort, Garion brought his
anger under control. "I think perhaps it's tine for us to
break this off," he said. "We're starting to shout threats at
each other like a pair of school boys. Wiy don't we continue
this conversation some other time, after we've both had a
chance to cool off a bit?" He could see a hot retort hovering
on Zakath's lips, but then the Enperor also drew hinself up
and regai ned his conmposure, though his face was still pale
wi th anger.

"I think perhaps you're right," he said.

Garion nodded curtly and started toward the door.

"Garion," Zakath said then.

"Yes?"

"Sleep well."

"You too." Garion left the room

Her Inperial Hi ghness, the Princess Ce' Nedra, Queen of Riva
and bel oved of Bel garion, Overlord of the West, was feeling
pecky. "Pecky" was not a word that her |nperial H ghness would
normal |y have used to describe her nmood. "Disconsol ate" or
"out of sorts" mght have had a nore aristocratic ring, but
Ce' Nedra was honest enough with herself privately to admit
that "pecky" probably canme closer to the nmark. She noved
irritably fromroomto roomin the |uxurious apartnent Zakath
had provided for her and Garion with the hem of her favorite
teal green dressing gown trailing along behind her bare feet.
She suddenly wi shed that breaking a few di shes woul dn't appear
quite so unl adyli ke.



A chair got in her way. She al nost kicked it, but
remenbered at the last instant that she was not wearing shoes.
I nstead she deliberately took the cushion fromthe chair and
set it on the floor. She plunped it a few tines, then
strai ghtened. She lifted the hem of her dressing gown to her
knees, squinted, swung her leg a few tinmes for practice, and
t hen ki cked the cushion conpletely across the room "There!"
she said. "Take that!" For some reason it nmade her feel a
little better.

Garion was away fromtheir roons at the nonment, engaged in
hi s customary eveni ng conversation with Enperor Zakath.

Ce' Nedra wi shed that he were here so that she could pick a
fight with him A nice little fight right now m ght nodify her
nood.

She went through a door and | ooked at the steaming tub
sunk in the floor. Perhaps a bath might help. She even went so
far as to dip an exploratory toe in the water, then deci ded
against it. She sighed and noved on. She paused for a few
monments at the wi ndow of the unlighted sitting roomthat
overl ooked the verdant atriumat the center of the east wi ng
of the palace. The full noon had risen early that day and
stood high in the sky, filling the atriumwith its pale
colorless light, and the pool at the center of the private
little court reflected back the perfect white circle of the
gueen of the night. Ce' Nedra stood for quite sone tine,
| ooki ng out the wi ndow, |ost in thought.

She heard the door open and then slam shut. "Ce' Nedra,
where are you?" Garion's voice sounded a trifle testy.

“I"'min here, dear."

"Why are you standing around in the dark?" he asked,
comng into the room

"I was just looking at the noon. Do you realize that it's
t he sane noon that shines down on Tol Honeth -and Riva, too,
for that matter?”

"I hadn't really thought about it," he replied shortly.

"Why are you being so grunmpy with nme?"

"It's not you, Ce'Nedra," he answered apol ogetically. |
had another fight with Zakath, is all."

"That's getting to be a habit."

"Why is he so unreasonably stubborn?" Garion demanded.

"That's part of the nature of Kings and Enperors, dear."

"What's that supposed to nean?"

“Not hi ng. "

"Do you want sonmething to drink? | think we've still got sone
of that wine left."

“I don't think so. Not right now"

"Well | do. After ny little chat with his pigheaded
i mperial ness, | need sonething to calmnmy nerves." He went
back out, and she heard the clink of a decanter against the
rimof a goblet.

Qut in the noon-bright atrium sonething noved out fromthe
shadows of the tall, broad-leafed trees. It was Silk. He was
wearing only his shirt and hose, he had a bath sheet over his
shoul der, and he was whistling. He bent at the edge of the
pool and di pped his fingers into the water. Then he stood up
and began to unbutton his shirt.

Ce' Nedra smiled, drew back behind the drape, and watched
as the little man di srobed. Then he stepped down into the



pool, shattering the reflected nmoon into a thousand sparkling
fragnments. Ce' Nedra continued to watch as he lazily swam back
and forth in the nmoon-dappl ed water

Then there was anot her shadow under the trees, and Liselle
came out into the noonlight. She wore a | oose- fitting robe,
and there was a flower in her hair. The flower was undoubtedly
red, but the wan light of the full spring noon | eeched away
the color, meking it appear black against the blond girl's
pale hair. "How s the water?" she asked quite calmy. Her
voi ce seened very close, alnpst as if she were in the sane
roomw th the watching Ce' Nedra.

Silk gave a startled exclamation, then coughed as his
mout h and nose filled with water. He spluttered, then
recovered his conposure. "Not bad," he replied in an unruffled
t one.

"Good," Liselle said. She noved to the edge of the pool
"Khel dar, | think it's tine that we had a talk."

"Ch? About what?"

"About this." Quite calmy she unbelted her robe and | et
it fall to the ground about her feet.

She wasn't wearing anything under the robe.

"You seemto have a little difficulty grasping the idea
that things change with the passage of tine," she continued,

di ppi ng one foot into the water. Quite deliberately, she
poi nted at herself. "This is one of those things."

"I noticed that," he said admringly.

"I"'mso glad. | was beginning to be afraid that your eyes
m ght be failing." She stepped down into the pool and stood
wai st-deep in the water. "Wl Il ?" she said then.

"Well what ?"

"What do you plan to do about it?" She reached up and took
the flower fromher hair and carefully laid it on the surface
of the pool

Ce' Nedra darted to the door on silent, bare feet.
"Garion!" she called in an urgent whisper. "Come here!"

" \Nhy 2"

"Keep your voice down and cone here."

He grumbl ed slightly and canme into the darkened room
"What is it?"

She pointed at the windowwith a nmuffled giggle. "Look!"
she commanded in a delighted little whisper

Garion went to the wi ndow and | ooked out. After a single
gl ance, he quickly averted his eyes. "Oh, ny," he said in a
strangl ed whi sper.

Ce' Nedra giggled again, cane to his side, and burrowed her
way under his arm "lIsn't that sweet?" she said softly.

"I"'msure it is," he whispered back, "but I don't think we
ought to watch."

"Why not ?"

The flower Liselle on the water had floated across the
intervening and Silk, his expression bermused, picked it up and
smelled it. "Yours, | believe," he said, holding it out to the
pal e-skinned girl sharing the pool with him

"Why, vyes, | believe it is," she replied. "But you haven't
answered ny question."”

"Whi ch question?”

"What are you going to do about this?"

“I''"l'l think of something."



"Good. I'Il help you."

Garion firmy reached out and pulled the drape shut.

"Spoi | sport," Ce' Nedra pout ed.

“Never nmind," he told her. "Now conme away fromthe
wi ndow. " He drew her out of the room "I can't understand what
she's up to," he said.

"I thought that was fairly obvious."

"Ce' Nedra!"

"She's seducing him Garion. She's been in love with him
since she was a little girl and she's finally decided to take
steps. I'mso happy for her that |I could just burst.” He
shook his head. "I will never understand wonen,"
he said. "Just when | think |'ve got everything worked out,
you all get together and change the rules. You woul dn't
beli eve what Aunt Pol said to ne just this norning."

"Ch? What was that?"

"She said that | ought to-" He stopped abruptly, his face
suddenly going beet red. "Ah -never mnd," he added | anely.

"What was it?"

“I"l'l tell you some other tine." He gave her a peculiar
| ook then. It was a | ook she thought she recognized.

"Have you taken your evening bath yet?" he asked with
exagger at ed casual ness.

“Not yet. Why?"

"I thought | might join you -if you don't mnd."

Ce' Nedra artfully lowered her lashes. "If you really want
she said in a girlish voice.

“I''"l'l light sone candles in there,
bit bright, don't you think?"

"What ever you prefer, dear."

"And | think I'Il bring in the wine, too. It mght help us
to relax."

Ce' Nedra felt an exultant little surge of triunph. For
some reason her irritability had entirely disappeared. "I
think that would be just lovely, dear."

"Well," he said, extending a slightly trenbling hand to
her, "shall we go in, then?"

"Why don't we?"

to,

he said. "The lanmp's a

CHAPTER TEN

The foll owi ng norning when they gathered for breakfast,
Silk's expression was faintly abstracted as if he had just
realized that sonmeone had sonehow out bargained him The little
man steadfastly refused to | ook at Vel vet, who kept her eyes
dermurely on the bow of strawberries and cream she was eating.

"You seema trifle out of sorts this norning, Prince
Khel dar," Ce'Nedra said to himin an of fhand manner, though
her eyes sparkled with suppressed mrth. "Watever is the
mat t er ?"

He threw her a quick, suspicious | ook.

"There, there," she said, fondly patting his hand. "I'm
sure that you'll feel nmuch better after breakfast."

“I"'mnot very hungry," he replied. Hi s voice was just a
little sullen. He stood up abruptly. "I think I'Il go for a

wal k, " he said.
"But ny dear fellow " she protested, "you haven't eaten



your strawberries. They're absolutely delicious, aren't they,
Li sel | e?"

“Marvel ous," the blond girl agreed with only the faintest
hi nt of her di npl es show ng.

Silk's scowm deepened, and he marched resolutely toward
t he door.

“"May | have yours, Kheldar?" Velvet called after him

"If you're not going to eat them that is?"

He sl ammred the door as he went out, and Ce' Nedra and
Vel vet expl oded into gales of silvery laughter.

"What's this?" Pol gara asked them

"Ch, nothing," Ce'Nedra said, still laughing. "Nothing at
all, Lady Polgara. Qur Prince Kheldar had a little adventure
[ ast night that didn't turn out exactly the way he expected it
to."

Vel vet gave Ce' Nedra a quick |look and flushed slightly.
Then she | aughed agai n.

Pol gara | ooked at the giggling pair, and then one of her
eyebrows went up. "Oh. | see," she said.

The flush on Velvet's cheeks grew rosier, although she
continued to | augh.

"Ch, dear." Pol gara sighed.

"I's somet hing wong, Pol?" Durnik asked her

She | ooked at the good, honest man, assessing his strict
Sendarian principles. "Just a small conplication, Durnik," she
replied, "Nothing that can't be nanaged."

"That's good." He pushed back his bow. "Do you need ne
for anything this norning?"

“"No, dear," she replied, kissing him

He returned her kiss and then stood up, |ooking across the
table at Toth and Eriond, who sat waiting expectantly. "Shal
we go then?" he asked them

The three of themtrooped out, their faces alight with
antici pation.

"I wonder how long it's going to take themto enpty al
the fish out of that pond," Pol gara nused.

"Forever, |'mafraid, Lady Polgara," Sadi told her
poppi ng a strawberry into his nmouth. "The grounds keepers
restock it every night."

She sighed. "I was afraid of that," she said.

About midnorning, Garion was pacing up and down one of the
I ong, echoing halls. He felt irritable, and a sort of
frustrated i npatience seemed to wei gh hi mdown. The urgent
need to get to Ashaba before Zandramms escaped hi m agai n was
so constantly on his mnd now that he could think of al nost
not hi ng el se. Although they had cone up with several possible
schenes, Silk, Velvet, and Sadi were still searching for a
suitabl e diversion -sonething startling enough to draw off
Brador's secret policenmen so that they could all make good
their escape. There was obviously little chance of changing
Zakath's mind; and it began to look increasingly as if Garion
and his friends were going to have to "do it the other way."
as Belgarath sometinmes put it. Despite his occasional threats
to Zakath, Garion didn't really want to do that. He was quite
sure that to do so would permanently end his grow ng
friendship with the strange man who ruled Mall orea. He was
honest enough to adnit that it was not only the friendship he
woul d regret losing but the political possibilities inplicit



in the situation as well

He was about to return to his roons when a
scarlet-liveried servant came up to him "Your Myjesty," the
servant said with a deep bow, "Prince Khel dar asked ne to find
you for him He'd like to have a word with you."

"Where is he?" Garion asked.

“I'n the formal garden near the north wall of the conpl ex,
your Majesty. There's a half-drunk Nadrak with him-and a
woman with a remarkably foul nouth. You wouldn't believe sone
of the things she said to ne."

“I think I know her," Garion replied with a faint snile
“I"d believe it." He turned then and wal ked briskly through
the hallways and out into the pal ace grounds.

Yar bl ek had not changed. Though it was pleasantly warmin
the neatly manicured formal garden, he nonetheless still wore
his shabby felt overcoat and his shaggy fur hat. He was
sprawli ed on a nmarbl e bench under a |eafy arbor with a broached
al e keg conveniently al hand.

Vella, as lush as ever, wandered idly anong the
fl owerbeds, dressed in her tight-fitting Nadrak vest and
| eather trousers. Her silver-hilted daggers protruded fromthe
tops of her boots and from her belt, and her wal k was stil
t hat same chal | engi ng, sensual strut, a manneri sm she had
practiced for so long that it was by now automatic and
probably even unconscious. Silk sat on the grass near
Yar bl ek' s bench, and he, too, held - an ale cup

"I was just about to conme | ooking for you," he said as
Gari on approached.

The rangy Yarbl ek squinted at Garion. "Well, well," he
said, blinking owishly, "if it isn't the boy-King of Riva. |
see that you're still wearing that big sword of yours.”

"It's a habit," Garion shrugged. "You're |ooking well
Yarbl ek -aside frombeing a little drunk, that is.”

"“I"ve been cutting down," Yarblek said rather piously. "MWy
stomach isn't what it used to be."

" Did you happen to see Belgarath on your way here?" Silk
asked Garion.

"No. Should I have?"

"I sent for him too. Yarblek's got some information for
us, and I want the old man to get it firsthand."

Garion | ooked at Silk's coarse-faced partner.
have you been in Mal Zeth?" he asked.

"We got in last night," Yarblek replied, dipping his cup
into the ale keg again." Dolmar told nme that you were all here
in the palace, so | came by this norning to | ook you up."

"How | ong are you going to stay in town?" Silk asked him

Yar bl ek tugged at his scraggly beard and squinted up at
the arbor. "That's kind of hard to say," he said. "Dol mar
pi cked up nost of what | need, but | want to nose around the
markets a bit. There's a Tol nedran in Boktor who said that
he's interested in uncut gem stones. | could pick up a quick
fortune on that transaction -particularly if | could sneak the
st ones past Drasni an custons."”

"Don't Queen Porenn's custonms agents search your packs
pretty thoroughly?" Garion asked him

"Fromtop to bottom" Yarblek | aughed, " And they pat ne
down as well. They don't, however, lay one finger on Vella.
They' ve all |earned how quick she is with her daggers. |'ve

How | ong



made back what | paid for her a dozen tines over by hiding
little packages here and there in her clothes." He | aughed
coarsely. "And of course the hiding is sort of fun, too." He
bel ched t hunderously.

"Par'me," he said.

Bel garath canme across the lawn. The old nman had resisted
all of Zakath's tactful offers of |ess disreputable rainent,

and still wore, defiantly, Garion thought, his stained tunic,
pat ched hose, and m snat ched boots.
"Well, | see that you finally got here," he said to

Yar bl ek wi t hout any preanbl e.

"I got tied up in Mal Camat," the Nadrak replied. "Ka
Zakath i s commandeering ships all up and down the west-coast
to bring his arnmy back from stinking Cthol Murgos. | had to
hire boats and hide themin the marshes north of the ruins of
Cthol M shrak." He pointed at the ale keg. "You want sonme of
thi s?" he asked.

“Naturally. Have you got another cup?”

Yar bl ek patted here and there at his vol unmi nous coat,
reached into an inside pocket, and drew out a squat, dented
t ankard.

“I like a man who cones prepared.”

"“A proper host is always ready. Help yourself. Just try
not to spill too nuch." The Nadrak | ooked at Garion. " How
about you?" he asked. "I think |I could find another cup"

“"No. Thanks anyway, Yarblek. It's alittle early for ne.

Then a short, gaudily dressed man canme around the arbor
His clothes were a riot of frequently conflicting colors. One
sl eeve was green, the other red. One |l eg of his hose was
striped in pink and yellow and the other covered with | arge
bl ue pol ka dots. He wore a tall, pointed cap with a bel
attached to the peak. It was not his outrageous clothing that
was SO surprising, however. What caught Garion's eye first was
the fact that the nan was quite casually wal ki ng on his hands
with both feet extended into the air. "Did | hear sonebody
of fer sonebody a little drap of sonmethin' to drink" he asked

in a strange, lilting brogue that Garion did not quite
recogni ze.
Yar bl ek gave the colorful little fellow a sour | ook and

reached i nside his coat again.

The acrobat flexed his shoulders, thrusting himself into
the air, flipped over in mdair, and | anded on his feet. He
briskly brushed off his hands and cane toward Yarblek with an
ingratiating smle. His face was nondescript, the kind of face
that would be forgotten al nbst as soon as it was seen, but for
some reason, it seemed to Garion to be naggingly famliar

"“Ah, good master Yarblek," the man said to Silk's partner,
“I"msure that yer the kindest man alive. | was near to
perishin' of thirst, don't y' know?" He took the cup, dipped
into the ale keg, and drank noisily. Then he let out his
breath with a gusty sound of appreciation.

"Tis a good brew ye have there, Master Yarblek," he said,
di ppi ng again into the keg.

Bel garath had a peculiar expression on his face, partly
puzzl ed but at the sanme tine partially anused.

"He came tagging along when we left Mal Camat," Yarbl ek
told them "Vella finds himanusing, so | haven't chased him
off yet. She turns a little shrill when she doesn't get her



own wary."
"The nane is Fel degast, fine gentlenen,"” the gaudy little
fell ow introduced hinself with an exaggerated bow. "Fel degast

the juggler. | be also an acrobat -as ye've seen fer
yerselves- a conedi an of no nmean ability, and an acconpli shed
magi cian. | can baffle yer eyes with me unearthly skill at
prestidigitation, don't y' know. | kin also play rousin' tunes

on a little wooden whistle -or, if yer nmood be nel ancholy, |
kin play ye sad songs on the lute to bring a lunp to yer
throat and fill yer eyes with sweet, gentle tears. Wuld ye be
wantin' to witness sone of ne unspeakabl e tal ent?"

“"Maybe a little later," Belgarath told him his eyes stil
alittle benmused. "Ri ght now we have sone business to
di scuss. "

"Take another cup of ale and go entertain Vella,
conedi an,” Yarblek said to him "Tell her sone nore off-color
stories.”

" '"Twill be me eternal delight, good Master Yarblek," the
outrageous fellow said grandly. "She's a good strappin' wench
with a lusty sense of hunor and a fine appreciation fer bawdy
stories." He dipped out nore ale and then capered across the
| awn toward the dark-haired Nadrak girl.

" Disgusting," Yarblek growl ed, |ooking after him "sone
of the stories he tells her nake nmy ears bum but the nastier
they are, the harder she |l aughs." He shook his head noodily.

"Let's get down to business," Belgarath said. "W need to
know what's going on in Karanda right now " "That's sinple,"”
Yarbl ek told him "Mengha, that's what's going on. Mengha and
his cursed denons."

"Dolmar filled us in," Silk said. "W know about what
happened at Calida and about the way that Karands are fl ocking
into join his arny fromall over the seven kingdons. |Is he
maki ng any noves toward the south yet?"

“Not that |'ve heard," Yarblek replied. "He seens to be
consolidating things through the north right now. He's
whi pping all of the Karands into hysteria, though. |If Zakath
doesn't do sonething quickly, he's going to have a full-scale
revolution on his hands. | can tell you, though, that it's not
safe to travel in northern Karanda right now. Mengha's
shri eki ng Karands control everything to the coast of Zanmed."

"W have to go to Ashaba,"” Garion told him

"I wouldn't advise it," Yarblek said bluntly. "The Karands
are picking up some very unsavory habits."

"Oh?" Silk said.

“I"man Angarak," Yarblek said, "and |'ve been watching
Grolims cut out human hearts to offer to Torak since | was a
boy, but what's happening in Karanda turns even ny stomach.
The Karands stake captives out on the ground and then call up
their denobns. The denobns are all getting fat."

"Whul d you care to be a little nore specific?”

“"Not really. Use your inmmgination, Silk. You' ve been in
Mori ndl and. You know what denons eat."

"You're not serious!"

"Oh, yes -and the Karands eat the scraps. As | said -sone
very unsavory habits. There are al so some runors about the
denons breeding with human feral es.”

"That's aboni nabl e!" Garion gasped.

"It is indeed," Yarblek agreed with him "The wonen



usually don't survive their pregnancies, but |'ve heard of a
fewlive births.”

"We have to put a stop to that," Belgarath said bl eakly.

"Good luck," Yarblek said. "Me, |I'mgoing back to Gar og
Nadrak just as soon as | can get my caravan put together. |I'm
not goi ng anywhere near Mengha -or the tanme denpn he keeps on
a leash."

"Nahaz?" Garion asked.

"You' ve heard the nane then?"

"Dol mar told us."

"We should probably start with him Bel garath said. "If
we can drive Nahaz back to where he canme from it's likely
that the rest. of the denmons will follow their lord."

"Neat trick," Yarblek grunted.

"I have certain resources,” the old man told him "Once
t he denbpns are gone, Mengha won't have anything left but a
ragtag arny of Karandese fanatics. We'll be able to go on
about our business and | eave the nmopping up to Zakath." He
smled briefly. "That nmight occupy his mnd enough to keep him
from breat hi ng down our necks."

Vel l a was | aughi ng raucously as she and Fel degast the
juggl er approached the arbor. The little conmedi an was wal ki ng
on his hands again -erratically and with his feet waving
ludicrously in the air

"He tells a good story,"” the lush-bodied Nadrak girl said,
still laughing, "but he can't hold his Iiquor."

"I didn't think he drank all that much," Silk said.

"It wasn't the ale that fuddled himso bad," she replied.
She drew a silver flask fromunder her belt. "I gave hima
pull or two at this." Her eyes suddenly sparkled with
m schief. "Care to try some, Silk?" she offered, holding out
t he flask.

"What's in it?" he asked suspiciously.

"Just a little drink we brew in Gar og Nadrak," she said

i nnocently. "It's as nmld as nothers' mlk." She denpnstrated
by taking a long drink fromthe fl ask.

"' hlass?"

She nodded.

"No thanks." He shuddered. "The last time | drank that, |
lost track of a whole week."

"Don't be so chicken-livered, Silk," she told him
scornfully. She took another drink. "See? It doesn't hurt a
bit." She | ooked at Garion. "My lord," she said to him "How s
your pretty little wife?"

"She's well, Vella."

"I"'mglad to hear that. Have you got her pregnhant again
yet ?"

Garion flushed. "No," he replied.

"You're wasting tinme, ny lord. Wiy don't you run back to
t he pal ace and chase her around the bedrooma tinme or two?"

Then she turned to Belgarath. "Wl | ?" she said to him

"Wl |l what ?"

She snoothly drew one of her knives fromher belt. "Wuld
you like to try again?" she asked, turning deliberately so
that her well-rounded posterior was available to him

"Ah, thanks all the sane, Vella," he said with a kind
massive dignity, "But it's a bit early

"That's all right, old man," she said. "I'mready for you



this time. Any tinme you're in a patting frane of mnd, fee
free. | sharpened all ny knives before we cane -especially for
you. "

"You're too kind."

The drunken Fel degast lurched, tried to regain his
bal ance, and toppled over in an uncerenoni ous heap. Wen he
stunbled to his feet, his plain face was spl otched and
di storted, and he stood hunched over with his back bowed to
t he point where he al nost | ooked def ornmed.

“I think the girl got the best of you, ny friend,"

Bel garath said jovially as he noved quickly to help the

i nebriated juggler to right hinself. "You really ought to
strai ghten up, though. If you stand around bent over I|ike
that, you'll tie your insides in knots."

Garion saw his grandfather's lips nmoving slightly as he
whi spered sonething to the tipsy entertainer. Then, so faint
that it was barely discernible, he felt the surge of the old
man's will.

Fel degast strai ghtened, his face buried in his hands. "Oh
dear, oh dear, oh dear," he said. "Have y' poisoned nme, ne
girl?" he demanded of Vella. "I can't remenber ever bein'
taken by the drink so fast." He took his hands away. The
spl otches and distortion were gone fromhis face, and he
| ooked as he had before.

"Don't ever try to drink with a Nadrak woman," Bel garath
advised him "particularly when she's the one who brewed the
liquor.”

"It seens that | heard a snatch of conversation whilst |
was entertainin' the wench hew. |Is it Karanda ye be talkin'
about -and the woeful things happenin' there?”

"W were," Belgarath admitted.

"I display ne talents betines in wayside inns and taverns
-for pennies and a drink or two, don't y' know and a great
deal of information cones into places like that. Sonetines if
ye make a man | augh and be nerry, ye kin draw nore out of him

than ye can with silver or strong drink. As it happened, | was
in such a place not long ago -dazzlin' the onlookers with the
brilliance of nme performance- and happens that whilst | was

there, a wayfarer cane in fromthe east. A great brute of a
man he was, and he told us the distressful news from Karanda.
And after he had eaten and finished nmore pots of good strong
al e than was good for him | sought himout and questioned him
further. A man in ne profession can't never know too much
about the places where he m ght be called upon to display his
art, don't y' know. This great brute of a man, who shoul d not
have feared anythin' that wal ks, was shakin' and trenblin'
like a frightened babe, and he tells nme that | should stay out
of Karanda as | valued nme |life. And then he tells nme a very
strange thing, which | have not yet put the nmeanin' to, He
tells ne that the road between Calida and Mal Yaska is thick
with nmessengers goin' to and fro, hither and yon. Isn't that
an amazin' thing? How could a man account fer it? But there be
strange things goin' on in the world, good masters, and
wonders to behold that no man at all could ever begin to
i magi ne. "

The juggler's lilting brogue was al nbst hypnotic in its
charmand liquidity, and Garion found hi nsel f sonmehow caught
up in the really quite conmonpl ace narrative. He felt a



pecul i ar di sappointnent as the gaudy little man broke off his
story.

"I hope that ne tale has brought ye sone snal
entertai nnent an' enlightennment, good masters," Fel degast said
ingratiatingly, his grass-stained hand held out suggestively.
"I make me way in the world with me wits and ne talents,
givin' of themas free as the birds, but I'mgrateful fer
little tokens of appreciation, don't y' know "

"Pay him" Belgarath said shortly to Garion.

"What ?"

"G ve himsonme nmoney."

Garion sighed and reached for the | eather purse at his
bel t.

“"May the Gods all smile down on ye, young nmster,"
Fel degast thanked Garion effusively for the few small coins
whi ch changed hands. Then he | ooked slyly at Vella. "Tell ne,
me girl," he said, "have ye ever heard the story of the
m | kmai d and the peddler? | nust give ye fair warnin' that
it's a naughty little story, and |I'd be covered with shame to
bring a blush to yer fair cheeks."

"I haven't blushed since | was fourteen,

Vella said to
hi m

"Well then, why don't we go apart a ways, an' |'Ill see if
I can't renedy that? I'"'mtold that blushin' is good fer the
conpl exi on. "

Vel |l a | aughed and foll owed hi m back out onto the | awn.

"Silk," Belgarath said brusquely, "I need that diversion
-now. "

"We don't really have anything put together yet," Silk
obj ect ed.

“"Make sonething up, then," The old man turned to Yarbl ek.
" And | don't want you to |eave Mal Zeth until | give you the
word. | might need you here."

"What's the matter, Grandfather?" Garion asked.

"We have to | eave here as quickly as possible."

Qut on the lawn, Vella stood w de-eyed and with the pal ns
of her hands pressed to her flam ng cheeks.

"Ye'll have to admit that | warned ye, ne girl," Fel degast
chortled triunmphantly. "Wiich is nmore than | can say about the
deceitful way ye slipped yer dreadful brewinto me craw. " He
| ooked at her admiringly. "I must say, though, that ye bl oom
like a red, red rose when ye blush like that, and yer a joy to
behol d in yer nmidenlike confusion. Tell me, have ye by chance
heard the one about the shepherdess and the knight-errant?"

Vel la fl ed.

That afternoon, Silk, who normally avoi ded anything
renmotely resenbling physical exertion, spent several hours in
the leafy atriumin the center of the east wing, busily piling
stones across the nouth of the tiny rivulet of fresh,
sparkling water which fed the pool at the center of the little
garden. Garion watched curiously fromthe w ndow of his
sitting roomuntil he could stand it no |onger. He went out
into the atriumto confront the sweating little Drasnian. "Are
you taking up | andscapi ng as a hobby?" he asked.

“No," Silk replied, nopping his forehead, "just taking a
little precaution, is all.”

"Precaution agai nst what?"

Silk held up one finger. "Wait," he said, gauging the



| evel of the water rising behind his inprovised dam After a

nonment, the water began to spill over into the pool with a
| oud gurgling and splashing. "Noisy, isn't it?" he said
proudly.

"Wn't that make sleep in these surrounding roons a little
hard?" Garion asked.

"It's also going to nmake listening al nost inpossible," the
little man said snugly. "As soon as it gets dark, why don't
you and | and Sadi and Liselle gather here. W need to talk,
and nmy cheerful little waterfall should cover what we say to
each ot her."

"Why after dark?"

Silk slyly laid one finger alongside his |ong, pointed
nose. "So that the night will hide our lips fromthose police
who don't use their ears to listen with."

"That's clever," Garion said.

"Why, yes. | thought so nyself." Then Silk nmade a sour
face. "Actually, it was Liselle's idea," he confessed.

Garion smled. "But she let you do the work."

Silk grunted. "She claimed that she didn't want to break

any of her fingernails. | was going to refuse, but she threw
her dinples at ne, and | gave in."
"She uses those very well, doesn't she? They're nore

dangerous than your knives."
“Are you trying to be funny, Garion?"
"Would | do that, old friend?"

As the soft spring evening descended over Mal Zeth, Garion
joined his three friends in the dimatrium beside Silk's
spl ashing waterfall.

"Very nice work, Kheldar," Velvet conplinmented the little
man.

"Ch, shut up."

"Why, Khel dar!"

"All right," Garion said, by way of calling the nmeeting to
order, "what have we got that we can work with? Bel garath
wants us out of Mal Zeth al npst inmediately.”

"“I"ve been follow ng your advice, Belgarion," Sad
nmurmured, "and |'ve been concentrating nmy attention on Baron
Vasca. He's a man of eminent corruption and he has his fingers
in so many pies that he sonetines |oses track of just who's
bri bing him at any given nonent."

"Exactly what's he up to right now?" Garion asked.

"He's still trying to take over the Bureau of Mlitary
Procurenent,"” Velvet reported. "That bureau is controlled by
the General Staff, however. It's nostly conposed of col onels,
but there's a General Bregar serving as Bureau Chief. The
colonels aren't too greedy, but Bregar has a |arge payroll. He
has to spread quite a bit of money around anong his fell ow
generals to keep Vasca in check."

Garion thought about that. "Aren't you bribing Vasca as
wel | ?" he asked SilKk.

Silk nodded glumy. "The price is going up, though. The
consortium of Melcene nerchant barons is laying a |ot of noney
in his path, trying to get himto restrict Yarblek and ne to
t he west-coast."

"Can he raise any sort of force? Fighting nmen, | nean?"

"He has contacts with a fair nunber of robber chiefs,"”



Sadi replied, "and they have sonme pretty rough and ready
fell ows working for them"

"I's there any band operating out of Mal Zeth right now?"

Sadi coughed rather delicately. "I just brought a string
of wagons down from Camat," he admitted. "Agricultura
products for the nobst part.”

Garion gave hima hard | ook. "I thought | asked you not to
do that anynore.”

"The crop had already been harvested, Belgarion," the
eunuch protested. "It doesn't nmke sense to just let it rot in
the fields, does it?"

"That's sound busi ness thinking, Garion," Silk interceded.

"Anyway, " Sadi hurried on, "the band that's handling the
harvesting and transport for me is one of the largest in this
part of Mallorea -two or three hundred anyway, and | have a
goodly nunber of stout fellows involved in | oca
di stribution."

"You did all this in just a few weeks?" Garion was
i ncredul ous.

"One nakes very little profit by allowing the grass to
grow under one's feet," Sadi stated piously.

"Well put," Silk approved.

"Thank you, Prince Kheldar."

Garion shook his head in defeat. "Is there any way you can
get your bandits into the pal ace grounds?”

"Bandi ts?" Sadi sounded injured.

“Isn't that what they are?"

"I prefer to think of them as entrepreneurs."”

"What ever. Can you get themin?"

"I sort of doubt it, Belgarion. What did you have in
m nd?"

"I thought we mght offer their services to Baron Vasca to
help in his forthconmi ng confrontation with the General Staff."
"I's there going to be a confrontation?" Sadi | ooked

surprised. "I hadn't heard about that."

"That's because we haven't arranged it yet. Vasca's going
to find out -probably tonmorrow that his activities have
irritated the General Staff, and that they're going to send
troops into his offices to arrest himand to dig through his
records to find enough incrimnating evidence to take to the
Enperor."

"That's brilliant," Silk said.

"I liked it -but it won't work unless Vasca's got enough
men to hold off a fair number of troops."

"It can still work," Sadi said. "At about the sane tinme
that Vasca finds out about his inpending arrest, 1'Il offer
himthe use of ny nmen. He can bring theminto the pal ace
conpl ex under the guise of workmen. All the Bureau Chiefs are
continually renovating their offices. It has to do with
status, | think."

"What's the plan here, Garion?" Silk asked.

"I want open fighting right here in the halls of the
pal ace. That should attract the attention of Brador's
pol i cenmen”

"He was born to be a King, wasn't he?" Velvet approved.
"Only royalty has the ability to devise a deception of that
scale.”

"Thanks," Garion said dryly. "It's not going to work,



t hough, if Vasca just takes up defensive positions in his
bureau offices. W also have to persuade himto strike first.
The soldiers won't really be com ng after him so we're going
to have to meke himstart the fight hinself.
VWhat kind of man is Vasca?"

"Deceitful, greedy, and not really all that bright," Silk
replied.

"Can he be pressured into any kind of rashness?”

"Probably not. Bureaucrats tend to be cowardly. | don't
think he'd make a nove until he sees the soldiers com ng"
"I believe | can make him bolder," Sadi said. "I have

sonmething very nice in a green vial that would make a nouse
attack a lion."

Garion nade a face. "I don't nmuch care for that way," he
sai d.

"It's the results that count, Belgarion," Sadi pointed
out. "If things are that urgent right now, delicate feelings
m ght be a luxury we can't afford.”

"All right," Garion decided. "Do whatever you have to."

"Once things are in notion, | nmight be able to throwin
just a bit of additional confusion," Velvet said. "The King of
Pallia and the Prince Regent of Delchin both have sizable
retinues, and they're on the verge of open war anyway. There's
al so the King of Veresebo, who's so senile that he distrusts

everybody. | could probably persuade each of themthat any
turmoil in the halls is directed at them personally. They'd
put their men-at-arns into the corridors at the first sound of
fighting."

“"Now that's got sone interesting possibilities," Silk
sai d, rubbing his hands together gleefully. "A five-way braw
in the pal ace ought to give us all the opportunity we need to
| eave town."

"And it wouldn't necessarily have to be confined to the
pal ace,” Sadi added thoughtfully. "A bit of judicious
m sdirection could probably spread it out into the city
itself. A general riot in the streets would attract quite a
bit of attention, wouldn't you say?"

"How long would it take to set it up?" Garion asked.

Silk | ooked at his partners in crine. "Three days?" he
asked them "Maybe four?" They both considered it, then
nodded.

"That's it then, Garion," Silk said. "Three or four days."

"All right. Doit."

They all turned and started back toward the entrance to
the atrium "Margravine Liselle," Sadi said firmy.

"Yes, Sadi?"

“I"l'l take nmy snake back now, if you don't mnd."

"Ch, of course, Sadi." She reached into her bodice for
Zith.

Silk's face blanched, and he stepped back quickly.

"Sonet hi ng wrong, Khel dar?" she asked innocently.

"Never mind." The little man turned on his heel and went
on through the green-snelling evening gesticulating and
talking to hinself.

CHAPTER ELEVEN



Hi s name was Bal sca. He was a rheuny-eyed seafaring man
wi th bad habits and nedi ocre skills who hailed from Kaduz, a
fish-reeking town on one of the northern Ml cene |Islands. He
had signed on as a conmon deck hand for the past six years
aboard a | eaky nmerchant man grandi osely named The Star of
Jarot, commanded by an irascible peg-leg captain from Cel anta
who called hinmself "Wodfoot," a colorful name which Bal sca
privately suspected was designed to conceal the captain's true
identity fromthe maritinme authorities.

Bal sca did not |ike Captain Wodfoot. Balsca had not |iked
any ships' officers since he had been sunmmarily

fl ogged ten years back for pilfering grog fromship's stores
aboard a ship of the line in the Mllorean navy.

Bal sca had nursed his grievance fromthat incident unti
he had found an opportunity to junp ship, and then he had gone
in search of kindlier masters and nore understandi ng officers
in the merchant marine.

He had not found them aboard The Star of Jarot.

Hi s nost recent disillusionment had come about as the
result of a difference of views with the ship's bosun, a
heavy-fisted rascal from Pannor in Rengel. That altercation
had | eft Balsca without his front teeth, and his vigorous
protest to the captain had evoked jeering |aughter foll owed by
hi s bei ng uncerenoni ously ki cked off the quarterdeck by a
nai |l -studded | eg constructed of solid oak. The humliation and
the brui ses were bad enough, but the splinters which festered
for weeks in Balsca's behind made it al nbst inpossible for him
to sit down, and sitting down was Balsca's favorite position.

He brooded about it, leaning on the starboard rail wel
out of Captain Wodfoot's view and staring out at the
| ead-gray swells surging through the straits of Perivor as The
Star of Jarot beat her way northwesterly past the swanpy coast
of the sout hwestern Dal asi an Protectorates and on around the
savage breakers engulfing the Turrim Reef. By the tine they
had cl eared the reef and turned due north along the desol ate
coast of Finda, Balsca had concluded that |ife was going out
of its way to treat himunfairly, and that he m ght be far
better off seeking his fortune ashore.

He spent several nights prowing through the cargo hold
with a well-shielded |antern until he found the conceal ed
conpart nent where Wodf oot had hi dden a nunber of snall,
val uable items that he didn't want to trouble the custons
people with. Balsca's patched canvas sea bag picked up a fair
anmount of weight rather quickly that night.

When The Star of Jarot dropped anchor in the harbor of M
Gemila, Balsca feigned illness and refused his shipnates’
suggestion that he go ashore with them for the customary
end- of - voyage carouse. He lay instead in his hammock, npaning
theatrically. Late during the dog watch, he pulled on his
tarred canvas sea coat, the only thing of any value that he
owned, picked up his sea bag and went on silent feet up on
deck. The solitary watch, as Balsca had anticipated, |ay
snoring in the scuppers, snuggled up to an earthenware jug;
there were no lights in the aft cabins, where Wodfoot and his
officers lived in idle luxury; and the nmoon had al ready set. A
smal | ship's boat swung on a painter on the starboard side,
and Bal sca deftly dropped his sea bag into it, swung over the



rail, and silently left The Star of Jarot forever. He felt no
particul ar regret about that. He did not even pause to nutter
a curse at the vessel which had been his hone for the past six
years. Bal sca was a phil osophical sort of fellow Once he had
escaped from an unpl easant situation, he no | onger held any
grudges.

When he reached the docks, he sold the small ship's boat
to a beady-eyed nan with a m ssing right hand.

Bal sca feigned drunkenness during the transaction, and
the mai med man -who had undoubtedly had his hand chopped off
as punishnent for theft- paid himquite a bit nmore for the
boat than woul d have been the case had the sale taken place in
broad daylight. Balsca i medi ately knew what that neant. He
shoul dered his sea bag, staggered up the wharf, and began to
clinb the steep cobbl estone street fromthe harbor. At the
first corner, he nade a sudden turn to the left and ran like a
deer, leaving the surprised press gang the beady-eyed man had
sent after himfloundering far behind. Bal sca was stupid,
certainly, but he was no fool

He ran until he was out of breath and quite sone distance

fromthe harbor with all its dangers. He passed a nunber of
al ehouses along the way, regretfully perhaps, but there was
still business to attend to, and he needed his wits about him

Inadimlittle establishnent, well hidden up a dank
smelly all eyway, he sold Captain Wodfoot's snuggl ed
treasures, bargaining down to the |last copper with the grossly
fat woman who ran the place. He even traded his sea coat for a
| andsman's tunic, and energed fromthe alley with all trace of
the sea renoved fromhim except for the rolling gait of a man
whose feet have not touched dry land for several nonths.

He avoi ded the harbor with its press gangs and cheap grog
shops and chose instead a quiet street that nmeandered past
boar ded- up warehouses. He followed that until he found a
sedat e wor kman' s al ehouse where a buxom barnmai d rat her
sullenly served him Her mood, he surnmised, was the result of
the fact that he was her only custoner, and that she had quite
obviously intended to close the doors and seek her bed -or
sonmeone else's, for all he knew. He jollied her into sone
senmbl ance of good hunor for an hour or so, left a few pennies
on the table, and squeezed her anple bottom by way of
farewell. Then he lurched into the enpty street in search of
further adventure.

He found true |l ove under a snoky torch on the coner.

Her name, she said, was El owanda. Bal sca suspected that
she was not being entirely honest about that, but it was not
her name he was interested in. She was quite young and quite
obvi ously sick. She had a racking cough, a hoarse, croaking
voi ce, and her reddened nose ran constantly. She was not
particularly clean and she exuded the rank snell of a week or
nore of dried sweat. Bal sca, however, had a sailor's strong
stomach and an appetite whetted by six nonths' enforced
abstinence at sea. El owanda was not very pretty, but she was
cheap. After a brief haggle, she led himto a rickety crib in
an alley that reeked of noldy sewage. Although he was quite
drunk, Bal sca grappled with her on a lunpy pallet until dawn
was staining the eastem sky.

It was noon when he awoke with a throbbing head. He m ght
have sl ept |onger, but the cry of a baby coming froma wooden



box in the corner drove into his ears like a sharp knife. He
nudged the pal e worman |ying beside him hoping that she would
rise and quiet her squalling brat. She noved linply under his
hand, her linbs flaccid.

He nudged her again, harder this tinme. Then he rose up and
| ooked at her. Her stiff face was |ocked in a dreadful rictus
-a hideous grin that nmade his blood run cold. He suddenly
realized that her skin was like clamy ice. He jerked his hand
away, swearing under his breath. He reached out gingerly and
peel ed back one of her eyelids. He swore again.

The woman who had call ed herself El owanda was as dead as
| ast week's macker el

Bal sca rose and quickly pulled on his clothes. He searched
the room t horoughly, but found nothing worth stealing except
for the few coins he had given the dead worman the previous
ni ght. He took those, then glared at the naked corpse |ying on
the pallet. "Rotten whore!" he said and kicked her once in the
side. She rolled linply off the pallet and lay face down on
the floor.

Bal sca sl ammed out into the stinking alley, ignoring the
wai | i ng baby he had | eft behind him

He had a few nonents' concern about the possibility of
certain social diseases. Sonmething had killed El owanda, and he
had not really been all that rough with her. As a precaution,
he muttered an old sailors' incantation which was said to be
particularly efficacious in warding off the pox; reassured, he
went | ooking for sonething to drink.

By m daftenmoon, he was pleasantly drunk and he |urched out
of a congenial little wine shop and stopped, swaying slightly,
to consider his options. By now Whodf oot would certainly have
di scovered that his hidden cabinet was enpty and that Bal sca
had junped ship. Since Wodfoot was a man of limted
i magi nati on, he and his officers would certainly be
concentrating their search along the waterfront. It would take
them some tine to realize that their quarry had noved sonewhat
beyond the sight, if not the snell, of salt water. Bal sca
prudently decided that if he were to maintain his | ead on his
vengeful former captain, it was probably time for himto head
inland. It occurred to him noreover, that someone m ght have
seen himw th El owanda, and that her body probably had been
found by now. Balsca felt no particular responsibility for her
deat h, but he was by nature slightly shy about talking with
policemen. Al in all, he decided, it mght just be tinme to
| eave Mal GCemil a.

He started out confidently, striding toward the east gate
of the city; but after several blocks, his feet began to hurt.
He | oitered outside a warehouse where several worknen were
| oading a | arge wagon. He carefully stayed out of sight unti
the work was nearly done, then heartily offered to lend a
hand. He put two boxes on the wagon, then sought out the
teanster, a shaggy-bearded man snelling strongly of nules.

"Where be ye bound, friend?" Balsca asked himas if out
of idle curiousity.

“Mal Zeth," the teanster replied shortly.

"What an ammzi ng coi nci dence," Bal sca excl ai ned.
"I have business there nyself." In point of fact, Balsca had
cared very little where the teanster and his wagon had been
bound. Al he wanted to do was to go inland to avoid Wodf oot



or the police. "What say | ride along, with you -for conpany?"

"I don't get all that |onesone," the teanster said
churlishly.

Bal sca sighed. It was going to be one of those days.

“I"'d be willing to pay,"” he offered sadly.

"How much?"

“I don't really have very nuch."

"Ten coppers," the teanster said flatly.

"Ten? | haven't got that much."

"You'd better start walking then. It's that way."

Bal sca si ghed and gave in. " Al right," he said. "Ten."

"I n advance."

"Hal f now and hal f when we get to Mal Zeth."

"I n advance."

"That's hard."

" So's wal ki ng.

Bal sca stepped around a corner, reached into an inside
pocket, and carefully counted out the ten copper coins. The
horde he had accunulated as a result of his pilferage aboard
The Star of Jarot had dwi ndled alarm ngly. A nunber of
possibilities occurred to him He shifted his sheath knife
around until it was at his back. If the teanster slept soundly
enough and if they stopped for the night in sonme secluded
pl ace, Balsca was quite certain that he could ride into Ma
Zeth the proud owner of a wagon and a team of nmules -not to
mention whatever was in the boxes. Balsca had killed a few nmen
in his time -when it had been safe to do so- and he was not
particul arly squeam sh about cutting throats, if it was worth
his while.

The wagon clattered and creaked as it runbled al ong the
cobbled street in the slanting afternoon sunlight.

"Let's get a few things clear before we start,"” the
teanmster said. "I don't like to talk and I don't I|ike having
peopl e jabber at ne."

"Al right."

The teanmster reached back and picked up a w cked-I ooki ng
hat chet out of the wagon bed. "Now," he said, "give me your
knife."

"I don't have a knife."

The teamster reined in his nules. "Get out," he said
curtly.

"But | paid you?"

“Not enough for nme to take any chances with you. Cone up
with a knife or get out of ny wagon."

Bal sca glared at him then at the hatchet. Slowly he drew
out his dagger and handed it over.

"Good. I'Il give it back to you when we get to Mal Zeth.
Oh, by the way, | sleep with one eye open and with this in ny
fist." He held the hatchet in front of Balsca' s face. "If you
even cone near nme while we're on the road, I'll brain you."

Bal sca shrank back

“I"'mglad that we understand each other." The teanster
shook his reins, and they rumbled out of Mal Genmila

Bal sca was not feeling too well when they reached Ma
Zeth. He assuned at first that it was a result of the peculiar
swayi ng notion of the wagon. Though he had never been seasick
in all his years as a sailor, he was frequently | and-sick
This time, however, was sonmewhat different. His stomach, to be



sure, churned and heaved, but, unlike his previous bouts of
mal ai se, this time he also found that he was sweating
profusely, and his throat was so sore that he could barely
swal l ow. He had alternating bouts of chills and fever, and a
foul taste in his nouth.

The surly teanster dropped himoff at the main gates of
Mal Zeth, idly tossed his dagger at his feet and then squinted
at his former passenger. "You don't | ook so good," he
observed. "You ought to go see a physician or sonething."”

Bal sca made an indelicate sound. "People die in the hands
of physicians," he said, "or if they do nmanage to get well
they go away with enpty purses.”

"Suit yourself." The teanster shrugged and drove his wagon
into the city wi thout |ooking back

Bal sca directed a nunber of nuttered curses after him
bent, picked up his knife, and wal ked into Mal Zeth. He
wandered about for a tine, trying to get his bearings, then
finally accosted a man in a sea coat.

"Excuse nme, mate," he said, his voice raspy as a result of
his sore throat, "but where's a place where a man can get a
good cup of grog at a reasonable price?"

"Try the Red Dog Tavern," the sailor replied. "It's two
streets over on the corner.”

"Thanks, mate," Bal sca said.

“You don't look like you're feeling too good."

" Alittle touch of a cold, I think." Balsca flashed hima
toothless grin. "Nothing that a few cups of grog won't fix."

"That's the honest truth." The sailor |aughed his
agreenent. "It's the finest nedicine in the world." The Red
Dog Tavern was a dark grogshop that faintly resenbl ed the
forecastle of a ship. It had a | ow, beaned ceiling of dark
wood and porthol es instead of w ndows.

The proprietor was a bluff, red-faced man with tattoos on
both arns and an exaggerated touch of salt water in his
speech. His "Ahoys'' and "Mateys" began to get on Bal sca's
nerves after a while, but after three cups of grog, he didn't
m nd so nuch. His sore throat eased, his stonmach settled down,
and the trenbling in his hands ceased. He still, however, had
a splitting headache. He had two nore cups of grog and then
fell asleep with his head cradled on his crossed arns.

"“Ahoy, mate. Closing tinme," the Red Dog's proprietor said
some time |ater, shaking his shoul der

Bal sca sat up, blinking. "Mist have dropped off for a few
m nutes, " he nunbl ed hoarsely.

“"More like a few hours, nmatey." The man frowned, then laid
his hand on Bal sca's forehead. "You're burning up, matey," he
said. "You'd better get you to bed."

"Where's a good place to get a cheap roon?" Bal sca asked,
rising unsteadily. His throat hurt worse now than it had
before, and his stonmach was in knots again.

"Try the third door up the street. Tell themthat | sent

you.
Bal sca nodded, bought a bottle to take with him and
surreptitiously filched a rope-scarred marlinespi ke fromthe
rack beside the door on his way out. "Good tavern," he croaked
to the proprietor as he left. "I |like the way you' ve got it
fixed up."
The tattooed man nodded proudly. "My own idea,

he sai d.



"I thought to nyself that a seafaring man might like a
homel i ke sort of place to do his drinking in -even when he's
this far from deep water. Conme back again."

“I"l'l do that," Bal sca prom sed.

It took himabout a half an hour to find a solitary
passerby hurrying home with his head down and his hands jamed
into his tunic pockets. Bal sca stal ked himfor a block or so,
hi s rope-sol ed shoes nmaki ng no sound on the cobbl estones.

Then, as the passerby went by the dark nouth of an all eyway,
Bal sca stepped up behind himand rapped himsmartly across the
base of the skull with his marlinespi ke. The man dropped |ike
a pol e-axed ox. Bal sca had been in enough shipboard fights and
tavern brawl s to know exactly where and how hard to hit his
man. He rolled the fellow over, hit him alongside the head
once again just to be on the safe side, and then nethodically
began to go through the unconsci ous man's pockets. He found
several coins and a stout knife. He put the coins in his
pocket, tucked the knife under his broad |eather belt, and
pulled his victiminto the alley out of the light. Then he
went on down the street, whistling an old sea song.

He felt much worse the followi ng day. H s head throbbed,
and his throat was so swollen that he could barely talk. Hs
fever, he was sure, was higher, and his nose ran constantly.

It took three pulls on his bottle to quiet his stonach. He
knew that he should go out and get sonmething to eat, but the
t hought of food sickened him He took another |ong drink from
his bottle, lay back on the dirty bed in the room he had
rented, and fell back into a fitful doze.

When he awoke again, it was dark outside, and he was
shivering violently. He finished his bottle w thout gaining
any particular relief, then shakily pulled on his clothing,
whi ch he absently noted exuded a rank odor, and stunbled down
to the street and three doors up to the inviting entrance to
t he Red Dog.

"By the Gods, matey," the tattooed man said, "ye | ook
positively awful."

"Grog," Balsca croaked. "Grog."

It took nine cups of grog to stemthe terrible shaking
whi ch had seized him

Bal sca was not counting.

When his noney ran out, he staggered into the street and
beat a man to death with his marlinespi ke for six pennies. He
[ urched on, encountered a fat nmerchant, and knifed himfor his
purse. The purse even had sone gold in it. He reeled back to
the Red Dog and drank until closing tine.

"Have a care, matey." the proprietor cautioned himas he
thrust himout the door. "There be nurdering footpads about,
or so |'ve been told -and the police are as thick as fleas on
a mangy dog in the streets and alleys in the neighborhood."

Bal sca took the jug of grog he had bought back to his
shabby room and drank hinsel f into unconsciousness.

He was delirious the follow ng norning and he raved for
hours, alternating between drinking fromhis jug of grog and
vom ting on his bed.

It took himuntil sunset to die. His |ast words were,
"Mt her, help ne."

When they found him sone days |ater, he was arched
rigidly backward, and his face was fixed in a hideous grin.



Three days later, a pair of wayfarers found the body of a
bearded teanster lying in a ditch beside his wagon on the road
to Mal Gemila. His body was arched stiffly backward, and his
face was | ocked in a grotesque senbl ance of a grin. The
wayfarers concluded that he had no further need of his team
and wagon, and so they stole it. As an afterthought, they al so
stole his clothes and covered the body with dead | eaves. Then
they turned the wagon around and rode on back to Mal Zeth.

Perhaps a week after Balsca's |largely unnoticed death, a
man in a tarred sea coat canme staggering into a rundown street
in broad daylight. He was raving and clutching at his throat.
He lurched al ong the cobbl estone street for perhaps a hundred
feet before he collapsed and di ed.

The dreadful grin fixed on his foamfl ecked |ips gave
several onl ookers nightmares that night.

The tatooed proprietor of the Red Dog Tavern was found
dead in his establishment the follow ng norning.

He lay ami dst the weckage of the several tables and
chairs he had smashed during his final delirium H's face was
twisted into a stiff, hideous grin.

During the course of that day, a dozen nore nen in that
part of the city, all regular patrons of the Red Dog Tavern,
al so di ed.

The next day, three dozen nore succunbed. The authorities
began to take note of the matter.

But by then it was too late. The curious interningling of
cl asses characteristic of a great city made the confining of
the infection to any one district inpossible. Servants who
lived in that shabby part of town carried the disease into the
houses of the rich and powerful. Worknmen carried it to
construction sites, and their fell ow worknen carried it home
to other parts of the city. Custoners gave it to merchants,
who in turn gave it to other custonmers. The npbst casua
contact was usually sufficient to cause infection.

The dead had at first been nunbered in the dozens, but by
the end of the week hundreds had fallen ill. The houses of the
sick were boarded up despite the weak cries of the inhabitants
fromwithin. Gimcarts runbled through the streets, and
wor kmen wi t h canphor-soaked cl ot hs about their | ower faces
pi cked up the dead with | ong hooks.

The bodi es were stacked in the carts |ike |ogs of wood,
conveyed to ceneteries, and buried without rites in vast
comon graves. The streets of Mal Zeth becane deserted as the
frightened citizens barricaded thensel ves inside their houses.

There was sone concern inside the palace, naturally, but
the palace, walled as it was, was renote fromthe rest of the
city. As a further precaution, however, the Enperor ordered
that no one be allowed in or out of the conmpound. Anmpbng those
| ocked inside were several hundred worknen who had been hired
by Baron Vasca, the Chief of the Bureau of Commerce, to begin
t he renovations of the bureau offices.

It was about noon on the day after the | ocking of the
pal ace gates that Garion, Polgara, and Belgarath were sumoned
to an audi ence with Zakath. They entered his study to find him



gaunt and hol | ow eyed, poring over a map of the inperial city.
"Cone in. Come in," he said when they arrived. They entered
and sat down in the chairs he indicated with an absent wave of
hi s hand.

"You | ook tired," Pol gara noted.

"I haven't slept for the past four days," Zakath adnmitted.
He | ooked wearily at Bel garath. "You say that you' re seven
t housand years ol d?"

"Approxi mately, yes."

"You' ve lived through pestilence before?"

"Several tines."

"How | ong does it usually |ast?"

"It depends on which disease it is. Sonme of themrun their
course in a few nonths. Qthers persist until everybody in the
region is dead. Pol would know nore about that than | woul d.
She's the one with all the nedical experience."

"Lady Pol gara?" the Enperor appealed to her

“I''"l'l need to know the synptons before | can identify the
di sease, " she replied.

Zakath burrowed through the litter of documents on the
table in front of him "Here it is." He picked up a scrap of
parchment and read fromit. "Hi gh fever, nausea, vomting.
Chills, profuse sweating, sore throat, and headache. Finally
delirium followed shortly by death."

She | ooked at him gravely. "That doesn't sound too good,"
she said. "lIs there anything peculiar about the bodies after
t hey' ve di ed?"

"They all have an awful grin on their faces," he told her
consulting his parchnent.

She shook her head. "I was afraid of that."

"What is it?"

"A form of plague.”

"Plague?" His face had gone suddenly pale. "I thought

there were swellings on the body with that. This doesn't
mention that." He held up the scrap of parchnent.

"There are several different varieties of the disease,
Zakath. The npbst common involves the swellings you nmentioned.
Anot her attacks the lungs. The one you have here is quite
rare, and dreadfully virulent."

“Can it be cured?”

“Not cured, no. Sone people nanage to survive it, but
that's probably the result of mld cases of their body's
natural resistance to disease. Some people seemto be i mmune.
They don't catch it no matter how many tines they've been
exposed. "

"What can | do?"

She gave hima steady |ook. "You won't like this," she
told him

"I like the plague even |ess."

"Seal up Mal Zeth. Seal the city in the sanme way that
you' ve seal ed the pal ace. "

"You can't be serious!"”

"Deadly serious. You have to keep the infection confined
to Mal Zeth, and the only way to do that is to prevent people
fromcarrying the disease out of the city to other places.”
Her face was bleak. "And when | say to seal the city, Zakath,
| nean totally. Nobody | eaves."

“I'"ve got an enpire to run, Polgara. | can't seal myself



up here and just let it run itself. | have to get nessengers
in and send orders out."

“"Then, inevitably, you will rule an enpire of the dead.
The synptons of the disease don't begin to show up until a
week or two after the initial infection, but during the | ast
several days of that period, the carrier is already dreadfully
contagi ous. You can catch it from sonebody who | ooks and feels
perfectly healthy. If you send out nessengers, sooner or |ater
one of themw Il be infected, and the di sease will spread
t hroughout all of Mallorea."

Hi s shoul ders slunped in defeat as the full horror of what
she was describing struck him "How many?" he asked quietly.

"I don't quite understand the question.”

"How many will die here in Mal Zeth, Pol gara?”

She considered it. "Half," she replied, "if you're |ucky."

"Hal f?" he gasped. "Polgara, this is the largest city in
the world. You're tal king about the greatest disaster in the
hi story of mankind."

"I know -and that's only if you' re lucky. The death rate
could go as high as four-fifths of the popul ation."

He sank his face into his trenmbling hands. "Is there
anything at all that can be done?" he asked in a nuted voice.

"You nust burn the dead," she told him "The best way is
just to burn their houses wi thout renoving them That reduces
the spread of the disease."

"You' d better have the streets patrolled, too," Belgarath
added grinmy. "There's bound to be looting, and the |l ooters
are going to catch the disease. Send out archers with orders
to shoot | ooters on sight. Then their bodies should be pushed
back into the infected houses with | ong poles and burned al ong
with the bodies already in the houses."”

"You're tal king about the destruction of Mal Zeth!" Zakath
protested violently, starting to his feet.

“No," Polgara disagreed. "W're tal king about saving as
many of your citizens as possible. You have to steel your
heart about this, Zakath. You may eventually have to drive al
the healthy citizens out into the fields, surround themwth
guards to keep themfromgetting away, and then burn Mal Zeth
to the ground."

"That's unthi nkabl e!"

"Per haps you ought to start thinking about it," she told
him "The alternative could be nuch, much worse."

CHAPTER TWELVE

"Silk," Garion said urgently, 'you've got to stop it."

"I"'msorry, Garion," the little man replied, |ooking
cautiously around the noonlit atriumfor hidden spies, "but
it's already in notion. Sadi's bandits are inside the pal ace
grounds and they're taking their orders from Vasca. Vasca's so
brave now that he's al nost ready to confront Zakath hinself.
General Bregar of the Bureau of MIlitary Procurenment knows
that something's afoot, so he's surrounded hinself with
troops. The King of Pallia, the Prince Regent of Delchin, and
the old King of Voresebo have arnmed every one of their
retai ners. The palace is seal ed, and nobody can bring in any



outside help -not even Zakath hinself. The way things stand
ri ght now, one word could set it off."

Garion started to swear, wal king around the shadowy atrium
and kicking at the short-cropped turf.

"You did tell us to go ahead,"” Silk rem nded him

"Silk, we can't even get out of the palace right now -much
less the city. We've stirred up a fight, and now we're going
to be caught right in the mddle of it."

Silk nodded glumy. "I know, " he said.

“I"l'l have to go to Zakath," Garion said. "Tell himthe
whol e story. He can have his inperial guards disarm
everybody. "

“If you thought it was hard to come up with a way to get
out of the palace, start thinking about how we're going to get
out of the inperial dungeon. Zakath's been polite so far, but
I don't think his patience -or his hospitality- would extend
to this." Garion grunted.

“I"'mafraid that we've outsmarted ourselves," Silk said.
He scratched at his head. "I do that sonetinmes,"” he added.

“Can you think of any way to head it off?"

"I"'mafraid not. The whole situation is just too
i nfl amrabl e. Maybe we' d better tell Belgarath.”

Garion winced. "He won't be happy."

"He'll be a lot less happy if we don't tell him"

Garion sighed. "I suppose you're right Al right, let's go
get it over with."

It took quite sonme tine to |ocate Belgarath. They finally
found himstanding at a window in a roomhigh up in the east
wi ng. The wi ndow | ooked out over the palace wall. Beyond that
wal | fires ranged unchecked in the stricken city. Sheets of
sooty flame bel ched from whol e bl ocks of houses, and a pall of
thick smoke blotted out the starry sky. "It's getting out of
hand," the old nman said. "They should be pulling down houses
to make firebreaks, but I think the soldiers are afraid to
| eave their barracks." He swore. "I hate fires," he said.

"Sonet hing's sort of come up," Silk said cautiously,
| ooking around to see if he could |ocate the spy holes in the
wal | s of the room

"What is it?"

"Ch, nothing all that nuch," Silk replied w th exaggerated
casual ness. "W just thought that we'd bring it to your
attention, is all." H's fingers, however, were tw tching and
flickering. Even as he spoke quite calmy, inprovising sone
m nor problemw th the horses for the edification of the spies
they all knew were watching and |listening, his dancing fingers
laid out the entire situation for the old man.

"You what!" Bel garath exclai ned, then covered the outburst
with a cough.

- You told us to devise a diversion, G andfather-Garion's
hands said as Silk continued to ranmble on about the horses.

-A diversion, yes- Belgarath's fingers replied, -but not
pitched battles inside the pal ace. What were you thinking of -

-1t was the best we could cone up with- Garion replied
| anmel y.

"Let me think about this for a mnute," the old man said
al oud. He paced back and forth for a while, his hands cl asped
behi nd his back and his face furrowed with concentration
"Let's go talk with Durnik," he said finally. "He's nore or



I ess in charge of the horses, so we'll need his advice." Just
before he turned to | ead themfromthe room however, his
fingers flickered one last tinme. -Try not to walk too softly
on the way downstairs- he told them -1 need to give you sone
i nstructions, and wi ggling our fingers takes too |ong-

As they left the room Garion and Silk scuffed their feet
and brought the heels of their boots down hard on the marble
fl oor to cover Belgarath's whispering voice.

"All right," the old man breathed, scarcely noving his
lips as they noved along the corridor toward the stairs
| eadi ng down. "The situation isn't really irretrievable. Since
we can't stop this little brawl you've arranged anyway, let it
go ahead and happen. We will need the horses, though, so
Garion, | want you to go to Zakath and tell himthat we'd |ike
to isolate our mounts fromthe rest of the stables. Tell him
that it's to avoid having them catch the plague.”

"Can horses catch the plague?' Garion whispered in sone
surpri se.

"How should | know? But if | don't, you can be sure that

Zakath won't either. Silk, you sort of ease around and | et
everybody know -quietly- that we're just about to |leave and to
get ready without being too obvious about it."

"Leave?" Garion's whisper was startled. "G andfather, do
you know a way to get out of the palace -and the city?"

“"No, but | know soneone who does. Get to Zakath with your
request about the horses as quickly as you can. He's got his
m nd on so many ot her things right now that he probably won't
gi ve you any argument about it." He | ooked at Silk. "Can you
give ne any kind of idea as to when your little explosion is
going to take place?"

“"Not really,” Silk whispered back, still scuffing his feet

on the stairs as they went down. "It could happen at any
m nute, | suppose."”
Bel garath shook his head in disgust. "I think you need to

go back to school," he breathed irritably. "How to do
sonmething is inportant, yes, but when is sonetines even nore
i mportant."”

“I'"l'l try to remenber that."

"Do. We'd all better hurry, then. W want to be ready when
this unscheduled little eruption takes place."

There were a dozen high-ranking officers with Zakath when
Garion was adnitted to the large, red-draped room where the
Enmperor was conferring with his nen. "1'Il be with you in a
bit, Garion," the haggard-|ooking man said. Then he turned
back to his generals. "W have to get orders to the troops,"”
he told them "I need a volunteer to go out into the city."

The general s | ooked at each other, scuffing their feet on the
thi ck bl ue carpet.

"Am | going to have to order sonmeone to go?" Zakath
demanded i n exasperation

"Uh -excuse nme," Garion interjected mldly, "but why does
anybody have to go at all?"

"Because the troops are all sitting on their hands in
their barracks while Mal Zeth burns,"” Zakath snapped.

"They have to start tearing down houses to nake fire
breaks, or we'll |lose the whole city. Soneone has to order
t hem out . "

"Have you got troops posted outside the pal ace walls?"



Garion asked.

"Yes. They have orders to keep the popul ace away. "

"Why not just shout at themfromthe top of the wall?"
Garion suggested. "Tell one of themto go get a colonel or
sonmebody, then yell your orders down to him Tell himto put
the troops to work. Nobody can catch the plague froma hundred
yards away -1 don't think."

Zakath stared at him and then suddenly began to | augh
ruefully. "Way didn't | think of that?" he asked.

"Probably because you weren't raised on a farm" Garion
replied. "If you're plowing a different field fromthe man you
want to talk to, you shout back and forth.

Ot herwi se, you do an awful |ot of unnecessary wal ki ng."

"All right," Zakath said briskly, |ooking at his generals,
"whi ch one of you has the biggest nouth?"

A red-faced officer with a big paunch and snowy white hair
grinned suddenly. "In ny youth, | could be heard all the way
across a parade ground, your Myjesty," he said.

"Good. Go see if you can still do it. Get hold of sone
colonel with a glimrer of intelligence. Tell himto abandon
any district that's already burning and to tear down enough
houses around the perinmeter to keep the fire from spreadi ng.
Tell himthat there's a generalcy init for himif he saves at
| east half of Mal Zeth."

"Provided that he doesn't get the plague and die," one of
the other generals nuttered.

"That's what soldiers get paid for, gentlenmen -taking
ri sks. Wien the trunpet blows, you' re supposed to attack, and
['"m blowing the trunpet -right now "

"Yes, your Majesty," they all replied in unison, turned
smartly, and marched out.

"That was a clever idea, Garion," Zakath said gratefully.
"Thank you." He sprawled wearily in a chair

"Just comon sense." Garion shrugged, also sitting down.

"Kings and Enperors aren't supposed to have comopn sense.
It's too comon. "

"You're going to have to get sone sleep, Zakath," Garion
told himseriously. "You look Iike a man on his last legs."

"Gods," Zakath replied, "I'd give half of Karanda right
now for a few hours' sleep -of course, | don't have half of
Kar anda anynore."

"Co to bed, then."

"I can't. There's too nmuch to do."

"How nuch can you do if you collapse from exhaustion? Your
generals can take care of things until you wake up. That's
what generals are for, isn't it?"

“"Maybe." Zakath slunped |ower in his chair. He | ooked
across at Garion. "Was there sonmething on your m nd?" he

asked. "lI'msure this isn't just a social visit."
"Well," Garion said, trying to nmake it sound only
i ncidental, "Durnik's worried about our horses,” he said.

"We've tal ked with Aunt Pol -Lady Pol gara- and she's not
really sure whet her horses can catch plague or not.
Durnik wanted nme to ask you if it would be all right if we
took our aninmals out of the main stables and picketed them
sonmepl ace near the east wi ng where he can keep an eye on
them "

"Horses?" Zakath said incredulously. "He's worried about



horses at a tinme like this?"

"You sort of have to understand Durnik," Garion replied.
"He's a man who takes his responsibilities very seriously. He
| ooks on it as a duty, and | think we can both appreciate
that."

Zakath |l aughed a tried laugh. "The | egendary Sendari an
virtues," he said, "duty, rectitude and practicality." He
shrugged. "Wy not?" he said. "If it nakes Goodman Durni k
happy, he can stable your horses in the corridors of the east
wing if he wants."

"Ch, | don't think he'd want to do that," Garion replied
after a nmonment's thought. "One of the Sendarian virtues you
negl ected to nention was propriety. Horses don't bel ong inside
the house. Besides," he added, "the marble floors m ght bruise
t heir hooves."

Zakath smled weakly. "You're a delight, Garion," he said.
"Sonetines you're so serious about the littlest things."

"Big things are made up of little things, Zakath," Garion
replied sententiously. He | ooked at the exhausted man across
the table, feeling a peculiar regret at being forced to
decei ve sonebody he genuinely liked. "Are you going to be al
ri ght?" he asked.

“I'"l'l survive, | expect," Zakath said. "You see, Garion
one of the big secrets about this world is that the people who
desperately cling to life are usually the ones who die. Since
| don't really care one way or the other, I'll probably live
to be a hundred.”

"I wouldn't base any plans on that kind of superstition,”
Garion told him Then a thought came to him "Wuld it upset
you if we | ocked the doors of the east wing fromthe inside
until this all blows over?" he asked. "I'mnot particularly
timd about getting sick nmyself, but I'msort of concerned
about Ce' Nedra and Liselle and Eriond. None of themare really
terribly robust, and Aunt Pol said that stanm na was one of the
things that hel p people survive the plague."

Zakat h nodded. "That's a reasonabl e request,” he agreed,
"and really a very good idea. Let's protect the |adies and the
boy, if at all possible.”

Garion stood up. "You've got to get some sleep," he said.

"I don't think I can sleep. There are so many things on ny
mnd just now. "

“I''"l'l have sonmeone send Andel to you," Garion suggested.
"If she's half as good as Aunt Pol thinks she is, she should
be able to give you sonmething that would put a reginent to
sl eep.” He | ooked at the exhausted man he cautiously
considered to be his friend. "I won't be seeing you for a
while," he said. "Good luck, and try to take care of yourself,
all right?"

"Il try, Garion. I'IIl try."

Gravely they shook hands, and Garion turned and quietly
left the room

They were busy for the next several hours. Despite
Garion's subterfuges, Brador's secret police dogged their
every step. Durnik and Toth and Eriond went to the stables and
came back with the horses, trailed closely by the ubiquitous
pol i cenen.

"What's hol ding things up?" Bel garath demanded when t hey
had all gathered once again in the |arge roomat the top of



the stairs with its dais and the throne-like chair at one end.

"I"'mnot sure,"” Silk replied carefully, I ooking around.
“It's just a matter of tinme, though."

Then, out on the palace grounds beyond the bolted doors of
the east wing, there was the sound of shouting and the thud of
running feet, followed by the ring of steel on steel

"Sonet hi ng seenms to be happening,"” Velvet said clinically.

"It's about time," Bel garath grunted.

"Be nice, Ancient One."

Wthin their |ocked-off building there also cane the rapid
staccato sound of running. The doors |eading out into the rest
of the palace and to the grounds began to bang open and then
sl am shut .

“"Are they all |eaving, Pol?" Belgarath asked.

Her eyes grew distant for a nmonent. "Yes, father," she
sai d.

The running and slami ng continued for several ninutes.

"My," Sadi said mldly, "weren't there a |ot of then®"

"W Il you three stop congratul ating yourselves and go bolt
t hose doors agai n?" Bel garath sai d.

Silk grinned and slipped out the door. He came back a few
mnutes later, frowning. "We've got a bit of a problem"” he
said. "The guards at the main door seemto have a strong sense
of duty. They haven't left their posts. "

"Great diversion, Silk," Belgarath said sarcastically.

"Toth and | can deal with them" Durnik said confidently.
He went to the box beside the fireplace and picked up a stout
chunk of oak firewood.

"That m ght be just a bit direct, dear," Polgara
murrmured. "I'msure you don't want to kill them and sooner or
later they'|ll wake up and run straight to Zakath. | think
we'll need to come up with sonething a little nore sneaky."

"I don't care much for that word, Pol," he said stiffly.

"Would 'diplomatic' put a better light on it?"

He thought about it. "No," he said, "not really. It neans
the sane thing, doesn't it?"

"Well," she conceded,
doesn't it?"

"Polgara," the smth said firmy. It was the first tine
Garion had ever heard himuse her full nane. "I'mnot trying
to be unreasonabl e, but how can we face the world if we lie
and cheat and sneak every tine we go around a corner? | nmean
-really, Pol."

She |l ooked at him "OCh, ny Durnik," she said, "I |ove
you." She threw her arns about her husband's neck with a sort
of girlish exuberance. "You' re too good for this world, do you
know t hat ?"

"Well," he said, slightly abashed by a show of affection
t hat he obviously believed should be kept very private, "it's
a matter of decency, isn't it?"

"Of course, Durnik," she agreed in an oddly subm ssive
tone. "Whatever you say."

"What are we going to do about the guards?" Garion asked.

"I can nmanage them dear." Polgara smled. "I can arrange
it so that they won't see or hear a thing. W'll be able to
| eave with no one the wi ser -assuming that father knows what
he's tal king about."

Bel garath | ooked at her, then suddenly w nked. "Trust ne,

yes, probably. But it sounds nicer



he said. "Durnik, bring the horses inside."

"I nside?" the smth | ooked startled.

Bel garath nodded. "We have to take them down into the
cellar."

"I didn't know that this wing had a cellar,” Silk said.

“"Nei t her does Zakath," Belgarath smrked, "Or Brador."

"Garion," Ce' Nedra said sharply.

Garion turned to see a shinmering in the center of the
room Then the blindfolded formof Cyradis appeared.

"Make haste," she urged them "Ye nust reach Ashaba 'ere
the week is out."

"Ashaba?" Silk exclainmed. "W have to go to Calida. A man
named Mengha is raising denons there."

"That is of no nmoment, Prince Kheldar. The denobns are thy
| east concern. Know, however, that the one called Mengha al so
journeys toward Ashaba. He will be caught up in one of the
tasks which nust be conpleted 'ere the neeting of the Child of
Light and the Child of Dark can cone to pass in the Place
VWich I's No More." She turned her blindfol ded face toward
Garion. "The tinme to conplete this task is at hand, Belgarion
of Riva, and shoul dst those of thy conpani ons upon whomt he

task hath been laid fail in its acconplishment, the world is
lost. | pray thee, therefore, go to Ashaba." And then she
vani shed.

There was a long silence as they all stared at the spot
where she had stood.

"That's it, then," Belgarath said flatly. "W go to
Ashaba. "

"If we can get out of the palace," Sadi mnurnured.

"We'l|l get out. Leave that to ne."

"Of course, Ancient One."

The old man | ed them out into the hallway, down the
stairs, and along the nain corridor toward the stout door
|l eading to the rest of the pal ace.

"Just a nmonent, father,"” Polgara said. She concentrated
for a nonent, the white | ock at her brow gl owi ng.

Then Garion felt the surge of her wll.

"All right," she said. "The guards are asl eep now. "

The old man continued on down the corridor. " Here we
are," he said, stopping before a large tapestry hanging on the
marbl e wall. He reached behind the tapestry, took hold of an
age- bl ackened iron ring, and pulled. There was a squeal of
protesting netal and then a solid-sounding clank. "Push on
that side," he said, gesturing toward the far end of the
tapestry.

Garion went on down a few steps and set his shoulder to
the tapestry. There was a netallic shriek as the covered
marbl e slab turned slowy on rusty iron pivots set top and
bottomin its precise center

"Clever," Silk said, peering into the dark cobweb-choked
openi ng beyond the slab. "W put it here?"

" Along tine ago one of the Enperors of Mllorea was a
bit nervous about his position,” the old man replied, "He
wanted to have a quick way out of the palace in case things
started to go wong. The passageway's been forgotten, so
nobody's likely to follow us. Let's go bring out our packs and
ot her bel ongings. W won't be com ng back."

It took about five mnutes for themto pile their things



in front of the tapestry-covered panel, and by then Durnik,
Toth, and Eriond were | eading the horses along the marble
corridor with a great clatter of hooves.

Garion stepped to the corner and peered around it at the
mai n door. The two guards were standing rigidly, their faces
bl ank and their eyes glassy and staring. Then he wal ked back
to join the others. "Sonmeday you'll have to show nme how to do
that," he said to Polgara, jerking his thumb back over his
shoul der toward the two conatose sol diers.

"It's very sinple, Garion," she told him

"For you, maybe," he said. Then a thought suddenly cane to
him "Grandfather,” he said with a worried frown, "if this
passage of yours cones out in the city, won't we be worse off
than we were here in the pal ace? There's plague out there, you
know, and all the gates are |ocked."

"It doesn't come out inside Mal Zeth," the old man
replied. "Or so |'ve been told."

Qut on the pal ace grounds the sounds of fighting
i ntensified.

"They seem very enthusiastic, don't they?" Sadi murnured
in a self-congratul atory way.

"Well, now," a familiar lilting voice canme up out of the
cellar beyond the panel. "WIIl ye stand there for hours
pattin' yerselves on the backs an' allowin' the night to fly
by with nothin' nore acconplished at all? W've niles and
mles to go, don't y' know? An' we won't get out of Mal Zeth
this nmonth unl ess we nmeke a start, now will we?"

"Let's go," Belgarath said shortly.

The horses were reluctant to enter the dark, nusty place
behi nd the marbl e panel, but Eriond and Horse confidently went
through with Garion's big gray, Chretienne, close behind; and
the other aninmals sonmewhat skittishly foll owed.

It was not really a cellar, Garion realized. A flight of
shall ow stairs |l ed down to what could be nore properly
descri bed as a rough stone passageway. The horses had sone
difficulty negotiating the stairs, but eventually, follow ng
Eri ond, Horse, and Chretienne, they reached the bottom

At the top of the stairs the giant Toth pushed the hidden
panel shut again, and the latch made an ommiously heavy cl ank
as it closed.

"One nonent, father," Polgara said. In the close and
nmusty-snel ling darkness, Garion felt the faint surge of her
will. "There," she said. "The soldiers are awake again, and
they don't even know that we've been here."

At the bottom of the stairs the com c juggl er, Feldegast,
stood holding a well-shielded lantern. " 'Tis a fine night fer
alittle stroll," he observed. "Shall we be off, then?"

"I hope you know what you're doing," Belgarath said to

hi m

"How coul d ye possibly doubt nme, old man?" the conedi an
said, with an exaggerated expression of injury. "lI'mthe very
soul of circunmspection, don't y' know " He made a faint
grimace. "There's only one teensy-weensy little problem It
seens that a certain portion of this passageway coll apsed in
on itself a while back, so we'll be forced to go through the
streets up above for a triflin' bit of a way."

"Just how triflin -trifling?" Bel garath demanded. He
glared at the inpudent conmedian. "I w sh you'd stop that," he



said irritably. "What possessed you to resurrect a dialect
that died out two thousand years ago?"

" '"Tis a part of me charm Ancient Belgarath. Any man at
all kin throw balls in the air an' catch '"emagain, but it's
the way a perforner talks that sets the tone of his act."”

"You two have net before, | take it?" Polgara said with
one raised eyebrow.

"“Yer honored father an' nme are old, old friends, ne dear
Lady Pol gara," Fel degast said with a sweeping bow

"I know ye all by his description. | nust admit, however,
that 1'm overcone altogether by yer unearthly beauty."

"This is a rare rogue you' ve found, father," she said with
a peculiar smle on her face. "I think | could growto |ike
him"

"I don't really advise it, Pol. He's a liar and a sneak
and he has uncleanly habits. You' re evadi ng the question,

Fel degast -if that's what you want to call yourself. How far
do we have to go through the streets?”

“"Not far at all, me decrepit old friend -a half a mle
perhaps until the roof of the passage is stout enough again to
keep the pavin' stones where they belong instead of on the top
of our heads. Let's press on, then. 'Tis a long, long way to
the north wall of Mal Zeth, an' the night is wearin' on."

"Decrepit?" Belgarath objected mldly.

“"Merely me way of puttin' things, Ancient One," Fel degast
apol ogi zed. "Be sure that | neant no offense.” He turned to
Pol gara. "WIIl ye walk with ne, ne girl? Ye' ve got an
absol utely ravishin' fragrance about ye that quite takes ne
breath away. I'll wal k al ong beside ye, inhalin' and perishin'
with sheer delight."

Pol gara | aughed hel plessly and |inked her armw th that of
the outrageous little man.

"I like him" Ce' Nedra murnured us Garion as they foll owed
al ong through the cobwebby passageway.

"Yer supposed to, ne girl," Garion said in a not
al together perfect imtation of the juggler's brogue.
part of his charm don't y' know?"

"Ch, Garion,." she laughed, "I |ove you."

"Yes," he said. "I know. "

She gave him an exasperated | ook and then punched himin
the shoulder with her little fist.

"Quch."

"Did | hurt you?" she asked, taking his armin sudden
concern.

“I think I can stand it, dear," he replied. "W noble
heroes can bear all sorts of things." They foll owed
Fel degast's lantern for a mle or nore with the horses
clattering along behind them through the cobweb-draped
passageway. Occasionally they heard the runble of the
dead-carts bearing their mournful freight through the streets
above. Here in the nmusty darkness, however, there was only the
sound of the furtive skittering of an occasional errant nouse
and the whisperlike tred of watchful spiders noving cautiously
across the vaulted ceiling.

"I hate this," Silk said to no one in particular. "I
absolutely hate it."

"That's all right, Kheldar," Velvet replied, taking the
l[ittle man's hand. "I won't let anything hurt you."

'"Tis a



"Thanks awfully." he said, though he did not renove his
hand from hers.

"Who' s there?" The voice canme from somewhere ahead.

" '"Tis only me, good Master Yarblek," Fel degast replied.
"Me an' a few lost, strayed souls tryin' to find their way on
this dark, dark night."

"Do you really enjoy himall that nmuch?" Yarbl ek said
sourly to soneone el se

"He's the delight of my life," Vella's voice cane through
the darkness. "At least with himI| don't have to | ook to ny
daggers every mnute to defend ny virtue." Yar bl ek si ghed
gustily. "I had a feeling that you were going to say sonething
like that," he said.

"My lady," Vella said, making an infinitely gracefu
curtsy to Polgara as the sorceress and the juggler, armin
arm noved up to the place where a noss-grown rockfall blocked
t he passageway.

"Vella," Polgara responded in an oddly Nadrak accent.
“May your knives al ways be bright and keen."

There was a strange formality in her greeting, and Garion
knew that he was hearing an ancient ritual form of address.

"And nmay you al ways have the nmeans at hand to defend your
person fromunwanted attentions,” the Nadrak dancing gir
responded automatically, conpleting the ritual

"What' s happeni ng up above?" Bel garath asked the
felt-coated Yarbl ek.

"They' re dying,"'
at atine."

"Have you been avoiding the city?" Silk asked his partner

Yar bl ek nodded. "We're canped outside the gates,” he said.
"We got out just before they chained them shut. Dol mar died,
t hough. When he realized that he had the plague, he got out an
old sword and fell onit."

Silk sighed. "He was a good nan -a little dishonest,
maybe, but a good man all the sane."

Yar bl ek nodded sadly. "At |east he died clean," he said.
Then he shook his head. "The stairs up to the street are over
here," he said, pointing off into the darkness. "It's late
enough so that there's nobody nuch abroad -except for the
dead-carts and the few delirious ones stunbling about and
| ooking for a warmgutter to die in." He squared his
shoul ders. "Let's go," he said. "The quicker we can get
t hrough those streets up there, the quicker we can get back
under ground where it's safe.”

"Does the passage go all the way to the city wall?" Garion
asked him

Yar bl ek nodded. "And a mle or so beyond," he said.
“I't comes out in an old stone quarry." He | ooked at Fel degast.
"You never did tell ne how you found out about it," he said.

" '"Tis one of me secrets, good Master Yarblek," the
juggler replied. "No matter how honest a man m ght be, it's
al ways good to know a quick way out of town, don't y' know "

"Makes sense," Silk said.

"You ought to know," Yarblek replied. "Let's get out of
here." They led the horses to a flight of stone stairs
reaching up into the darkness beyond the circle of light from
Fel degast's lantern and then | aboriously haul ed the rel uctant
animals up the stairway, one step at a tine. The stairway

Yar bl ek answered shortly, "whole streets



energed in a rickety shed with a strawlittered floor. After
the | ast horse had been haul ed up, Fel degast carefully | owered
the long trap door again and scuffed enough straw over it to

conceal it. " 'Tis a useful sort of thing," he said, pointing
downward toward the hi dden passage, "but a secret's no good at
all if just anybody kin stunble over it."

Yar bl ek stood at the door peering out into the narrow
al | eyway out si de.

"Anybody out there?" Silk asked him

"A few bodies,"” the Nadrak replied laconically. "For sone
reason they always seemto want to die in alleys." He drew in
a deep breath. "All right, let's go, then."

They moved out into the alley, and Garion kept his eyes
averted fromthe contorted bodies of the plague victins
huddl ed in corners or sprawied in the gutters.

The night air was filled with snoke fromthe burning city,
the reek of burning flesh, and the dreadful smell of decay.

Yarbl ek al so sniffed, then grimced. "Fromthe odor, 1'd
say that the dead-carts have m ssed a few. " he said.

He led the way to the mouth of the alley and peered out into
the street. "It's clear enough,” he grunted. "Just a few
| ooters picking over the dead. Come on."

They went out of the alley and noved along a street
illum nated by a burning house. Garion saw a furtive novenent
besi de the wall of another house and then nade out the shape
of a raggedly dressed man crouched over a spraw ed body. The
man was roughly rifting through the plague victims clothes.
"Wn't he catch it?" he asked Yarbl ek, pointing at the | ooter

“"Probably." Yarblek shrugged. "I don't think the world's
going to mss himvery much if he does, though.”

They rounded a corner and entered a street where fully
hal f the houses were on fire. A dead-cart had stopped before
one of the burning houses, and two rough-| ooking nen were
tossing bodies into the fire with casual brutality.

"Stay back!" one of the nen shouted to them "There's
pl ague here!"

"There's plague everywhere in this mournful city, don't y'
know, " Fel degast replied. "But we thank ye fer yer warnin'
anyway. We'll just go on by on the other side of the street,
if ye don't mind." He |looked curiously at the pair. "Howis it
that yer not afraid of the contagion yerselves?" he asked.

"We've already had it," one replied with a short | augh

"“I"ve never been so sick inny life, but at least | didn't
die fromit -and they say you can only catch it once."

" '"Tis a fortunate man y' are, then," Fel degast
congratul ated him

They nmoved on past the rough pair and on down to the next
corner.

"W go this way." Fel degast told them
"How nuch farther is it?" Belgarath asked him

“"Not far, an' then we'll be back underground where it's

safe.”

You m ght feel safe underground,"” Silk said sourly, "but
| certainly don't."

Hal fway al ong the street Garion saw a sudden novenent in
one of the deeply inset doorways, and then he heard a feeble
wail. He peered at the doorway. Then, one street over, a
burni ng house fell in on itself, shooting flame and sparks



high into the air. By that fitful |ight he was able to see
what was in the shadows. The crunpled figure of a wonman | ay
huddl ed i n the doorway, and seated beside the body was a
crying child, not much nore than a year old. Hi s stomach
twi sted as he started at the horror before his eyes.

Then, with slow cry, Ce' Nedra darted toward the child with
her arms extended.

"Ce' Nedra!" he shouted, trying to shake his hand free of
Chretienne's reins. "No!"

But before he could nmove in pursuit, Vella was already
there. She caught Ce' Nedra by the shoul der and spun her around
roughly. "Ce' Nedra!" she snapped. "Stay away!"

"Let ne go!" Ce'Nedra al nbst screanmed. "Can't you see that
it's a baby?" She struggled to free herself.

Very coolly, Vella nmeasured the little Queen, then sl apped
her sharply across the face. So far as Garion knew, it was the
first tinme anyone had ever hit Ce' Nedra.

"The baby's dead, Ce' Nedra," Vella told her with bruta
directness, "and if you go near it, you'll die, too." She
began to drag her captive back toward the others.

Ce' Nedra stared back over her shoul der at the sickly
wai ling child, her hand outstretched toward it.

Then Vel vet noved to her side, put an arm about her
shoul ders, and gently turned her so that she could no | onger
see the child. "Ce' Nedra," she said, "you nust think first of
your own baby. Whuld you want to carry this dreadful disease
to hinme"

Ce' Nedra stared at her

"Or do you want to die before you ever see himagain?"

Wth a sudden wail, Ce'Nedra fell into Velvet's arns,
sobbing bitterly.

"I hope she won't hold any grudges,"” Vella nurnmnured.

"You're very quick, Vella," Polgara said, "and you think
very fast when you have to."

Vel l a shrugged. "I've found that a smart slap across the
mouth is the best cure for hysterics."”

Pol gara nodded. "It usually works," she agreed
approvingly.

They went on down the street until Feldegast led theminto
another snelly alley. He funbled with the latch to the wi de
door of a boarded-up warehouse, then swung it open. "Here we
are, then," he said, and they all followed himinside. A long
ranp |l ed down into a cavernous cellar, where Yarbl ek and the
little juggler noved aside a stack of crates to reveal the
openi ng of another passageway.

They led their horses into the dark openi ng, and Fel degast
remai ned outside to hide the passage again. Wien he was
satisfied that the opening was no | onger visible, he worned
his way through the |oosely stacked crates to rejoin them
“An' there we are," he said, brushing his hands together in a
sel f-congratulatory way. " No man at all kin possibly know
that we've conme this way, don't y' know, so let's be off."

Garion's thoughts were dark as he trudged al ong the
passageway, follow ng Feldegast's wi nking |antern. He had
slipped away froma man for whom he had begun to devel op a
careful friendship and had left himbehind in a
pl ague-stricken and burning city. There was probably very
little that he could have done to aid Zakath, but his



desertion of the man did not rmake him feel very proud.

He knew, however, that he had no real choice. Cyradis had
been too adamant in her instructions. Conpelled by necessity,
he turned his back on Mal Zeth and resolutely set his face
t owar d Ashaba.

PART THREE
ASHABA

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

The road | eading north from Mal Zeth passed through a
fair, fertile plain where newsprouted grain covered the danp
soil like a low, bright green mist and the warm spring air was
filled with the urgent scent of growth. In many ways, the
| andscape resenbl ed the verdant plains of Arendia or the tidy
fields of Sendaria. There were villages, of course, with white
bui | di ngs, thatched roofs, and dogs that came out to stand at
t he roadsi de and bark. The spring sky was an intense bl ue
dotted with puffy white clouds grazing |like sheep in their
azure pastures.

The road was a dusty brown ribbon laid straight where the
surroundi ng green fields were flat, and folded and curved
where the land rose in gentle, rounded hills.

They rode out that nmorning in glistening sunshine with the
sound of the bells fastened about the necks of Yarblek's mules
providing a tinkling acconpani nent to the norning song of
flights of birds caroling to greet the sun

Behi nd them there rose a great colum of dense bl ack
snmoke, marking the huge valley where Mal Zeth lay burning.

Garion could not bring hinself to | ook back as they rode
awnay.

There were others on the road as well, for Garion and his
friends were not the only ones fleeing the plague-stricken
city. Singly or in small groups, wary travelers noved north,
fearfully avoiding any contact with each other, |eaving the
road and angling far out into the fields whenever they
overtook other refugees, and returning to the brown, dusty
ri bbon only when they were safely past.

Each solitary traveler or each group thus rode in cautious
i solation, putting as rmuch enpty air about itself as possible.

The | anes branching off fromthe road and | eadi ng across
the bright green fields were all blocked with barricades of
fresh-cut brush, and bl eak-faced peasants stood guard at those
barri cades, awkwardly handling staffs and heavy, gracel ess
crossbows and shouting warnings at any and all who passed to
stay away.

"Peasants," Yarblek said sourly as the caravan pl odded
past one such barricade. "They're the sane the world over.
They're glad to see you when you've got sonething they want,
but they spend all the rest of their tinme trying to chase you
away. Do you think they actually believe that anybody woul d
really want to go into their stinking little villages?"
Irritably he crammed his fur cap down | ower over his ears.

"They're afraid,” Polgara told him "They know that their
village isn't very luxurious, but it's all they have, and they
want to keep if safe.”



"Do those barricades and threats really do any good?" he
asked. "To keep out the plague, | nean?"

"Sone, she said, "if they put themup early enough."

Yar bl ek grunted, then | ooked over at Silk. "Are you open
to a suggestion?" he asked.

"Depends," Silk replied. The little man had returned to
his customary travel clothing-dark, unadorned, and
nondescri pt.

"Bet ween the plague and the denopns, the climte here is
starting to turn unpl easant. \Wat say we liquidate all our
hol di ngs here in Mallorea and sit tight until things settle
down?"

"You're not thinking, Yarblek," Silk told him "Turnoi
and war are good for business."

Yar bl ek scow ed at him "Sonehow | thought you m ght | ook
at it that way."

About a half mle ahead, there was another barricade, this
one across the main road itself.

"What's this?" Yarbl ek demanded angrily, reining in.

“I"l'l go find out,” Silk said, thunping his heels against
his horse's flanks. On an inpulse, Garion followed his friend.

When they were about fifty yards fromthe barricade, a
dozen nud-spattered peasants dressed in snocks nade of brown
sackcl oth rose frombehind it with | evel ed crossbows. "Stop
right there!" one of them comranded threateningly. He was a
burly fellow with a coarse beard and eyes that |ooked off in
di fferent directions.

"We're just passing through, friend," Silk told him

“Not without paying toll, you' re not."

"Tol 1 ?" Silk exclaimed. "This is an inperial highway.
There's no toll."

"There is now. You city people have cheated and swi ndl ed
us for generations and now you want to bring your diseases to
us. Well, fromnow on, you're going to pay. How much gold have
you got ?"

"Keep himtalking," Garion nuttered, |ooking around.

"Well," Silk said to the wal |l eyed peasant in the tone of
voi ce he usually saved for serious negotiations, "why don't we
tal k about that?"

The village stood about a quarter of a nmile away, rising
dirty and cluttered-1ooking atop a grassy knoll. Garion
concentrated, drawing in his will, then he made a slight
gesture in the direction of the village. "Snoke," he nuttered,
hal f under his breath.

Silk was still haggling with the arnmed peasants, taking up
as much tinme as he coul d.

"Uh -excuse nme," Garion interrupted mildly, "but is that
somet hi ng burni ng over there?" He pointed.

The peasants turned to stare in horror at the col um of
dense snoke rising fromtheir village. Wth startled cries,
nost of themthrew down their crossbows and ran out across the
fields in the direction of the apparent catastrophe. The
wal | eyed man ran after them shouting at themto return to
their posts. Then he ran back, waving his crossbow
threateningly. A look of anguish crossed his face as he hopped
about in an agony of indecision, torn between his desire for
nmoney that could be extorted fromthese travelers and the
horrid vision of a fire ragi ng unchecked through his house and



outbuildings. Finally, no |longer able to stand it, he also
t hrew down his weapon and ran after his neighbors.

"Did you really set their village on fire?" Silk sounded a
little shocked.

"Of course not," Garion said.

"Where's the snmoke coming fromthen?"

"Lots of places.” Garion w nked. "Out of the thatch on
their roofs, up from between the stones in the streets,
boiling up out of their cellars and granaries -lots of places.
But it's only snoke." He swung down from Chretienne's back and
gathered up the discarded crossbows. He |ined them up, nose
down, in a neat row along the brushy barricade. "How | ong does
it take to restring a crossbow?" he asked.

"Hours." Silk suddenly grinned., "Two nmen to bend the
linbs with a wi ndlass and another two to hook the cable in
pl ace. "

"That's what | thought,"” Garion agreed. He drew his old
belt knife and went down the |ine of weapons, cutting each
twi sted rope cable. Each bow responded with a heavy twang.
"Shall we go, then?" he asked.

"What about this?" Silk pointed at the brushy barricade.

Garion shrugged. "I think we can ride around it."

"What were they trying to do?" Durni k asked when they
returned.

“An enterprising group of |ocal peasants decided that the
hi ghway needed a tollgate about there." Silk shrugged. "They
didn't really have the tenperanent for business affairs,

t hough. At the first little distraction, they ran off and left
t he shop untended. "

They rode on past the now deserted barricade with
Yar bl ek' s | aden nul es pl oddi ng al ong behind them their bells
cl angi ng nmournful |y.

"I think we're going to have to | eave you soon," Bel garath
said to the fur-capped Nadrak. "W have to get to Ashaba
wi thin the week, and your mnules are hol ding us back."

Yar bl ek nodded. "Nobody ever accused a pack mul e of being
fast on his feet," he agreed. "I'll be turning toward the west
before | ong anyway. You can go into Karanda if you want to,
but I want to get to the coast as quickly as possible."

"Garion," Polgara said. She | ooked nmeaningfully at the
colum of snoke rising fromthe village behind them

"Ch," he replied. "I guess | forgot." He raised his hand,
trying to make it | ook inpressive. "Enough," he said,
releasing his will. The smoke thinned at its base, and the

colum continued to rise as a cloud, cut off fromits source.

"Don't overdramatize, dear," Polgara advised. "It's
ostentati ous. "

"You do it all the time," he accused.

"Yes, dear, but | know how "

It was perhaps noon when they rode up a long hill, crested
it in the bright sunshine, and found thensel ves suddenly
surrounded by nmailed, red-tuni cked Mallorean sol diers, who
rose up out of ditches and shallow gullies with evil-Iooking
javelins in their hands.

"You! Halt!" the officer in charge of the detachnment of
sol di ers commanded brusquely. He was a short man, shorter even
than Silk, though he strutted about as if he were ten feet
tall.



"Of course, Captain," Yarblek replied, reining in his
hor se.

"What do we do?" Garion hissed to Silk.

"Let Yarblek handle it," Silk nurnured. "He knows what
he's doing."

"Where are you bound?" the officer asked when the rangy
Nadr ak had di smount ed.

“Mal Dariya," Yarblek answered, "or Mal Canmat -wherever |
can hire ships to get ny goods to Yar Marak."

The captain grunted as if trying to find sonething wong
with that. "What's nore to the point is where you cone from"
Hi s eyes were narrowed.

"Maga Renn." Yarbl ek shrugged.

“Not Mal Zeth?" The little captain's eyes grew even harder
and nore suspi ci ous.

"I don't do business in Mal Zeth very often, Captain.

It costs too much -all those bribes and fees and pernits, you
know. "

"I assune that you can prove what you say?" The captain's
tone was belligerent.

"I suppose | could- if there's a need for it."

"There's a need, Nadrak, because, unless you can prove
that you haven't come from Mal Zeth, I'mgoing to turn you
back." He sounded snug about that.

"Turn back? That's inpossible. | have to be in Boktor by
m dsummrer . "

"That's your problem nerchant." The little soldier seened
rat her pleased at having upset the |larger man.

"There's plague in Mal Zeth, and |'m here to nake sure that it
doesn't spread." He tapped hinself inportantly on the chest.

"Plague! " Yarbl ek's eyes went wide, and his face actually
pal ed. "Torak's teeth! And | al nost stopped there!" He
suddenly snapped his fingers. "So that's why all the villages
hereabouts are barricaded. "

"“Can you prove that you cane from Maga Renn?" the captain
i nsi sted.

"Well-" Yarbl ek unbuckl ed a well-worn saddl ebag hangi ng
under his right stirrup and began to rummmage around in it.
"“I'"ve got a permt here issued by the Bureau of Commerce," he

said rather dubiously. "It authorizes nme to nove nmy goods from
Maga Renn to Mal Dariya

If I can't find ships there, I'll have to get another
permit to go on to Mal Camat, | guess. Wuld that satisfy
you?"

"Let's see it." The captain held out his hand, snapping
his fingers inpatiently.

Yar bl ek handed it over.

“It's alittle sneared,” the captain accused suspiciously.

"I spilled sone beer on it in a tavern in Penn Daka."
Yar bl ek shrugged. "Wak, watery stuff it was. Take my advice,
Captain. Don't ever plan to do any serious drinking in Penn
Daka. It's a waste of time and noney."

"I's drinking all you Nadraks ever think about?"

“It's the climate. There's nothing else to do in Gar og
Nadrak in the wintertinme."

"Have you got anything el se?"

Yar bl ek pawed t hrough hi s saddl ebag sonme nore. "Here's a
bill of sale froma carpet merchant on Yorba Street in Maga



Renn -pockmarked fellow with bad teeth. Do you by any chance
know hi mP"

"Why would | know a carpet merchant in Maga Renn? |'m an
officer in the inperial arny. | don't associate with riffraff.
Is the date on this accurate?"

"How should | know? We use a different calendar in Gar og
Nadrak. It was about two weeks ago, if that's any help."

The captain thought it over, obviously trying very hard to
find some excuse to exert his authority. Finally his
expressi on became faintly disappointed. "All right," he said
grudgi ngly, handi ng back the docunments. "Be on your way. But
don't make any side trips, and make sure that none of your
peopl e | eave your caravan."

"They'd better not leave -not if they want to get paid.

"Thank you, Captain." Yarblek swung back up into his
saddl e.

The officer grunted and waved them on.

"Little people should never be given any kind of
authority," the Nadrak said sourly when they were out of
earshot. "It lies too heavily on their brains."

"Yarbl ek!" Silk objected.

"Present conpany excepted, of course.”

"Ch. That's different, then."

"Ye lie like ye were born to it, good Master Yarblek,"
Fel degast the juggler said admringly.

"I've been associating with a certain Drasnian for too
| ong. "

"How did you conme by the pernit and the bill of sale?"
Sil k asked him

Yar bl ek wi nked and tapped his forehead slyly. "Ofici al
types are always overwhel ned by official-Iooking docunents
-and the nore petty the official, the nore he's inpressed. |
coul d have proved to that obnoxious little captain back there
that we cane fromany place at all -Melcene, Aduma in the
Mount ai ns of Zamad, even Crol Tibu on the coast of Gandahar-
except that all you can buy in Crol Tibu are el ephants, and
don't have any of those with nme, so that m ght have nade even
hima little suspicious."

Silk | ooked around with a broad grin. "Now you see why |
went into partnership with him" he said to themall.

"You seemwell suited to each other," Vel vet agreed.

Bel garath was tugging at one ear. "I think we'll |eave
you after dark tonight," he said to Yarblek. "I don't want
sonme other officious soldier to stop us and count noses -or
decide that we need a mlitary escort."

Yar bl ek nodded. "Are you going to need anything?"

"Just sone food is all." Belgarath glanced back at their
| aden packhorses plodding al ong beside the nmules. "W've been
on the road for quite sone tinme now and we've managed to
gather up what we really need and di scard what we don't."

“I"'l'l see to it that you' ve got enough food," Vella
prom sed from where she was ridi ng between Ce' Nedra and
Vel vet. "Yarbl ek sonmetinmes forgets that full ale kegs are not
the only things you need on a journey."

"An' will ye be ridin'" north, then?" Fel degast asked
Bel garath. The little com ¢ had changed out of his
bri ghtcol ored cl ot hes and was now dressed in plain brown.

"Unl ess they've noved it, that's where Ashaba is,"



Bel garath replied.

“If it be all the sane to ye, I'll ride along with ye fer
a bit of a ways."

" Oh?"

"There was a little difficulty with the authorities the
last tinme | was in Mal Dariya, an' |1'd like to give "emtine
t' regain their conposure befure | go back fer ne triunphant
return engagenent. Authorities tend t' be a stodgy an'
unfergivin' lot, don't y' know -always tredgin' up old pranks
an' bits of mschief perpetrated in the spirit of fun an'
throwin' "emin yer face."

Bel garath gave him al ong, steady | ook, then shrugged.
"Why not ?" he said.

Garion | ooked sharply at the old man. H s sudden
acqui escence seened wildly out of character, given his angry
protests at the additions of Velvet and Sadi to their party.
Garion then | ooked over at Polgara, but she showed no signs of
concern either. A peculiar suspicion began to creep over him

As evening settled over the plains of Mallorea, they drew
off the road to set up their night's encanpnent in a park-1like
grove of beech trees. Yarblek's nul eteers sat about one
canpfire, passing an earthenware jug around and becom ng
i ncreasingly rowdy. At the upper end of the grove, Garion and
his friends sat around another fire, eating supper and talking
quietly with Yarbl ek and Vel l a.

"Be careful when you cross into Venna," Yarbl ek cautioned
his rat-faced partner. "Some of the stories coning out of
there are nore onmi nous than the ones coning out of Karanda."

" Oh?"

"It's as if a kind of madness has seized themall. O
course, Grolins were never very sane to begin with."

"Grolinms?" Sadi | ooked up sharply.

"Venna's a Church-controlled state,” Silk explained. "Al
authority there derives fromUrvon and his court at M
Yaska. "

"It used to," Yarblek corrected. "Nobody seenms to know
who's got the authority now. The Grolinms gather in groups to
talk. The tal k keeps getting |louder until they're scream ng at
each other, and then they all reach for their knives.
haven't been able to get the straight of it. Even the Tenple
Guardsnmen are taking sides."

"The idea of Grolins cutting each other to pieces is one
can live with," Silk said.

"Truly," Yarbl ek agreed. "Just try not to get caught in
the nmiddle."

Fel degast had been softly strumring his lute and he struck
a note so sour that even Garion noticed it.

"That string's out of tune,” Durnik advised him

"I know," the juggler replied. "The peg keeps slippin'

"Let ne see it," Durnik offered. "Maybe | can fix it."

" '"Tis too worn, | fear, friend Durnik. '"Tis a grand
instrument, but it's old."

"Those are the ones that are worth saving." Durnik took
the lute and twi sted the | oose peg, tentatively testing the
pitch of the string with his thunb. Then he took his knife and
cut several small slivers of wood. He carefully inserted them
around the peg, tapping theminto place with the hilt of his
kni fe. Then he twisted the peg, retuning the string. "That



should do it," he said. He took up the lute and strummed it a
few tinmes. Then, to a slow neasure, he picked out an anci ent
air, the single notes quivering resonantly. He played the air
t hrough once, his fingers seeming to grow nore confident as he
went al ong.

Then he returned to the beginning again, but this tine, to
Garion's amazenent, he acconpanied the sinple nmelody with a
rippling counterpoint so conplex that it seenmed inpossible
that it could cone froma single instrunent. "It has a nice
tone," he observed to Fel degast.

"Tis a marvel that ye are, master smth. First ye repair
me lute, an' then ye turn around an' put nme t' shanme by
playin' it far better than I could ever hope to."

Pol gara's eyes were very wi de and | um nous. "Why haven't
you told nme about this, Durni k?" she asked.

"Actually, it's been so long that | al most forgot about

it." He smled, his fingers still dancing on the strings and
bringing forth that rich-toned cascade of sound.
"When | was young, | worked for atine with a lute nmaker. He

was old, and his fingers were stiff, but he needed to hear the
tone of the instrunents he made, so he taught nme how to play
themfor him"

He | ooked across the fire at his giant friend, and
sonmet hi ng seened to pass between them Toth nodded, reached
i nside the rough bl anket he wore across one shoul der, and
produced a curious-|ooking set of pipes, a series of hollow
reeds, each |longer than the one preceding it, all bound
tightly together. Quietly, the nute lifted the pipes to his
lips as Durnik returned again to the beginning of the air. The
sound he produced from his sinple pipes had an aching
poi gnancy about it that pierced Garion to the heart, soaring
through the intricate conplexity of the lute song.

“I"'m beginnin" t' feel altogether unnecessary," Fel degast
said in wonder. "Me own playin' of lute or pipe be good enough
fer taverns an' the like, but | be no virtuoso like these
two." He | ooked at the huge Toth. "Howis it possible fer a
man so big t' produce so delicate a sound?"

"He's very good," Eriond told him "He plays for Durnik
and nme sonetinmes -when the fish aren't biting."

"Ah, 'tis a grand sound," Fel degast said, "an' far too
good t' be wasted." He |ooked across the fire at Vella. "Wuld
ye be willin" t' give us a bit of a dance, me girl, t' sort of
round out the evenin' ?"

"Why not ?" She | aughed with a toss of her head. She rose
to her feet and noved to the opposite side of the fire.
"Follow this beat,"” she instructed, raising her rounded arnms
above her head and snapping her fingers to set the tenpo.

Fel degast picked up the beat, clapping his hands rhythmcally.

Garion had seen Vella dance before -long ago in a forest
tavern in Gar og Nadrak- so he knew nore or |less what to
expect. He was sure, however, that Eriond certainly -and
Ce' Nedra probably- should not watch a performance of such
bl at ant sensuality. Vella's dance began innocuously enough
t hough, and he began to think that perhaps he had been unduly
sensitive the last tinme he had watched her

When the sharp staccato of her snapping fingers and
Fel degast's cl apping increased the tenpo, however, and she
began to dance with greater abandon, he realized that his



first assessnent had been correct. Eriond should really not be
wat ching this dance, and Ce' Nedra shoul d be sent away al npst

i medi ately. For the life of him however, he could not think
of any way to do it.

When the tenpo sl owed again and Durni k and Toth returned
to a sinple restatenent of the original air, the Nadrak gir
concl uded her dance with that proud, aggressive strut that
chal l enged every man about the fire.

To Garion's absol ute astoni shnment, Eriond warnly appl auded
with no trace of embarrassnment showi ng on his young face. He
knew that his own neck was burning and that his breath was
com ng faster.

Ce' Nedra's reaction was about what he had expected.
Her cheeks were flanmi ng and her eyes were wi de. Then she
suddenly | aughed with delight. "Wonderful!" she exclai ned, and
her eyes were full of mschief as she cast a sidel ong gl ance
at Garion. He coughed nervously.

Fel degast wi ped a tear fromhis eye and bl ew his nose
gustily. Then he rose to his feet. "Ah, me fine, lusty wench,"
he said fulsonely to Vella, hanging a regretful enbrace about
her neck and -endangering life and linb just a little in view
of her ever-ready daggers- bussing her noisily on the lips,
"it's destroyed altogether | amthat we must part. I'Il mss
ye, nme girl, an' make no ni stake about that. But | make ye ne
prom se that we'll neet again, an' |I'll delight ye with a few
of me naughty little stories, an' ye'll fuddle ne brains with
yer wicked brew, an' we'll |augh an' sing together an' enjoy
spring after spring in the sheer delight of each others
conpany. " Then he sl apped her rather famliarly on the bottom
and noved qui ckly out of range before she could find the hilt
of one of her daggers.

"Does she dance for you often, Yarblek?" Silk asked his
partner, his eyes very bright.

"Too often," Yarblek replied mournfully, "and every tine
she does, | find nyself starting to think that her daggers
aren't really all that sharp and that a little cut or two
woul dn't really hurt too nuch."

"Feel free to try at any tinme, Yarblek," Vella offered,
her hand suggestively on the hilt of one of her daggers.

Then she | ooked at Ce' Nedra with a broad w nk.

"Why do you dance |ike that?" Ce' Nedra asked, stil
bl ushing slightly. "You know what it does to every man who
wat ches. "

"That's part of the fun, Ce' Nedra. First you drive them
crazy, and then you hold themoff with your daggers. It mekes
them absolutely wild. Next time we neet, I'll show you how
it's done." She |ooked at Garion and | aughed a w cked | augh.

Bel garath returned to the fire. He had left at sonme tine
during Vella's dance, though Garion's eyes had been too busy
to notice. "It's dark enough,” he told themall. "I think we
can |l eave now wi thout attracting any notice." They all rose
fromwhere they had been sitting.

"You know what to do?" Silk asked his partner
Yar bl ek nodded.

“"All right. Do whatever you have to to keep nme out of the
soup. "

"Why do you persist in playing around in politics, Silk?"

"Because it gives ne access to greater opportunities to



steal . "

"Oh," Yarblek said. "That's all right then." He extended
his hand. "Take care, Silk," he said.

"You, too, Yarblek. Try to keep us solvent if you can, and
I'"ll see you in a year or so."

“I'f you live."

"There's that, too."

"I enjoyed your dance, Vella," Polgara said, enbracing the

Nadrak girl.
“I'"'m honored, Lady," Vella replied a bit shyly. " And
we'll neet again, |I'msure.”

“I"'mcertain that we will."

" Are ye sure that ye won't reconsider yer outrageous
askin' price, Mster Yarblek?" Fel degast asked.

"Talk to her about it," Yarblek replied, jerking his head
in Vella's direction. "She's the one who set it."

" '"Tis a hardhearted woman ye are, nme girl," the juggler
accused her.

She shrugged. "If you buy sonething cheap, you don't val ue
it."

“"Now that's the truth, surely. I'lIl see what | kin do t'

put me hands on sonme noney, fer make no m stake, nme fine
wench, | nmean t' own ye."

"We'l|l see," she replied with a slight snile

They went out of the circle of firelight to their picketed
horses -and the juggler's mule- and nounted quietly. The noon
had set, and the stars lay like bright jewels across the warm
vel vet throat of night as they rode out of Yarblek's canp and
noved at a cautious wal k toward the north. When the sun rose
several hours later, they were mles away, noving northward
al ong, a well-maintained highway toward Mal Rukuth, the
Angarak city lying on the south bank of the Raku River, the
stream that marked the southern border of Venna. The norning
was warm the sky was clear, and they made good tine. Once
again there were refugees on the road, but unlike yesterday,
signi ficant nunbers of them were fleeing toward the south.

"Is it possible that the plague has broken out in the
north as well?" Sadi asked.

Pol gara frowned. "It's possible, | suppose,” she told him

“I think it's nore likely that those people are fleeing
from Mengha, " Bel garath di sagreed.

"It's going to get a bit chaotic hereabouts,” Silk noted.

"If you've got people fleeing in one direction fromthe
pl ague and people fleeing in the other fromthe denpns, about
all they'Il be able to do is m Il around out here on these
pl ains."

"That could work to our advantage, Kheldar," Vel vet
poi nted out. "Sooner or later, Zakath is going to discover
that we left Mal Zeth without saying good-bye and he's likely
to send troops out looking for us. A bit of chaos in this
regi on should help to confuse their search, wouldn't you say?"

"You' ve got a point there," he admtted.

Garion rode on in a half doze, a trick he had |earned from
Bel garath. Though he had occasionally nissed a night's sleep
in the past, he had never really gotten used to it. He rode
along with his head down, only faintly aware of what was
happeni ng around him

He heard a persistent sound that seened to nag at the edge



of his consciousness. He frowned, his eyes still closed,
trying to identify the sound. And then he renenbered. It was a
faint, despairing wail, and the full horror of the sight of
the dying child in the shabby street in Mal Zeth struck him
Try though he might, he could not wench hinself back into
wakef ul ness, and the continuing cry tore at his heart.

Then he felt a large hand on his shoul der, shaking him
gently. Struggling, he raised his head to |l ook full into the
sad face of the giant Toth.

"Did you hear it, too?" he asked.

Tot h nodded, his face filled with synpathy.

"It was only a dream wasn't it?"

Toth spread his hands, and his | ook was uncertain.

Garion squared his shoulders and sat up in his saddle,
deternmined not to drift off again.

They rode sone distance away fromthe road and took a cold
lunch of bread, cheese, and snpoked sausage in the shade of a
large elmtree standing quite alone in the mddle of a field
of oats. There was a small spring surrounded by a nobssy rock
wal | not far away, where they were able to water the horses
and fill their water bags.

Bel garath stood | ooking out over the fields toward a
distant village and the barricaded | ane which approached it.
"How much food do we have with us, Pol?" he asked.

"If every village we conme to is closed up the way the ones
we' ve passed so far have been, it's going to be difficult to
repl eni sh our stores."

“I think we'll be all right, father," she replied. "Vella
was very generous."

“I like her." Ce' Nedra snmiled. "Even though she does swear
all the tine."

Pol gara returned the smle. "It's the Nadrak way, dear,"”
she said. "When | was in Gar og Nadrak, | had to draw on ny
menories of the nore colorful parts of my father's vocabul ary
to get by."

"Hal | ooo!" someone hail ed them

"He's over there." Silk pointed toward the road.

A man who was wearing one of the brown robes that
identified himas a Melcene bureaucrat sat |ooking at them
I ongingly fromthe back of a bay horse.

"What do you want?" Durnik called to him

“Can you spare a bit of food?" the Mel cene shouted.

"I can't get near any of these villages and | haven't
eaten in three days. | can pay."

Durni k | ooked questioningly at Pol gara.

She nodded. "We have enough," she said.

"Whi ch way was he com ng?" Bel garath asked.

"South, | think," Silk replied.

"Tell himthat it's all right, Durnik," the old man said.

"He can probably give us sone recent news fromthe north."

"“Cone on in," Durnik shouted to the hungry man.

The bureaucrat rode up until he was about twenty yards
away. Then he stopped warily. "Are you from Mal Zeth?" he
demanded.

"We left before the plague broke out,” Silk lied.

The official hesitated. "I'Il put the noney on this rock
here," he offered, pointing at a white boulder. "Then I"]|
nove back a ways. You can take the noney and | eave sone food.



That way neither one of us will endanger the other."

"Makes sense," Silk replied pleasantly.

Pol gara took a | oaf of brown bread and a generous sl ab of
cheese from her stores and gave themto the sharp-faced
Dr asni an.

The Mel cene dismounted, laid a few coins on the rock, and
then led his horse back sone distance.

"Where have you cone from friend?" Silk asked as he
approached the rock

"I was in Akkad in Katakor," the hungry man answered,
eyeing the | oaf and the cheese. "I was senior adm nistrator
there for the Bureau of Public Wrks -you know, walls,
aqueducts, streets, that sort of thing. The bribes weren't
spectacul ar, but | managed to get by. Anyway, | got out just a
few hours before Mengha and his demons got there."

Silk laid the food on the rock and picked up the noney.
Then he backed away. "We heard that Akkad fell quite some tine
ago. "

The Mel cene alnpst ran to the rock and snatched up the
bread and cheese. He took a |large bite of cheese and tore a
chunk off the loaf. "I hid out in the mountains,” he replied
around t he nout hf ul

"I'sn'"t that where Ashaba is?" Silk asked, sounding very
casual

The Mel cene swal | owed hard and nodded. "That's why |
finally left," he said, stuffing bread in his nouth. "The
area's infested with huge wild dogs -ugly brutes as big as
horses- and there are roving bands of Karands killing everyone
they come across. | could have avoided all that, but there's
sonmething terrible going on at Ashaba. There are dreadfu
sounds coming fromthe castle and strange lights in the sky
over it at night. | don't hold with the supernatural, ny
friend, so | bolted." He sighed happily, tearing off another
chunk of bread. "A nonth ago |'d have turned ny nose up at
brown bread and cheese. Now it tastes |ike a banquet."”

"Hunger's the best sauce,"” Silk quoted the ol d adage.

"That's the honest truth."

"Why didn't you stay up in Venna? Didn't you know that
there's plague in Mal Zeth?"

The Mel cene shuddered. "What's going on in Venna's even
wor se than what's going on in Katakor or Mal Zeth," he
replied. "My nerves are absolutely destroyed by all this. |I'm
an engi neer. What do | know about denmpons and new Gods and
magi c? G ve nme paving stones and tinmbers and nortar and a few
nodest bribes and don't even nmention any of that other
nonsense to ne."

"New Gods?" Silk asked. "Who's been tal king about new
Gods?"

"The Chandim You've heard of then?"

"Don't they belong to Urvon the Disciple?"

"I don't think they belong to anybody right now. They've
gone on a ranpage in Venna. Nobody's seen Urvon for nore than
a nmonth now -not even the people in Mal Yaska. The Chandi m are
conpletely out of control. They're erecting altars out in the
fields and hol ding double sacrifices -the first heart to Torak
and the second to this new God of Angarak- and anybody up
there that doesn't bow to both altars gets his heart cut out
right on the spot."



"That seens |like a very good reason to stay out of Venna,"
Silk said wyly. "Have they put a nanme to this new God of
t heirs?"

“Not that | ever heard. They just call him'The new God of
Angar ak, come to replace Torak and to take dreadful vengeance
on the Godsl ayer.' "

"That's you,'

"Do you m nd?"

"I just thought you ought to know, that's all."

"There's an open war going on in Venna, ny friend," the
Mel cene continued, "and |'d advise you to give the place a
wi de berth."

Vel vet murnured to Gari on.

"War ?"
"Wthin the Church itself. The Chandi m are sl aughtering
all the old Golinms -the ones who are still faithful to Torak.

The Tenpl e Guardsnmen are taking sides and they're having
pitched battles on the plains up there -that's when they're
not maraudi ng through the countryside, burning farnsteads, and
massacring whole villages. You' d think that the whol e of
Venna's gone crazy. It's as nmuch as a man's life is worth to
go through there just now They stop you and ask you which God
you worship, and a wong answer is fatal." He paused, stil
eating. "Have you heard about any place that's quiet -and
saf e?" he asked plaintively.

"Try the coast," Silk suggested. "Mal Abad, nmaybe -or M
Canmt . "

"Whi ch way are you goi ng?"

"We're going north to the river and see if we can find a
boat to take us down to Lake Penn Daka."

"It won't be safe there for very long, friend. If the
pl ague doesn't get there first, Mengha's denmons will -or the
crazed Grolins and their Guardsmen out of Venna."

"We don't plan to stop,” Silk told him "W're going to
cut on across Delchin to Maga Renn and then on down the

Magan. "

"That's a long journey."

"Friend, 1'll go to Gandahar if necessary to get away from
denmons and plague and mad Golinms. |If worse conmes to worst,
we' Il hide out ampong the el ephant herders. El ephants aren't

all that bad."

The Melcene smiled briefly. "Thanks for the food," he
said, tucking his | oaf and his cheese inside his robe and
| ooki ng around for his grazing horse. "Good | uck when you get
to Gandahar."

"The sane to you on the coast," Silk replied.

They watched the Melcene ride off.

"Why did you take his noney, Kheldar?" Eriond asked
curiously. "I thought we were just going to give himthe
food."

Unexpected and unexpl ained acts of charity linger in
people's m nds, Eriond, and curiosity overcones gratitude.
took his nmoney to nake sure that by tonorrow he won't be able
to describe us to any curious soldiers."

"Oh," the boy said a bit sadly. "lIt's too bad that things
are like that, isn't it?"

"As Sadi says, | didn't nmake the world; | only try to live
init."

"Well, what do you think?" Belgarath said to the juggler



Fel degast squinted off toward the horizon. "Yer dead set
on goin' right straight up through the m ddle of Venna -past
Mal Yaska an' all?"

"We don't have any choice. W' ve got just so nuch tinme to
get to Ashaba.”

"Sonmehow | thought y' mght feel that way about it."

"Do you know a way to get us through?”

Fel degast scratched his head. " 'Twill be dangerous,
Anci ent One," he said dubiously, "what with Golins and
Chandi m and Tenpl e Guardsnmen an' all."

"It won't be nearly as dangerous as m ssing our
appoi ntnent at Ashaba woul d be."

"Well, if yer dead set on it, | suppose | kin get ye
t hrough. "

" Al right," Belgarath said. "Let's get started then."

The peculiar suspicion which had cone over Garion the day
before grew stronger. Wiy woul d his grandfather ask these
gquestions of a man they scarcely knew? The nore he thought
about it, the nore he becane convinced that there was a great
deal nore going on here than nmet the eye.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was | ate afternoon when they reached Mal Rakuth, a grim
fortress city crouched on the banks of a nuddy river. The
wal I's were high, and black towers rose within those walls. A
| arge crowd of people was gathered outside, inploring the
citizens to let thementer, but the city gates were | ocked,
and archers with hal f-drawn bows |ined the battlenents,
threatening the refugees bel ow

"That sort of answers that question, doesn't it?" Garion
said as he and his conpanions reined in on a hilltop sone
di stance fromthe tightened city.

Bel garath grunted. "It's nmore or |less what | expected," he
said. "There's nothing we really need in Mal Rakuth anyway, so
there's not nmuch point in pressing the issue."

"How are we going to get across the river, though?"

“I'f | remenber correctly, there be a ferry crossin' but a
few mles upstream Fel degast told him

"Wn't the ferryman be just as frightened of the plague as
the people in that city are?" Durni k asked him

" '"Tis an ox-drawn ferry, Goodnan -with teanms on each side

an' cables an' pulleys an' all. The ferryman kin take our
noney an' put us on the far bank an' never come within fifty
yards of us. | fear the crossin' will be dreadful expensive,
t hough. "

The ferry proved to be a |l eaky old barge attached to a
heavy cable stretched across the yell ow brown river.

"Stay back!" the mud-covered man hol ding the rope hitched
about the neck of the |lead ox on the near side conmanded as
t hey approached. "I don't want any of your filthy diseases."”

"How nuch to go across?" Silk called to him

The nmuddy fellow squinted greedily at them assessing
their clothing and horses. "One gold piece," he said flatly.

"That's outrageous!"”

"Try swimmng."

"Pay him" Bel garath said.



“"Not likely," Silk replied. "I refuse to be cheated -even
here. Let ne think a minute.” Hi s narrow face becane intent as
he stared hard at the rapaci ous ferryman.

"Durnik," he said thoughtfully, "do you have your axe
handy?"

The smith nodded, patting the axe which hung froma | oop
at the back of his saddle.

"Do you suppose you could reconsider just a bit, friend?"
the little Drasnian called plaintively to the ferryman.

"One gold piece,” the ferryman repeated stubbornly.

Silk sighed. "Do you mind if we | ook at your boat first?
It doesn't look all that safe to me."

"Hel p yourself -but | won't nove it until | get paid."

Silk | ooked at Durni k. "Bring the axe," he said.

Durni k di snounted and lifted his broad-bl aded axe
fromits | oop. Then the two of them clinbed down the slippery
bank to the barge. They went up the sloping ranp and onto the
deck. Silk stanped his feet tentatively on the planking. "Nice
boat," he said to the ferryman, who stood cautiously sone
di stance away." Are you sure you won't reconsider the price?"

"One gold piece. Take it or leave it."

Silk sighed. "I was afraid you m ght take that position."
He scuffed one foot at the nmuddy deck. "You know nore about
boats than I do, friend," he observed. "How | ong do you think
it would take this tub to sink if ny friend here chopped a
hole in the botton?"

The ferryman gaped at him

“Pull up the decking in the bow, Durnik," Silk suggested
pl easantly. "G ve yourself plenty of roomfor a good sw ng."

The desperate ferryman grabbed up a club and ran down the
bank.

"Careful, friend," Silk said to him "W left Ml Zeth
only yesterday, and |I'malready starting to feel alittle
feverish -sonething | ate, no doubt."

The ferryman froze in his tracks.

Durni k was grinning as he began to pry up the decking at
the front of the barge.

"My friend here is an expert woodsman," Silk continued in
a conversational tone, "and his axe is terribly sharp. 1"l
wager that he can have this scow lying on the bottom i nside of
ten mnutes.”

"I can see into the hold now, " Durnik reported,
suggestively testing the edge of his axe with his thunmb. "Just
how big a hole would you Iike?"

"Oh," Silk replied, "I don't know, Durnik -a yard or so
square, maybe. Wuld that sink it?"

“I"'mnot sure. Wiy don't we try it and find out?" Durnik
pushed up the sleeves of his short jacket and hefted his axe a
coupl e of tines.

The ferryman was meki ng strangl ed noi ses and hoppi ng up
and down.

"What's your feeling about negotiation at this point,
friend?" Silk asked him "I'm al nost positive that we can
reach an accommodati on -now that you fully understand the
situation."

When they were partway across the river and the barge was
wal | owi ng heavily in the current, Durnik wal ked forward to the
bow and stood | ooking into the opening he had nmade by prying



up the deck. "I wonder how big a hole it would take to sink
this thing," he nused.
"What was that, dear?" Polgara asked him

"Just thinking out |oud, Pol," he said. "But do you know
something? | just realized that |'ve never sunk a boat
before."

She rolled her eyes heavenward. "Men," she sighed.

"I suppose |'d better put the planks back so that we can
| ead the horses off on the other side,"” Durnik said al npst
regretfully.

They erected their tents in the shelter of a grove of
cedar trees near the river that evening. The sky, which had
been serene and blue since they had arrived in Mllorea, had
turned threatening as the sun sank, and there were rumnbl es of
t hunder and brief flickers of Iightning anong the clouds off
to the west.

After supper, Durnik and Toth went out of the grove for a
| ook around and returned with sober faces. "I'mafraid that
we're in for a spell of bad weather," the smith reported. "You
can snell it comng.'

"I hate riding in the rain,

"Most people do, Prince Kheldar,

Si | k conpl ai ned.
" Fel degast told him "But

bad weat her usually keeps others in as well, don't y' know,
an' if what that hungry traveler told us this afternoon be
true, we'll not be wantin' t' neet the sort of folk that be

abroad in Venna when the weather's fine."

"He nmentioned the Chandim" Sadi said, frowning. "Just
exactly who are they?"

"The Chandim are an order within the G olim Church,”

Bel garath told him "Wen Torak built Cthol M shrak, he
converted certain Golins into Hounds to patrol the region
After Vo M nbre, when Torak was bound in sleep, Urvon
converted about half of them back. The ones who reassuned
human formare all sorcerers of greater or lesser talent, and
they can communicate with the ones who are still Hounds.
They're very close-knit -like a pack of wild dogs- and they're
all fanatically loyal to Uvon."

“An' that be much of the source of Urvon's power,"

Fel degast added. "Ordinary Grolins be always schem n' agai nst
each other an' against their superiors, but Uvon's Chandi m
have kept the Mallorean Grolinms in line fer five hundred years
now. "

"And the Tenpl e Guardsnen?" Sadi added. "Are they Chandi m
or Grolims, too?"

“Not usually," Belgarath replied. "There are G olinms anong
them of course, but nost of them are Mall orean Angaraks. They
were recruited before Vo Mnbre to serve as Torak's persona
bodyguard. "

"Why woul d a God need a bodyguard?"

"I never entirely understood that nyself,” the old man
adm tted. "Anyway, after Vo Mnbre, there are still a few of
themleft -new recruits, veterans who' d been wounded in
earlier battles and sent home, that sort of thing. Urvon
per suaded them that he spoke for Torak, and now their
allegiance is to him After that, they recruited nore young
Angaraks to fill up the holes in their ranks. They do nore
than just guard the Tenple now, though. When Urvon started
having difficulties with the Enperors at Mal Zeth, he decided



that he needed a fighting force, so he expanded theminto an
army. "

"Tis a practical arrangenent,"” Fel degast pointed out.
"The Chandi m provide Urvon with the sorcery he needs t' keep
the other Golins toein' the mark, an' the sinple Guardsnen
provide the nmuscle t' keep the ordinary folk fromprotestin'
their lot."

"These Guardsnen, they're just ordinary soldiers, then?"
Durni k asked.

“"Not really. They're closer to being knights," Belgarath
replied.

"Li ke Mandorallen, you nean -all dressed in steel plate
and with shields and | ances and war horses and all that?"

“No, Goodnman," Fel degast answered. "They're not nearly so
grand. Lances an' hel nets and shields they have, certainly,
but fer the rest, they rely on chain mail.

They be npbst nearly as stupid as Arends, however. Sonethin'
about wearin' all that steel enpties the m nd of every knight
the world around."

Bel garath was | ooki ng specul atively at Garion. "How
nmuscul ar are you feeling?" he asked.

“Not very -why?"

"We've got a bit of a problemhere. We're far nore likely
to encounter Guardsnen than we are Chandim-but if we start
unhorsing all these tin men with our mnds, the noise is going
to attract the Chandimlike a beacon.”

Garion stared at him "You're not serious! |'m not
Mandor al | en, Grandfather.”

“No. You' ve got better sense than he has."

“I will not stand by and hear ny knight insulted!"

Ce' Nedra decl ared hotly.

"Ce' Nedra," Belgarath said al nost absently, "hush."

"Hush?"

"You heard nme." He scowl ed at her so blackly that she
faltered and drew back behind Pol gara for protection.

"The point, Garion," the old man continued, "is that
you' ve received a certain anount of training from Mandorall en
in this sort of thing and you've had a bit of experience. None
of the rest of us have."

"I don't have any arnor."

"You' ve got a mail shirt."

"I don't have a helnmet -or a shield."

"I could probably manage those, Garion," Durnik offered.

Garion | ooked at his old friend. "I'"mterribly
di sappointed in you, Durnik," he said.

"You aren't afraid, are you, Garion?" Ce'Nedra asked in a
smal | voi ce.

"Well, no. Not really. It's just that it's so stupid -and
it |ooks so ridiculous.”

"Have you got an old pot | could borrow, Pol?" Durnik

asked.

"How big a pot?"

"Big enough to fit Garion's head."

“"Now that's going too far!" Garion exclainmed. "I'm not
going to wear a kitchen pot on ny head for a helnet. | haven't

done that since | was a boy."
“I'"l'l nmodify it a bit," Durnik assured him "And then |']|
take the lid and make you a shield." Garion wal ked away



swearing to hinself.

Vel vet's eyes had narrowed. She | ooked at Fel degast with
no hint of her dinples showing. "Tell ne, nmaster juggler," she
said, "howis it that an itinerant entertainer, who plays for
penni es in waysi de taverns, knows so very nuch about the inner
wor ki ng of Grolimsociety here in Mllorea?"

"I be not nearly so foolish as | look, nme lady," he
replied, "an' | do have eyes an' ears, an' know how t' use
Cem "

"You avoi ded that question rather well," Belgarath
conplimented him

The juggler smirked. "I thought so neself. Now, " he
continued seriously, "as me ancient friend here says, 'tis not
too likely that we'll be encounterin' the Chandimif it rains,

fer a dog has usually the good sense t' take t' his kenne
when the weat her be foul -unless there be pressin' need fer
himt' be out an' about. 'Tis far nore probable fer us t' neet
Tenpl e Guardsnen, fer a knight, be he Arendish or Ml orean,
seens deaf t' the gentle patter of rain on his arnor. |

shoul dn't wonder that our young warrior King over there be of
sufficient mght t' be a match fer any Guardsman we m ght neet
al one, but there always be the possibility of comin' across
"emin groups. Should there be such encounters, keep yer wits
about ye an' renmenber that once a knight has started his
charge, 'tis very hard fer himt"' swerve or change direction
very much at all. A sidestep an' a smart rap across the back
of the head be usually enough t' roll "emout of the saddle,
an' a man in arnor -once he's off his horse- be like a turtle
on his back, don't y' know. "

"You' ve done it a few tines yourself, | take it?" Sad
mur nmur ed.

“I"ve had me share of m sunderstandin's with Tenple
Guardsnen, " Fel degast admitted, "an' ye'll note that | stil
be here t' talk about 'em

Durni k took the cast iron pot Polgara had given himand
set it in the center of their fire. After a tine, he pulled it
gl owi ng out of the coals with a stout stick, placed the bl ade
of a broken knife on a rounded rock, and then set the pot over
it. He took up his axe, reversed it, and held the blunt end
over the pot.

"You'll break it," Silk predicted. "Cast iron's too
brittle to take any pounding."

"Trust ne, Silk," the smith said with a wink. He took a
deep breath and began to tap lightly on the pot. The sound of
hi s hammeri ng was not the dull clack of cast iron, but the
clear ring of steel, a sound that Garion renenbered fromhis
earliest boyhood. Deftly the snmith reshaped the pot into a
flat-topped helnmet with a fierce nose guard and heavy cheek
pi eces. Garion knew that his old friend was cheating just a
bit by the faint whisper and surge he was directing at the
ener gi ng hel et .

Then Durni k dropped the helnmet into a pail of water, and
it hissed savagely, sending off a cloud of steam The pot |id
that the smith intended to convert into a shield, however,
chal I enged even his ingenuity. It becanme quite obvious that,
should he hamrer it out to give it sufficient size to offer
protection, it would be so thin that it would not even fend
of f a dagger stroke, much less a blow froma | ance or sword.



He considered that, even as he pounded on the ringing lid. He
shifted his axe and nmade an obscure gesture at Toth. The giant
nodded, went to the riverbank, returned with a pail full of
clay, and dunped the bucket out in the center of the glow ng
shield. It gave off an evil hiss, and Durnik continued to
pound.

"Uh- Durnik," Garion said, trying not to be inpolite,
ceram ¢ shield was not exactly what | had in mnd, you know. "

Durni k gave hima grin filled with surpressed nirth.

"Look at it, Garion," he suggested, not changing the tenpo
of his hanmeri ng.

Garion stared at the shield, his eyes suddenly wi de. The
gl owi ng circle upon which Durnik was poundi ng was solid,
cherry-red steel. "How did you do that?"

"Transmutation!" Pol gara gasped. "Changing one thing into
sonmet hing el se! Durnik, where on earth did you ever learn to
do that?"

"I't's just sonmething | picked up, Pol." He | aughed. "As
long as you've got a bit of steel to begin with -like old
kni fe bl ade- you can nake as much nore as you want, out of
anyt hing that's handy: cast iron, clay, just about anything."

Ce' Nedra's eyes had suddenly gone very wi de. "Durnik," she
said in an al nost reverent whisper, "could you have nade it
out of gol d?"

Durni k thought about it, still hamering. "l suppose
could have," he admtted, "but gold s too heavy and soft to
make a good shield, wouldn't you say?"

"Coul d you nmake anot her one?" she wheedl ed. "For ne? It
woul dn't have to be so big -at least not quite. Please,
Durni k. "

Durni k finished the rimof the shield with a shower of
crinmson sparks and the nusical ring of steel on steel. "I
don't think that would be a good idea, Ce' Nedra," he told her
"Gold is valuable because it's so scarce. If | started naking
it out of clay, it wouldn't be long before it wasn't worth
anything at all. |I'msure you can see that."

"But-"

“No, Ce'Nedra," he said firmy.

"Garion-" she appeal ed, her voice angui shed.

"He's right, dear.”

"But-"

“"Never mnd, Ce'Nedra,"

a

The fire had burned down to a bed of glow ng coals.

Garion awoke with a start, sitting up suddenly. He was
covered with sweat and trenbling violently. Once again he had
heard the wailing cry that he had heard the previous day, and
the sound of it wrenched at his heart. He sat for a long tine
staring at the fire. In time, the sweat dried and his
trembling subsided.

Ce' Nedra's breathing was regular as she | ay beside him
and there was no other sound in their well-shielded
encanprment. He rolled carefully out of his blankets and wal ked
to the edge of the grove of cedars to stare bleakly out across
the fields lying dark and enpty under an inky sky. Then
because there was nothing he could do about it, he returned to
his bed and slept fitfully until dawn.

It was drizzling rain when he awoke. He got up quietly



and went out of the tent to join Durnik, who was up the fire.
"“Can | borrow your axe?" he asked his friend.
Durni k | ooked up at him

"I guess I'mgoing to need a lance to go with all that."
He | ooked rather distastefully at the helnmet and shield |ying
atop his nmail shirt near the packs and saddl es.

"COh," the smth said. "I alnost forgot about that. Is one
goi ng to be enough? They break sonetines, you know -at | east
Mandoral | en's al ways did."

“I"'mcertainly not going to carry nore than one." Garion
j abbed his thumb back over his shoulder at the hilt of his
sword." Anyway, |'ve always got this big knife to fall back
on."

The chill drizzle that had begun shortly before dawn was
the kind of rain that nmade the nearby fields hazy and
i ndi stinct. After breakfast, they took heavy cl oaks out of
their packs and prepared to face a fairly unpl easant day.
Garion had already put on his nail shirt, and he padded the
inside of his helnet with an old tunic and jamed it down on
his head. He felt very foolish as he clinked over to saddle
Chretienne. The mail already snelled bad and it seened, for
some reason, to attract the chill of the soggy norning. He
| ooked at his newcut |lance and his round shield. "This is
going to be awkward," he said.

"Hang the shield fromthe saddl e bow, Garion," Durnik
suggested, "and set the butt of your lance in the stirrup
besi de your foot. That's the way Mandorallen does it."

"Il try it," Garion said. He hauled hinmself up into his
saddl e, already sweating under the weight of his mail.

Dur ni k handed hi mthe shield, and he hooked the strap of
it over the saddle bow. Then he took his lance and jammed its
butt into his stirrup, pinching his toes in the process.

"You'll have to hold it," the smith told him "It won't
stay upright by itself.”

Garion grunted and took the shaft of his lance in his
ri ght hand.

“You | ook very inpressive, dear,

"Wonderful," he replied dryly.

They rode out of the cedar grove into the wet, mserable
nmorning with Garion in the lead, feeling nore than a little
absurd in his warlike garb. The | ance, he di scovered al npst
i medi ately, had a stubborn tendency to dip its point toward
the ground. He shifted his grip onit, sliding his hand up
until he found its center of balance. The rain collected on
the shaft of the lance, ran down across his clanmy hand, and
trickled into his sleeve. After a short while, a steady stream

Ce' Nedra assured him

of water dribbled fromhis elbow "I feel |ike a downspout,"
he grunbl ed.
"Let's pick up the pace," Belgarath said to him "It's a

|l ong way to Ashaba, and we don't have too nuch tine."

Garion nudged Chretienne with his heels, and the big gray
nmoved out, at first at a trot and then in a rolling canter
For some reason that nade Garion feel a bit |ess foolish.

The road whi ch Fel degast had pointed out to themthe
previ ous evening was little traveled and this norning it was
deserted. It ran past abandoned farnsteads, sad,
branbl e- choked shells with the nmoldy remains of their thatched
roofs all tunbled in. A few of the farnmsteads had been burned,



some only recently.

The road began to turn nuddy as the earth soaked up the
steady rain. The cantering hooves of their horses splashed the
mud up to coat their legs and bellies and to spatter the boots
and cl oaks of the riders.

Silk rode beside Garion, his sharp face alert, and just
before they reached the crest of each hill, he gall oped on
ahead to have a quick |look at the shallow valley |ying beyond.

By m dnorning, Garion was soaked through, and he rode on
bl eakl y, enduring the disconfort and the snell of new rust,
wi shing fervently that the rain would stop

Sil k cane back down the next hill after scouting on ahead.
His face was tight with a sudden excitenent, and he notioned
themall to stop.

"There are sone Golinms up ahead," he reported tersely.

"How many?" Bel garath asked.

" About two dozen. They're holding some kind of religious
cerenony. "

The old man grunted. "Let's take a |ook." He | ooked at
Garion. "Leave your lance with Durnik," he said. "It sticks up
too high into the air, and I'd rather not attract attention."

Garion nodded and passed his lance over to the smith, then
followed Silk, Belgarath, and Fel degast up the hill

They di snounted just before they reached the crest and
noved carefully to the top, where a brushy thicket offered
some conceal ment .

The bl ack-robed Grolinms were kneeling on the wet grass
before a pair of grimaltars some di stance down the hill. A
[inmp, unmoving formlay sprawl ed across each of them and
there was a great deal of blood. Sputtering braziers stood at
the end of each altar, sending twin colums of black snoke up
into the drizzle. The Grolins were chanting in the runbling
groan Garion had heard too many tinmes before. He could not
make out what they were saying.

"Chandi n?" Bel garath softly asked the juggler

" '"Tis hard t' say fer certain, Ancient One," Fel degast
replied. "The twin altars would suggest it, but the practice
m ght have spread. Golinms be very quick t' pick up changes in
Church policy. But Chandimor not, 'twould be wise of us t
avoid '"em There be not nuch point in engagin' ourselves in
casual skirm shes with Golins."

"There are trees over on the east-side of the valley,"
Silk said, pointing. "If we stay in anobng them we'll be out
of sight."

Bel garat h nodded.

"How nuch longer are they likely to be praying?" Garion
asked.

"“Anot her half hour at |east," Fel degast replied.

Garion | ooked at the pair of altars, feeling an icy rage
building up in him "1'd like to cap their cerenmony with a
little personal visit," he said.

"Forget it," Belgarath told him "You're not here to ride
around the countryside righting wongs. Let's go back and get
the others. I'd |like to get around those Golinms before they
finish with their prayers.”

They picked their way carefully through the belt of
dripping trees that wound along the eastern rim of the shall ow
val l ey where the Grolins were conducting their rites and



returned to the nuddy road about a mle beyond. Again they set
out at the same distance-eating canter, with Garion once nore
in the |ead.

Some niles past the valley where the Golins had
sacrificed the two unfortunates, they passed a burning village
that was spewi ng out a cloud of black snoke. There seened to
be no one about, though there were sonme signs of fighting near
t he burni ng houses.

They rode on without stopping.

The rain let up by mdafternoon, though the sky remai ned
overcast. Then, as they crested yet another hilltop in the
rolling countryside, they saw another rider on the far side of
the valley. The distance was too great to make out details,
but Garion could see that the rider was armed with a | ance.

"What do we do?" he called back over his shoul der at the
rest of them

"That's why you're wearing arnor and carrying a |ance,
Garion," Belgarath replied.

“"Shouldn't | at |least give himthe chance to stand asi de?"

"To what purpose?" Fel degast asked. "He'll not do it. Yer
very presence here with yer lance an' yer shield be a
chal l enge, an' he'll not be refusin' it. Ri de himdown, young
Master. The day wears on, don't y' know. "

" Al right," Garion said unhappily. He buckled his shield
to his left arm settled his helnmet nore firmy in place, and
lifted the butt of his lance out of his stirrup

Chretienne was al ready pawing at the earth and snorting
defiantly.

" Ent husi ast,
go, then."

The big gray's charge was thunderous. It was not a
gal | op, exactly, nor a dead run, but rather was a deliberately
i npl acabl e gait that could only be called a charge.

The arnored nman across the valley seened a bit startled
by the unprovoked attack, there having been none of the
customary chall enges, threats, or insults. After a bit of
fumbling with his equiprment, he managed to get his shield in
pl ace and his |lance properly advanced. He seenmed to be quite
bul ky, though that night have been his arnor. He wore a sort
of chain-mail coat reaching to his knees. His helnet was round
and fitted with a visor, and he had a | arge sword sheat hed at
his wai st. He clanged down his visor, then sank his spurs into
his horse's flanks and al so charged.

The wet fields at the side of the road seenmed to blur as
Garion crouched behind his shield with his |ance | owered and
aimed directly at his opponent. He had seen Mandorallen do
this often enough to understand the basics. The distance
bet ween hi m and the stranger was narrowi ng rapidly, and Garion
could clearly see the nud spraying out from beneath the hooves
of his opponent's horse. At the |ast nmonment, just before they
came together, Garion raised up in his stirrups as Mandorall en
had instructed him |eaned forward so that his entire body was
braced for the shock, and took careful aimw th his | ance at
t he exact center of the other man's shield.

There was a dreadful crashing inpact, and he was suddenly
surrounded by flying splinters as his opponent's |ance
shattered. His own |ance, however, though it was as stout as
that of the Guardsman, was a freshly cut cedar pole and it was

Garion nuttered to him "All right, let's



quite springy. It bent into a tight arch |ike a drawn bow,

t hen snapped straight again. The startled stranger was
suddenly lifted out of his saddle. H s body described a high,
graceful arc through the air, which ended abruptly as he cane
down on his head in the middle of the road.

Garion thundered on past and finally managed to rein in
his big gray horse. He wheel ed and stopped. The other man | ay
on his back in the mud of the road. He was not noving.
Carefully, his lance at the ready, Garion wal ked Chretienne
back to the splinter-littered place where the inpact had
occurred.

“Are you all right?" he asked the Tenple Guardsman |ying
in the nud.

There was no answer.

Cautiously, Garion disnounted, dropped his |ance, and drew
Iron-grip's sword. "I say, man, are you all right?" he asked
again. He reached out with his foot and nudged the fellow

The Guardsman's visor was closed, and Garion put the tip
of his sword under the bottomof it and lifted. The eyes were
rolled back in his head until only the whites showed, and
there was bl ood gushing freely from his nose.

The others came galloping up, and Ce' Nedra flung herself
out of the saddle al nost before her horse and stopped and
hurl ed herself into her husband's arns. "You were magnificent,
Garion! Absolutely magnificent!"

"It did go rather well, didn't it?" he replied nodestly,
trying to juggle sword, shield, and wife all at the sane tine.
He | ooked at Pol gara, who was al so di snounting.

"Do you think he's going to be all right, Aunt Pol ?" he asked.
“I hope | didn't hurt himtoo nuch."

She checked the linp man lying in the road. "He'll be
fine, dear," she assured him "He's just been knocked
senseless, is all."

“"Nice job," Silk said.

Garion suddenly grinned broadly. "You know sonething," he
said. "I think I'"mstarting to understand why Mandorall en
enjoys this so much. It is sort of exhilarating."

“I think it has t' do with the weight of the arnor,"

Fel degast observed sadly to Belgarath. "It bears down on 'em
so much that it pulls all the juice out of their brains, or
some such."

"Let's nove on," Bel garath suggested.

By m dnmorning the follow ng day, they had noved into the
broad vall ey which was the | ocation of Mal Yaska, the
ecclesiastical capital of Mallorea and the site of the
Di sci pl e Urvon's pal ace. Though the sky renmi ned overcast, the
rain had bl own on through, and a stiff breeze had begun to dry
the grass and the nud which had cl ogged the roads. There were
encanprents dotting the valley, little clusters of people who
had fled fromthe denons to the north and the plague to the
south. Each group was fearfully isolated fromits neighbors,
and all of them kept their weapons cl ose at hand.

Unli ke those of Mal Rakuth, the gates of Ml Yaska stood
open, though they were patrolled by detachments of
mai | - arnored Tenpl e Guar dsnen.

"Why don't they go into the city?" Durni k asked, | ooking
at the clusters of refugees.

“Mal Yaska's not the sort of place ye visit willin'ly,



Goodman, " Fel degast replied. "When the Golins be lookin' fer
people t' sacrifice on their altars, '"tis unwise t' nake
yersel f too handy." He | ooked at Bel garath. "Wuld ye be

willin" t' accept a suggestion, nme ancient friend?" he asked
"Suggest away."
"We'l| be needin' information about what's happenin' up

there.” He pointed at the snow -capped nountains | oom ng
across the northern horizon. "Since | know ne way about M
Yaska an' know how t' avoid the Golins, wouldn't ye say that
it mght be worth the investnent of an hour or so t' have ne
nose about the central marketplace an' see what news | kin
pi ck up?"

"He's got a point, Belgarath," Silk agreed seriously, "I
don't like riding into a situation blind."

Bel garath considered it. "All right," he said to the
juggler, "but be careful -and stay out of the al ehouses."

Fel degast sighed. "There be no such havens in Mal Yaska,
Bel garath. The Grolinms there be fearful strict in their
di sapproval of sinple pleasures.” He shook the reins of his
nmul e and rode on across the plain toward the black walls of
Urvon's capital

“I'sn'"t he contradicting hinsel f?" Sadi asked. "First he
says it's too dangerous to go into the city and then he rides
on in anyway."

"He knows what he's doing,"
danger."

"We mi ght as well have sonme |unch while we're waiting,
father," Pol gara suggested.

He nodded, and they rode sonme distance into an open field
and di snount ed.

Garion laid aside his lance, pulled his helnet fromhis
sweaty head, and stood | ooking across the intervening open
space at the center of Church power in Mllorea.

The city was large, certainly, though not nearly so |arge
as Mal Zeth. The walls were high and thick, surnounted by
heavy battlenments, and the towers rising inside were square
and bl ocky. There was a kind of unrelieved ugliness about it,
and it seenmed to exude a brooding nenace as if the eons of
cruelty and bl ood lust had sunk into its very stones. From
somewhere near the center of the city, the telltale black
colum of snoke rose into the air, and faintly, echoing across
the plain with its huddl ed encanpnents of tightened refugees,
he thought he could hear the sullen iron clang of the gong
coming fromthe Tenple of Torak. Finally, he sighed and turned
hi s head away.

“I't will not last forever," Eriond, who had come up beside
him said firmy. "We're alnost to the end of it now All the
altars will be torn down, and the Golins will put their
kni ves away to rust."

"Are you sure, Eriond?"

"Yes, Belgarion. |I'mvery sure."

They ate a cold lunch, and, not |ong after, Fel degast
returned, his face sonber. " 'Tis perhaps a bit nore serious
than we had expected, Ancient One," he reported, sw nging down
fromhis mule. "The Chandimbe in total control of the city,
an' the Tenple Guardsnmen be takin' their orders directly from
them The Golinms who hold t' the old ways have all gone into
hidin', but packs of Torak's Hounds be sniffin' out the places

Bel garath said. "He's in no



where they've hidden an' they be tearin' "emt' pieces
wherever they find 'em

"I find it very hard to synpathize with Golins," Sad
mur nmur ed.

"I kin bear their disconfort neself," Fel degast agreed,
"but 'tis runored about the narketplace that the Chandi m an’
their dogs an' their CGuardsnmen al so be novin' about across the
border in Katakor."

“In spite of the Karands and Mengha's demons?" Sil k asked
Wi th some surprise

“"Now that's sonmethin' | could not get the straight of,"
the juggler replied. "No one could tell me why or how, but the
Chandi m an' the Guardsmen seem not t' be concerned about
Mengha nor his arny nor his denobns."

"That begins to smell of sonme kind of accommpdation,” Silk

sai d.

"There were hints of that previously," Fel degast reni nded
hi m

“An alliance?" Bel garath frowned.

" '"Tis hard t' say fer sure, Ancient One, but Urvon be a
schener, an' he's always had this dispute with the inperia
throne at Mal Zeth. If he's managed t' put Mengha in his
pocket, Kal Zakath had better look t' his defenses"”

"I's Uvon in the city?" Bel garath asked.

“No. No one knows where he's gone fer sure, but he's not
in his palace there."

"That's very strange," Belgarath said.

"I ndeed," the juggler replied, "but whatever he's doin' or
plannin' t' do, | think we'd better be walkin' softly once we
cross the border into Katakor. When ye add the Hounds an' the
Tenpl e Guardsnmen t' the denmons an' Karands already there, 'tis
goin' t' be fearful perilous t' approach the House of Torak at
Ashaba. "

"That's a chance we'll have to take," the old man said
grimy. "We're going to Ashaba, and if anything -Hound, human,
or denon- gets in our way, we'll just have to deal with it as
it cones."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

The sky continued to |l ower as they rode past the brooding
city of the Grolim Church under the suspicious gaze of the
arnmored CGuardsnmen at the gate and the hooded Grolins on the
wal | s.

"I's it likely that they'|ll follow us?" Durnik asked.

"It's not very probabl e, Goodman," Sadi replied. "Look
around you. There are thousands encanped here, and | doubt
that either Guardsnmen or Golins would take the trouble to
foll ow themall when they |eave."

"l suppose you're right," the smth agreed.

By |l ate afternoon they were well past Ml Yaska, and the
snow -topped peaks in Katakor |ooned higher ahead of them
starkly outlined against the dirty gray clouds scudding in
fromthe west.

"WIl ye be wantin' t' stop fer the night before we cross
t he border?" Fel degast asked Bel garat h.



"How far is it to there from here?"

"Not far at all, Ancient One."

"I's it guarded?"

"Usual ly, yes."

"Silk," the old man said, "ride on ahead and have a | ook."

The little man nodded and nudged his horse into a gallop

"All right," Belgarath said, signaling for a halt so that
they could all hear him "Everybody we've seen this afternoon
was goi ng south. Nobody's fleeing toward Katakor. Now, a man
who's running away from sonmepl ace doesn't stop when the
border's in sight. He keeps on going. That means that there's
a fair chance that there's not going to be anybody within
mles of the border on the Katakor side. If the border's not
guarded, we can just go on across and take shelter for the
ni ght on the other side."

"And if the border is guarded?" Sadi asked.

Bel garath's eyes grew flat. "We're still going to go
t hrough,” he replied.

"That's likely to involve fighting."

"That's right. Let's nove along, shall we?" About fifteen
m nutes later, Silk returned. "There are about ten Cuardsnen
at the crossing," he reported.

"“Any chance of taking them by surprise?" Belgarath asked
hi m

"Alittle, but the road |eading to the border is straight
and flat for a half mle on either side of the guard post."

The old man nuttered a curse under his breath. "All right
then," he said. "They' Il at least have tine to get to their
horses. We don't want to give themthe leisure to get
t hensel ves set. Renenber what Fel degast said about keeping
your wits. Don't take any chances, but | want all of those
Guardsmen on their backs after our first charge. Pol, you stay
back with the ladies -and Eriond."

"But-" Vel vet began to protest.

"Don't argue with ne, Liselle -just this once."

"Coul dn't Lady Polgara just put themto sleep?' Sad
asked. "The way she did with the spies back in Mal Zeth?"

Bel garath shook his head. "There are a few G olins anong
the Guardsnen, and that particul ar techni que doesn't work on
Golins. This tinme we're going to have to do it by nmin
strength -just to be on the safe side."

Sadi nodded glumy, dismunted, and picked up a stout tree
linmb fromthe side of the road. He thunped it experinmentally
on the turf. "I want you all to know that this is not ny
preferred way of doing things," he said.

The rest of them also di snounted and arnmed thensel ves with
cudgel s and staffs. Then they noved on.

The border was nmarked by a stone shed painted white and by
a gate consisting of a single white pole resting on posts on
either side of the road. A dozen horses were tethered just
outsi de the shed, and | ances | eaned against the wall. A
single, mail-coated Guardsman paced back and forth across the
road on the near side of the gate, his sword | eaning back over
hi s shoul der.

"All right," Belgarath said. "Let's nove as fast as we
can. Wait here, Pol."

Garion sighed. "I guess |I'd better go first."

"We were hoping that you'd volunteer."” Silk's grin was



tight.

Garion ignored that. He buckled on his shield, settled his
hel met in place, and once again |ifted the butt of his |ance
out of his stirtup. "lIs everybody ready?" he asked, | ooking
around. Then he advanced his |l ance and spurred his horse into
a charge with the others close on his heels.

The Guardsman at the gate took one startled |ook at the
warl i ke party bearing down on him ran to the door of the
shed, and shouted at his conrades inside. Then he struggl ed
into the saddle of his tethered horse, |eaned over to pick up
his |l ance, and noved out into the road.

Ot her CGuardsmen canme boiling out of the shed, struggling
with their equiprment and stunbling over each other

Garion had covered half the distance to the gate before
nore than two or three of the arnmored men were in their
saddl es. And so it was that the man who had been standing
wat ch was forced to nmeet his charge al one

The results were relatively predictable.

As Garion thundered past his unhorsed opponent, another
Guardsman canme out into the road at a half gallop, but Garion
gave himno tinme to set hinself or to turn his horse. The
crashing i nmpact agai nst the unprepared man's shield hurled his
horse fromits feet. The CGuardsman came down before the horse
did, and the animal rolled over him squealing and kicking in
fright.

Garion tried to rein in, but Chretienne had the bit in his
teeth. He cleared the pole gate in a |long, graceful |eap and
charged on. Garion swore and gave up on the reins. He | eaned
forward and seized the big gray by one ear and haul ed back
Startled, Chretienne stopped so quickly that his runp skidded
on the road.

"The fight's back that way." Garion told his horse,
did you forget already?"

Chretienne gave hima reproachful | ook, turned, and
charged back toward the gate again.

Because of the speed of their attack, Garion's friends
were on top of the Guardsnen before the arnored nen could
bring their lances into play, and the fight had quickly turned
ugly. Using the blunt side of his axe, Durnik smashed in one
Guardsman's visor, denting it so severely that the nman could
no | onger see. He rode in circles hel plessly, both hands
clutching at his helnet until he rode under a | ow hangi ng
[inb, which snoothly knocked himoff his horse.

Si | k ducked under a wi de, backhand sword stroke, reached
down with his dagger, and neatly cut his attacker's girth
strap. The fellow s horse | eaped forward, junping out from
under his rider. Saddle and all, the Guardsman tunbled into
the road. He struggled to his feet, sword in hand, but
Fel degast canme up behind himand nmethodically clubbed himto
earth again with an ugly | ead nace.

It was Toth, however, who was the hardest pressed, Three
Guardsnen closed in on the giant. Even as Chretienne | eaped
the gate again, Garion saw the huge man awkwardly flailing
with his staff for all the world |ike someone who had never
hel d one in his hands before.

When the three nen cane within range however, Toth's skil
m racul ously reenmerged. His heavy staff whirled in a blurring
circle. One Guardsman fell wheezing to earth, clutching at his

or



broken ribs. Another doubl ed over sharply as Toth deftly poked
himin the pit of the stomach with the butt of his staff. The
third desperately raised his sword, but the giant casually
swiped it out of his hand, then reached out and took the
surprised man by the front of his mail coat. Garion clearly
heard the crunch of crushed steel as Toth's fist closed. Then
the gi ant | ooked about and al nost casually threw the arnored
man agai nst a roadside tree so hard that it shook the spring

| eaves from the highest tw g.

The three remaining Guardsnmen began to fall back, trying
to give thenselves roomto use their |ances, but they seened
unaware that Garion was returning to the fray -from behind
t hem

As Chretienne thundered toward the unsuspecting trio, a
sudden i dea cane to Garion. quickly he turned his |ance
si deways so that its center rested just in front of his
saddl ebow and crashed into the backs of the Guardsnen.

The springy cedar pole swept all three of them out of
their saddl es and over the heads of their horses. Before they
could stunble to their feet, Sadi, Feldegast, and Durni k were
on them and the fight ended as quickly as it had begun.

"I don't think I've ever seen anybody use a |lance that way
before,” Silk said gaily to Garion.

"I just made it up,"” Garion replied with an excited grin.
"I"'msure that there are at |east a half-dozen rul es agai nst
it."

"We probably shouldn't mention it, then."

“I won't tell anybody if you don't."

Durni k was | ooking around critically. The ground was
littered with Guardsmen who were either unconsci ous or
groani ng over assorted broken bones. Only the man Toth had
poked in the stomach was still in his saddle, though he was
doubl ed over, gasping for breath. Durnik rode up to him
"Excuse nme," he said politely, renmoved the poor fellow s
hel met, and then rapped himsmartly on top of the head with
the butt of his axe. The Guardsman's eyes gl azed, and he
toppled linply out of the saddle.

Bel garat h suddenly doubl ed over, howing with [aughter
"Excuse me?" he demanded of the smth.

"There's no need to be uncivil to people, Belgarath,"”
Durnik replied stiffly.

Pol gara came riding sedately down the hill, followed by
Ce' Nedra, Velvet, and Eriond. "Very nice, gentlenen," she
conplinmented themall, |ooking around at the fallen Guardsnen.

Then she rode up to the pole gate.

"Garion, dear," she said pleasantly, reining in her nount,
"woul d you m nd?"

He | aughed, rode Chretienne over to the gate, and kicked
it out of her way.

"Why on earth were you junping fences in the very mddle
of the fight?" she asked hi m curiously.

"It wasn't altogether ny idea," he replied.

"Oh," she said, looking critically at the big horse. "I
think I understand.”

Chreti enne managed somehow to | ook slightly ashanmed of
hi nsel f.

They rode on past the border as eveni ng began
i mperceptibly to darken an al ready gl oony sky. Fel degast



pull ed in beside Belgarath. "Wuld yer norals be at al
offended if | was t' suggest shelterin' fer the night in a
snug little smugglers' cave | know of a few mles or so
farther on?" he asked.

Bel garath gri nned and shook his head. "Not in the
slightest,” he replied. "When | need a cave, | never concern
nmysel f about the previous occupants.” Then he | aughed. "I
shared quarters for a week once with a sleeping bear -nice
enough bear, actually, once | got used to his snoring."

" '"Tis a fascinatin' story, I'msure, an' |'d be delighted
t' hear it -but the night's comin' on, an' ye kin tell ne
about it over supper. Shall we be off, then?" The juggler
t hunped his heels into his nule's flanks and | ed them on up
the rutted road in the rapidly descending twilight at a
jolting gall op.

As they noved into the first of the foothills, they found
the poorly maintained road |ined on either side by
nmour nf ul -1 ooki ng evergreens. The road, however, was enpty,

t hough it showed signs of recent heavy traffic -all headed
sout h.

"How nuch farther to this cave of yours?" Belgarath called
to the juggler.

" '"Tis not far, Ancient One," Fel degast assured him
"There be a dry ravine that crosses the road up ahead, an'
go up that a bit of a ways, an' there we are.”

"I hope you know what you're doing."

"Trust me."

Somewhat surprisingly, Belgarath |let that pass.

They pounded on up the road as a sullen dusk settled into
the surrounding foothills and deep shadows began to gather
about the trunks of the evergreens.

"Ah, an' there it is," Feldegast said, pointing at the
rocky bed of a dried-up stream "The footin' be treacherous
here, so we'd best |ead the nounts." He swung down from his
nmul e and cautiously began to |l ead the way up the ravine. It
grew steadily darker, the light fading quickly fromthe
overcast sky. As the ravine narrowed and rounded a sharp bend,
the juggl er runmaged through the canvas pack strapped to the
back of his nmule. He Iifted out the stub of a candle and
| ooked at Durnik. "Kin ye be makin' ne a bit of a flane,
Goodman?" he asked. "I'd do it nmeself, but | seemt' have
m splaced me tinder."

Dur ni k opened his pouch, took out his flint and steel and
his wad of tinder, and, after several tries, blew a lighted
spark into a tiny finger of fire. He held it out, shielded
bet ween hi s hands, and Fel degast lit his bit of candle.

" An' here we are now," the juggler said grandly, holding
up his candle to illuninate the steep banks of the ravine.

"Where?" Silk asked, |ooking about in puzzlement.

"Well now, Prince Kheldar, it wouldn't be much of a hidden
cave if the openin' was out in plain sight fer just anybody t
stunbl e across, now would it?" Fel degast went over to the
steep side of the ravine to where a huge slab of water-scoured
granite | eaned agai nst the bank. He | owered his candl e,
shielding it with his hand, ducked slightly, and di sappeared
behind it with his nule trailing along behind him

The interior of the cave was floored with clean white
sand, and the walls had been worn snooth by centuries of

we



swirling water. Fel degast stood in the center of the cave
hol di ng his candle aloft. There were crude | og bunks al ong the
wal s, a table and sone benches in the center of the cave, and
a rough fireplace near the far wall with a fire already |aid.
Fel degast crossed to the fireplace, bent, and Iit the kindling
I ying under the split logs resting on a rough stone grate with
his candle. "Well now, that's better," he said, holding his
hands out to the crackling flanes. "Isn't this a cozy little
haven?"

Just beyond the fireplace was an archway, in part natura
and in part the work of human hands. The front of the archway
was closed off with several horizontal poles.

Fel degast pointed at it. "There be the stable fer the
horses, an' also a small spring at the back of it. '"Tis
al together the finest smugglers' cave in this part of
Mal | orea. "

"“A cunning sort of place," Belgarath agreed, | ooking
around.

"What do they smuggl e through here?" Silk asked with a
certain professional curiosity.

"Gem stones fer the nobst part. There be rich deposits in
the cliffs of Katakor, an' quite often whole gravel bars of
the shiny little darlin's lyin" in the streams t' be had fer
the trouble it takes t' pick 'emup. The |ocal taxes be
not ori ous cruel, though, so the bold lads in this part of
t hese nountai ns have come up with various ways t' take their
goods across the border without disturbin' the sleep of the
har dwor ki n' tax collectors."

Pol gara was i nspecting the fireplace. There were severa
i ron pothooks protruding fromits inside walls and a | arge
iron grill sitting on stout legs to one side. "Very nice," she
nmur mured approvingly. "lIs there adequate firewood?" "

More than enough, nme dear lady," the juggler replied. "Tis
stacked in the stable, along with fodder fer the horses.”

"Well, then," she said, renoving her blue cloak and | aying
it across one of the bunks, "I think |I mght be able to expand
the menu |1'd planned for this evening's nmeal. As |ong as we
have such conplete facilities here, it seens a shane to waste
them 1'Il need nore firewdod stacked here -and water, of
course." She went to the packhorse that carried her cooking
utensils and her stores, humm ng softly to herself.

Durni k, Toth, and Eriond led the horses into the stable
and began to unsaddl e them Garion, who had | eft his |ance
out side, went to one of the bunks, renoved his helnmet and laid
it, along with his shield, under the bunk, and then he began
to struggle out of his mail shirt.

Ce' Nedra cane over to assist him.

"You were magni ficent today, dear," she told himwarmy.

He grunted noncommittally, |eaning forward and extending
his arnms over his head so that she could pull the shirt off.

She tugged hard, and the mail shirt came free all at once.
Thrown of f bal ance by the wei ght, she sat down heavily on the
sandy floor with the shirt in her |ap

Garion | aughed and quickly went to her. "OCh, Ce' Nedra," he
said, still laughing, "I do | ove you." He kissed her and then
hel ped her to her feet.

"This is terribly heavy, isn't it?" she said, straining to
l[ift the steel-link shirt.



“You noticed," he said, rubbing at one achi ng shoul der
"And here you thought | was just having fun."

"Be nice, dear. Do you want ne to hang it up for you?" He
shrugged. "Just kick it under the bunk."

Her | ook was di sapproving.

"I don't think it's going to winkle, Ce' Nedra."

"But it's untidy to do it that way, dear." She nade sone
effort to fold the thing, then gave up, rolled it in a ball
and pushed it far back under the bunk with her foot.

Supper that evening consisted of thick steaks cut froma
ham Vel | a had provided them a rich soup so thick that it
hovered on the very edge of stew, |arge slabs of bread that
had been warnmed before the fire, and baked apples wi th honey
and ci nnanon.

After they had eaten, Polgara rose and | ooked around the
cave again. "The ladies and | are going to need a bit of
privacy now," she said, "and several basins of hot water."

Bel garath sighed. "Again, Pol?" he said.

"Yes, father. It's tinme to clean up and change cl ot hes
-for all of us." She pointedly sniffed at the air in the smal
cave. "It's definitely tinme," she added.

They curtained off a portion of the cave to give Pol gara,
Ce' Nedra, and Velvet the privacy they required and began
heati ng water over the fire.

Though at first reluctant even to nmove, Garion had to
admt that after he had washed up and changed into clean, dry
clothes, he did feel much better. He sat back on one of the
bunks besi de Ce' Nedra, not even particularly objecting to the
danp snell of her hair. He had that confortabl e sense of being
clean, well fed, and warm after a day spent out of doors in
bad weather. He was, in fact, right on the edge of dozing off
when there echoed up the narrow ravi ne outside a vast bellow
that seened to be part animal and part human, a cry so
dreadful that it chilled his blood and made the hair rise on
t he back of his neck

"What's that?" Ce'Nedra exclained in fright.

"Hush now, girl," Fel degast warned softly. He junped to
his feet and quickly secured a piece of canvas across the
openi ng of the fireplace, plunging the cave into
near - dar kness.

Anot her soul | ess bell ow echoed up the ravine. The sound
seenmed filled with a dreadful mal evol ence.

“Can we put a nane to whatever it is?" Sadi asked in a
qui et voice

"It's nothing |'ve ever heard before,” Durnik assured him

“I think | have," Belgarath said bleakly. "Wen | was in
Mori ndl and, there was a magi ci an up there who thought it was
anmusing to turn his denpn out at night to hunt. It nade a
sound |ike that."

"What an unsavory practice,’
do denmons eat ?"

"You really wouldn't want to know," Silk replied. He
turned to Belgarath. "Wuld you care to hazard a guess how big
that thing mght be?"

"It varies. Fromthe anount of noise it's meking, though,
I'd say that it's fairly large."

"Then it wouldn't be able to get into this cave, would

t he eunuch nmurnured. "Wat

it?"



"That's a ganble | think |I'd rather not take."

“I't can sniff out our tracks, | assune?"

The ol d man nodded.

"Things are definitely going to pieces here, Belgarath.
Can you do anything at all to drive it off?" The little man
turned to Polgara. "Or perhaps you, Polgara. You dealt with
the denopn Chabat raised back in the harbor at Rak Urga."

"I had help, Silk," she reminded him "Al dur cane to ny
aid."

Bel garath began to pace up and down, scowling at the
floor.

"Well?" Silk pressed.

"Don't rush nme," the old man grow ed. "I mght be able to
do sonething," he said grudgingly, "but if I do, it's going to
make so much noise that every Golimin Katakor is going to
hear it -and probably Zandramas as well. W'Il have the
Chandi m or her Grolins hot on our heels all the way to
Ashaba. "

"Why not use the Orb?" Eriond suggested, |ooking up from
the bridle he was repairing.

"Because the Orb nakes even nore noise than | do. If
Garion uses the Orb to chase off a denon, they're going to
hear it in Gandahar all the way on the other side of the
continent."

"But it would work, wouldn't it?"

Bel garath | ooked at Pol gara.

“I think he's right, father," she said. "A denpn woul d
flee fromthe Ob -even if it were fettered by its master. An
unfettered denon would fl ee even faster."

"“Can you think of anything el se?" he asked her.

"A God," she shrugged. "All denpns -no matter how
powerful - flee fromthe Gods. Do you happen to know any Gods?"
"A few, " he replied, "but they're busy right now "

Anot her shattering bell ow resounded through the nountains.
It seened to conme fromright outside the cave.

"It's time for sone kind of decision, old man," Silk said
urgently.

"It's the noise the Orb nakes that bothers you?" Eriond
asked.

"That and the light. That blue beacon that |ights up every
time Garion draws the sword attracts a |lot of attention, you
know. "

"You aren't all suggesting that | fight a denmon, are you?"
Garion demanded indi gnantly.

"Of course not," Belgarath snorted. "Nobody fights a denpn
-nobody can. All we're discussing is the possibility of
driving it off." He began to pace up and down again, scuffing
his feet in the sand. "I hate to announce our presence here,"
he muttered.

Qutside, the denmon bel |l owed again, and the huge granite
slab partially covering the cave nouth began to grate back and
forth as if sone huge force were rocking it to try to nove it
asi de.

"Qur options are running out, Belgarath,” Silk told him
"And so is our time. If you don't do sonething quickly, that
thing's going to be in here with us."

“Try not to pinpoint our location to the Golins,"

Bel garath said to Garion.



"You really want me to go out there and do it?"

"Of course | do. Silk was right. Tinme's run out on us."

Garion went to his bunk and fished his mail shirt out from
under it.

“You won't need that. It wouldn't do any good anyway."

Garion reached over his shoul der and, drew his great
sword. He set its point in the sand and peel ed the soft
| eat her sheath fromits hilt. "I think this is a m stake," he
decl ared. Then he reached out and put his hand on the Ob

"Let me, Garion," Eriond said. He rose, canme over, and
covered Garion's hand with his own. Garion gave hima startled
| ook.

"It knows ne, renenber?" the young man expl ai ned, "and
|'ve got a sort of an idea."

A peculiar tingling sensation ran through Garion's hand
and arm and he becane aware that Eriond was comruni ng with
the Ob in a manner even nore direct than he hinsel f was
capable of. It was is if during the nonths that the boy had
been the bearer of the Ob, the stone had in some peculiar way
taught himits own | anguage.

There was a dreadful scratching coming fromthe nmouth of
the cave, as if huge talons were clawi ng at the stone sl ab.

"Be careful out there," Belgarath cautioned. "Don't take
any chances. Just hold up the sword so that it can see it. The
Ob should do the rest."

Garion sighed. "All right," he said, nmoving toward the
cave nouth with Eriond directly behind him

"Where are you goi ng?" Polgara asked the bl ond young man.

"Wth Belgarion," Eriond replied. "W both need to talk
with the Orb to get this right. I'Il explain it |ater,

Pol gara. "

The slab at the cave nmouth was rocking back and forth
again. Garion ducked quickly out frombehind it and ran
several yards up the ravine with Eriond on his heels.

Then he turned and held up the sword.

“Not yet," Eriond warned. "It hasn't seen us."

There was an overpoweringly foul odor in the ravine, and
then, as Garion's eyes slowy adjusted to the darkness, he saw
the denon outlined against the clouds rolling overhead. It was
enornmous, its shoulders blotting out half the sky. It had
I ong, pointed ears |ike those of a vast cat, and its dreadfu
eyes burned with a green fire that cast a fitful glow across
the floor of the ravine.

It bell owed and reached toward Garion and Eriond with a
great, scaly claw.

"Now, Belgarion," Eriond said quite calmy.

Garion lifted his arnms, holding his sword directly in
front of himwith its point ainmed at the sky, and then he
rel eased the curbs he had placed on the Ob

He was not in the |east prepared for what happened. A huge
noi se shook the earth and echoed of f nearby nopuntains, causing
giant trees mles away to trenble.

Not only did the great blade take fire, but the entire sky
suddenly shimrered an intense sapphire blue as if it had been
ignited. Blue flane shot from horizon to horizon, and the vast
sound continued to shake the earth.

The denon froze, its vast, tooth-studded nuzzle turned
upward to the blazing blue sky in terror. Gimy, Garion



advanced on the thing, still holding his burning sword before
him The beast flinched back fromhim trying to shield its
face fromthe intense blue light. It screanmed as if suddenly
gri pped by an intol erable agony. It stunbled back, falling and
scranbling to its feet again. Then it took one nore | ook at
the bl azing sky, turned, and fled how ing back down the ravine
with a peculiar loping notion as all four of its claws tore at
t he earth.

"That is your idea of quiet?" Belgarath thundered fromthe
cave nouth. "And what's all that?" He pointed a trenbling
finger at the still-illum nated sky.

“It's really all right, Belgarath,” Eriond told the
infuriated old man. "You didn't want the sound to lead the
Golins to us, so we just nade it general through the whole
regi on. Nobody could have pinpointed its source."

Bel garath blinked. Then he frowned for a noment.

"What about all the light?" he asked in a more nollified tone
of voi ce.

“It's nore or less the same with that," Eriond explai ned
calmy. "If you've got a single blue fire in the nountains on
a dark night, everybody can see it. If the whole sky catches
on fire, though, nobody can really tell where it's coning
from"

"It does sort of nake sense, Grandfather,"” Garion said.

“"Are they all right, father?" Pol gara asked from behi nd
the old man.

"What coul d possibly have hurt thenf? Garion can |eve
mountains with that sword of his. He very nearly did, as a
matter of fact. The whol e Karandese range rang like a bell."
He | ooked up at the still-flickering sky. "Can you turn that
of f1" he asked.

"Ch," Garion said. He reversed his sword and re-sheat hed
it in the scabbard strapped across his back. The fire in the
sky di ed.

"We really had to do it that way, Belgarath," Eriond
continued. "W needed the |ight and the sound to frighten off
the denon and we had to do it in such a way the Golins
couldn't followit, so-" He spread both hands and shrugged.

"Did you know about this?" Belgarath asked Garion

"Of course, Grandfather,” Garion |ied.

Bel garath grunted. " All right. Cone back inside," he

sai d.

Garion bent slightly toward Eriond' s ear. "Wy didn't you
tell me what we were going to do?" he whispered.

"There wasn't really tinme, Belgarion.”

"The next time we do sonmething like that, take tine. |
al nost dropped the sword when the ground started shaki ng under
me. "

"That woul dn't have been a good idea at all."

"I know. "

A fair nunmber of rocks had been shaken fromthe ceiling of
the cave and lay on the sandy floor. Dust hung thickly in the
air.

"What happened out there?" Silk demanded in a shaky voice.

"Ch, not nuch,"” Garion replied in a deliberately casua
voice. "W just chased it away, that's all."

"There wasn't really any help for it, | guess,'
said, "but just about everybody in Katakor knows that

Bel garath



sonmet hing's noving around in these nountains, so we're going
to have to start being very careful."”

"How much farther is it to Ashaba?" Sadi asked him

"About a day's ride."

"WIl we make it in time?"

"Only just. Let's all get sone sleep.”

Garion had the same dream again that night. He was not
really sure that it was a dream since dream ng usually
i nvol ved sight as well as sound, but all there was to this one
was that persistent, despairing wail and the sense of horror
with which it filled him He sat up on his bunk, trenbling and
sweat - covered. After a tine, he drew his bl anket about his
shoul ders, clasped his arms about his knees, and stared at the
ruddy coals in the fireplace until he dozed off again.

It was still cloudy the follow ng nmorning, and they rode
cautiously back down the ravine to the rutted track |eading up
into the foothills of the mountains. Silk and Fel degast ranged
out in front of themas scouts to give them warning should any
dangers ari se.

After they had ridden a | eague or so, the pair canme back
down the narrow road. Their faces were sober, and they
noti oned for silence.

"There's a group of Karands canped around the road up
ahead," Silk reported in a voice scarcely |ouder than a
whi sper.

"An anmbush?" Sadi asked him

“No," Feldegast replied in a |low voice. "They' re asl eep
fer the nost part. Fromthe | ook of things, |I'd say that they
spent the night in some sort of religious observance, an' so
they' re probably exhausted -or still drunk."

"“Can we get around thenP?" Bel garath asked.

"It shouldn't be too much trouble,"” Silk replied. "W can
just go off into the trees and circle around until we're past
the spot where they're sleeping."”

The ol d man nodded. "Lead the way," he said.

They left the road and angled off into the tinber, noving
at a cautious wal k.

"What sort of cerenopny were they hol ding?" Durnik asked
quietly.

Silk shrugged. "It | ooked pretty obscure,” Silk told him
"They've got an altar set up with skulls on posts along the
back of it. There seens to have been quite a bit of drinking
going on -as well as sonme other things."

"What sort of things?"

Silk's face grew slightly pained. "They have wonen with
them " he answered disgustedly."” There's sone evi dence that
things got a bit indiscrimnate."

Durni k' s cheeks suddenly turned bright red.

"Aren't you exaggerating a bit, Kheldar?" Vel vet asked
hi m
“No, not really. Some of themwere still celebrating."

“"A bit nore inportant than quaint |ocal religious custons,
t hough, " Fel degast added, still speaking quietly, "be the
peculiar pets the Karands was keepin'."

"Pet s?" Bel garath asked.

"Perhaps 'tis not the right word, Ancient One, but sittin'
round the edges of the canmp was a fair nunmber of the Hounds
-an' they was makin' no nove t' devour the celebrants."”



Bel garath | ooked at him sharply. "Are you sure?"
"I'"ve seen enough of the Hounds of Torak t' recognize
when | see 'em
"So there is sonme kind of an alliance between Mengha and
Urvon," the old man said.
"Yer wisdomis altogether a marvel, old man. It nmust be a
del i ght beyond human i magi nation t' have the benefit of ten
t housand years experience t' guide ye in comn' t' such
concl usi ons. "
"Seven thousand," Belgarath corrected.
" Seven- ten- what matter?"
Seven thousand," Belgarath repeated with a slightly
of fended expression.

em

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

They rode that afternoon into a dead wastel and, a region
foul and reeking, where white snags poked the skeleton-1ike
fingers of their linmbs inploringly at a dark, roiling sky and
where dank ponds of oily, stagnant water exuded the reek of
decay. Clots of fungus lay in gross profusion about the trunks
of long-dead trees and natted-down weeds struggled up through
ashy soil toward a sunl ess sky.

“I't |ooks alnost |ike Cthol M shrak, doesn't it?" Silk
asked, | ooking about distastefully.

"We're getting very close to Ashaba," Belgarath told him
"Sonet hi ng about Torak did this to the ground."”

"Didn't he know?" Velvet said sadly.

"Know what ?" Ce' Nedra asked her

"That his very presence befoul ed the earth?”

“No," Ce'Nedra replied, "I don't think he did. Hs nind
was so twi sted that he couldn't even see it. The sun hid from
him and he saw that only as a mark of his and not as a sign
of its repugnance for him™"

It was a peculiarly astute observation, which to sone
degree surprised Garion. His wife oftenti nes seenmed to have a
wi de streak of giddiness in her nature which nmade it far too
easy to think of her as a child, a m sconception reinforced by
her dimnutive size. But he had frequently found it necessary
to reassess this tiny, often willful little woman who shared
his Iife. Ce' Nedra nmight sometimes behave foolishly, but she
was never stupid. She | ooked out at the world with a clear,
unwavering vision that saw nmuch nore than gowns and jewels and
costly perfunmes. Quite suddenly he was so proud of her that he
t hought his heart would burst.

"How much farther is it to Ashaba?" Sadi asked in a

subdued tone. "I hate to admt it, but this particular swanp
depresses ne."
"You?" Durnik said. "I thought you liked swanps."

"A swanp should be green and rich with life, Goodman, "
the eunuch replied. "There's nothing here but death." He
| ooked at Vel vet. "Have you got Zith, Mrgravine?" he asked
rather plaintively. "I'mfeeling a bit |onesone just now. "
"She's sleeping at the nmonment, Sadi," she told him her
hand going to the front of her bodice in an oddly protective
fashion. "She's safe and warm and very content. She's even



purring."”

"Resting in her perfunmed little bower.
are tinmes when | envy her."

"Why, Sadi," she said, blushing slightly, |owering her
eyes, and then flashing her dinples at him

“"Merely a clinical observation, ny dear Liselle," he said
to her rather sadly. "There are tinmes when | wish it could be
ot herwi se, but " He sighed again.

"Do you really have to carry that snake there?" Silk asked
the blond girl.

"Yes, Kheldar," she replied, "as a matter of fact, | do."

"You didn't answer my question, Ancient One," Sadi said to
Bel garath. "How rmuch farther is it to Ashaba?"

“It's up there," the old sorcerer replied shortly,
pointing toward a ravine angling sharply up fromthe reeking
wast el and. "We should nmeke it by dark."

"A particularly unpleasant tinme to visit a haunted house, "
Fel degast added.

As they started up the ravine, there canme a sudden hi deous
growing fromthe dense undergrowh to one side of the weedy
track, and a huge bl ack Hound burst out of the bushes, its
eyes aflanme and with foamdripping fromits cruel fangs. "Now
you are nmine!" it snarled, its jaws biting off the words.

Ce' Nedra screanmed, and Garion's hand flashed back over his
shoul der; but quick as he was, Sadi was even quicker. The
eunuch spurred his terrified horse directly at the hul king
dog. The beast rose, its jaws agape, but Sadi hurled a
strangely col ored powder of about the consistency of coarse
flour directly into its face.

The Hound shook its head, still growling horribly. Then it
suddenly screaned, a shockingly human sound.

Its eyes grew wide in terror. Then it began desperately to
snap at the enpty air around it, whinpering and trying to
cringe back. As suddenly as it had attacked, it turned and
fled howing back into the undergrowt h.

"What did you do?" Silk demanded.

A faint smle touched Sadi's slender features. "Wen
ancient Belgarath told nme about Torak's Hounds, | took certain
precautions,"” he replied, his head slightly cocked as he
listened to the terrified yel ps of the huge dog recedi ng off
into the distance.

" Poi son?"

“"No. It's really rather contenptible to poison a dog if
you don't have to. The Hound sinply inhal ed sone of that
powder | threwin its face. Then it began to see sone very
distracting things -very distracting.”" He smled again. "Once
| saw a cow accidentally sniff the flower that's the nmain
i ngredi ent of the powder. The last tinme | saw her, she was
trying to clinmb a tree." He | ooked over at Belgarath. "I hope
you didn't mnd my taking action w thout consulting you,

Anci ent One, but as you've pointed out, your sorcery m ght
alert others in the region, and | had to nove quickly to dea
with the situation before you felt conpelled to unleash it

' He sighed. "There

anyway. "
"That's quite all right, Sadi," Belgarath replied. "I may
have said it before, but you're a very versatile fellow"
“"Merely a student of pharnmacol ogy, Belgarath. |'ve found

that there are chenicals suitable for al nost every situation."”



"Wn't the Hound report back to its pack that we're here?"
Durni k asked, | ooking around worriedly.

"Not for several days." Sadi chuckled, brushing off his
hands, holding themas far away from his face as possible.

They rode slowmy up the weed-grown track along the bottom
of the ravine where nournful, blackened trees spread their
branches, filling the deep cut with a pervading gloom Of in
the di stance they could hear the baying of Torak's Hounds as
t hey coursed through the forest.

Above them sooty ravens flapped fromlinb to |inb,
croaki ng hungrily.

"Di squi eting sort of place," Velvet nurnured.

"And that adds the perfect touch,” Silk noted, pointing at
a large vulture perched on the linmb of a dead snag at the head
of the ravine.

"Are we cl ose enough to Ashaba yet for you to be able to
tell if Zandramas is still there?" Garion asked Pol gara.

"Possibly," she replied. "But even that faint a sound
could be heard."

"We're close enough now that we can wait," Belgarath said.
“I"l'l tell you one thing, though," he added. "If ny

great-grandson is at Ashaba, |'Il take the place apart stone
by stone until | find himand |I don't care how much noise it
wakes. "

| mpul sively, Ce' Nedra pulled her horse in beside his,
| eaned over, and | ocked her arnms about his waist. "Oh,

Bel garath,"” she said, "I love you." And she burrowed her face
into his shoul der.

"What's this?" H's voice was slightly surprised.

She pul | ed back, her eyes nmisty. She wiped at themwith
t he back of her hand, then gave himan arch | ook.

"You're the dearest nman in all the world," she told him
"I mght even consider throwi ng Garion over for you," she
added, "if it weren't for the fact that you' re twelve thousand
years old, that is.”

"Seven," he corrected autonmatically.

She gave hima sadly whinsical snmle, a nelancholy sign of
her final victory in an ongoing contest that no | onger had any
nmeani ng for her. "Whatever," she sighed.

And then in a peculiarly uncharacteristic gesture, he
enfolded her in his arns and gently kissed her. "My dear
child," he said with brimrmng eyes. Then he | ooked back over
hi s shoul der at Polgara. "How did we ever get along w thout
her?" he asked.

Pol gara's eyes were a nystery. "I don't know, father," she
replied. "I really don't."

At the head of the ravine, Sadi dismunted and dusted the
| eaves of a |l ow bush growing in the nmddle of the track they
were following with some nore of his powder.

"Just to be on the safe side," he explained, pulling
hi nsel f back into his saddle.

The region they entered under a | owering sky was a wooded
pl at eau, and they rode on along the scarcely visible track in
a generally northerly direction with the rising w nd whipping
at their cloaks. The baying of Torak's Hounds still sounded
fromsome di stance off, but seened to be coning no closer

As before, Silk and Fel degast raged out ahead, scouting
for possible dangers. Garion again rode at the head of their



colum, his helmet in place and the butt of his lance riding
in his stirrup. As he rounded a sharp bend in the track, he
saw Sil k and the juggler ahead. They had di smounted and were
crouched behi nd sone bushes. Silk turned quickly and notioned
Garion back. Garion quickly passed on that signal and, step by
step, backed his gray stallion around the bend again. He

di snounted, |eaned his | ance against a tree, and took off his
hel met .

"What is it?" Belgarath asked, also swi nging down fromhis
hor se.

"I don't know," Garion replied, "Silk notioned us to stay
out of sight."

"Let's go have a look," the old man said.

"Ri ght."

The two of them crouched over and noved forward on feet to
join the rat-faced man and the juggler. Silk his finger to his
lips as they approached. When Garion reached the brush, he
carefully parted the | eaves and | ooked out.

There was a road there, a road that intersected the track
they had been followi ng. Riding along that road were
hal f -a- hundred nen dressed nmostly in furs, with rusty hel nets
on their heads and bent and dented swords in their hands. The
men at the head of the colum, however, wore mail coats. Their
hel mets were polished, and they carried | ances and shi el ds.

Tensely, without speaking, Garion and his friends watched
the | oosely organi zed nmob ride past.

When the strangers were out of sight, Feldegast turned to
Bel garath. "It sort of confirms yer suspicion, old friend," he
sai d.

"Who were they?" Garion asked in a | ow voi ce.

"The ones in fur be Karands," Fel degast replied, "an' the
ones in steel be Tenple Guardsnen. 'Tis nore evidence of an
alliance between Urvon and Mengha, y' see."

“Can we be sure that the Karands were Mengha's nen?"

"He's overconme Katakor altogether, an' the only arnmed
Karands in the area be his. Urvon an' his Chandi mcontrol the
Guardsnmen -an' the Hounds. When ye see Karands an' Hounds
together the way we did yesterday, it's fair proof of an
al liance, but when ye see Karandese fanatics escorted by arned
Guardsnen, it doesn't |eave hardly any doubt at all."

"What is that fool up to?" Belgarath nmuttered

"Who?" Sil k asked.

"Urvon. He's done sone fairly filthy things in his life,
but he's never consorted with denons before.”

"Perhaps 'twas because Torak had forbid it," Fel degast
suggested. "Now that Torak's dead, though, maybe he's throw n'
off all restraints. The denpns would be a powerful factor if
the final confrontation between the Church an' the inperia
throne that's been brewin' all these years should finally
cone. "

"Well," Belgarath grunted, "we don't have tinme to sort it
out now. Let's get the others and nove on."

They qui ckly crossed the road that the Karands and the
Guardsnmen had been followi ng and continued al ong the narrow
track. After a few nore niles, they crested a | ow knoll that
at sone tinme in the past had been denuded by fire. At the far
end of the plateau, just before a series of stark cliffs rose
sharply up into the nountains, there stood a huge bl ack



buil ding, rearing up alnost like a mountain itself. It was
surmount ed by bl eak towers and surrounded by a
battl ement-topped wall, half-snmthered in vegetation
"“Ashaba," Belgarath said shortly, his eyes flinty.
"I thought it was a ruin," Silk said with some surprise.

"Parts of it are, |'ve been told," the old man repli ed.
"The upper floors aren't habitable anynore, but the ground
floor's still nore or less intact -at least it's supposed to

be. It takes a very long tinme for wind and weather to tear
down a house that big." The old man nudged his horse and | ed
t hem down of f the knoll and back into the w nd-tossed forest.

It was nearly dark by the tinme they reached the edge of
the clearing surrounding the House of Torak. Garion noted that
the vegetation half covering the walls of the black castle
consi sted of branbles and thick-stemed ivy.

The glazing in the wi ndows had | ong since succunbed to
wi nd and weat her, and the vacant casenents seened to stare out
at the clearing like the eye sockets of a dark skull

"Well, father?" Pol gara said.

He scratched at his beard, listening to the baying of the
Hounds back in the forest.

“If yer opent' a bit of advice, me ancient friend,"

Fel degast said, "wouldn't it be wiser t' wait until dark
before we go in? Should there be watchers in the house, the

night will conceal us fromtheir eyes, An' then, too, once it
grows dark, there'll undoubtedly be lights inside if the house
be occupied. 'Twill give us sone idea of what t' expect."

"It makes sense, Belgarath," Silk agreed. "Walking up to
an unfriendly house in broad daylight disturbs ny sense of
propriety."

"That's because you've got the soul of a burglar. But it's
probably the best plan anyhow. Let's pull back into the woods
a ways and wait for dark."

Though the weat her had been warm and spring-1like on the
pl ai ns of Rakuth and Venna, here in the foothills of the
Kar andese mountains there was still a pervading chill, for
winter only reluctantly released its grip on these highlands.
The wind was raw, and there were sone places back under the
trees where dirty windrows of last winter's snow |l ay deep and
unyi el di ng.

"I's that wall around the house going to cause us any
probl enms?" Garion asked.

“Not unl ess soneone's repaired the gates,” Belgarath
replied. "When Beldin and | cane in here after Vo Mnbre, they
were all |ocked, so we had to break them down to get in."

"Wal kin' openly up to them gates m ght not be the best
idea in the world, Belgarath," Feldegast said, "fer if the
house do be occupi ed by Chandi m or Karands or Guardsnen, 'tis
certain that the gates are goin' t' be watched, an' there be a
certain anount of |ight even on the darkest night. There be a
sally port on the east side of the house though, an' it gives
entry into an inner court that's sure t' be filled with deep
shadows as soon as the night cones on."

"Wn't it be barred off?" Silk asked him

"T" be sure, Prince Kheldar, it was indeed. The |ock
however, was not difficult fer a man with fingers as ninble as
m ne. "

"“You' ve been inside, then?"



"I like t' poke around in abandoned houses fromtine t'
time. One never knows what the former inhabitants m ght have
| eft behind, an' findin" is oftentinmes as good as earnin' or
stealin'."

"I can accept that," Silk agreed.

Durni k canme back fromthe edge of the woods where he had
been watching the house. He had a slightly worried |ook on his
face. "I'mnot entirely positive," he said, "but it |ooks as
if there are clouds of snmoke coming out of the towers of that
pl ace. "

“I'"l'l just go along with ye an' have a bit of a |ook," the
juggl er said, and he and the snmith went back through the
deepeni ng shadows beneath the trees. After a few m nutes they
came back. Durnik's expression was faintly disgusted.

"Snmoke?" Bel garath asked.

Fel degast shook his head. "Bats," he replied. "Thousands
of the little beasties. They be conmin' out of the towers in
great black clouds."

"Bat s?" Ce' Nedra excl ai med, her hands going instinctively
to her hair.

"I't's not uncommon," Polgara told her. "Bats need
protected places to nest in, and a ruin or an abandoned pl ace
is alnost ideal for them"

"But they're so ugly!" Ce' Nedra declared with a shudder

" '"Tis only a flyin'" nmouse, ne little darlin'," Fel degast
told her.

“I"'mnot fond of mce, either.”

" '"Tis a very unforgivin' wonan ye've married, young
Master," Fel degast said to Garion, "brimfull of prejudices
an' unreasonabl e dislikes."

“More inportant, did you see any lights coming from
i nsi de?" Bel garath asked.

“Not so rmuch as a glimer, Ancient One, but the house be
| arge, an' there be chanbers inside which have no w ndows.
Torak was unfond of the sun, as ye'll recall."

"Let's nove around through the woods until we're closer to
this sally port of yours,"” the old nman suggested, "before the
light goes entirely "

They stayed back fromthe edge of the trees as they
circled around the clearing with the great black house in its
center. The last |ight was beginning to fade fromthe
cl oud-covered sky as they cautiously peered out fromthe edge
of the woods.

"I can't quite make out the sally port,"
peering toward t he house.

" '"Tis partially conceal ed," Feldegast told him "If ye
give ivy the least bit of a toehold, it can engulf a whole
buildin' in a few hundred years. Quiet yer fears, Prince
Khel dar. | know nme way, an' | kin find the entrance t' the
House of Torak on the bl ackest of nights."

"The Hounds are likely to be patrolling the area around
here after dark, aren't they?" Garion said. He | ooked at Sadi
"I hope you didn't use up all of your powder back there."

"There's nore than enough |eft, Belgarion." The eunuch
smled, patting his pouch. "A light dusting at the entrance to
Mast er Fel degast's sally port should insure that we won't be
di sturbed once we're inside."

"What do you think?" Durni k asked, squinting up at the

Si |l k murnured,



dark sky.

"It's close enough,"” Belgarath grunted. "I want to get
i nside."

They led their horses across the weed-choked clearing
until they reached the | oom ng wall

" '"Tis this way just a bit," Feldegast said in a | ow voice
as he began to feel his way along the rough bl ack stones of
the wall .

They followed himfor several mnutes, guided nore by the
faint rustling sound of his feet anobng the weeds than by
si ght.

“An' here we are, now," Feldegast said with sone
satisfaction. It was a |low, arched entrance in the wall
al nost totally smothered in ivy and branmbles. Durni k and the
giant Toth, moving slowy to avoid maki ng too nmuch noi se,
pull ed the obstructing vines aside to allow the rest of them
and the horses to enter. Then they followed, pulling the vines
back in place once again to conceal the entrance.

Once they were inside, it was totally dark, and there was
the nmusty snell of mldew and fungus. "May | borrow yer flint
an' steel an' tinder again, Goodnman Durni k?" Fel degast
whi spered. Then there was a snmall clinking sound, followed by
a rapid clicking acconpani ed by showers of gl ow ng sparks as
Fel degast, kneeling so that his body conceal ed even those
faint glimers, worked with Durnik's flint and steel. After a
nmonment, he blew on the tinder, stirring atiny flame to life.
There was another clink as he opened the front of a square
lantern he had taken froma small niche in the wall

"I's that altogether wi se?" Durnik asked doubtfully as the
juggler lighted the candle stub inside the lantern and
returned the flint and steel

" '"Tis a well-shielded little bit of a light, Goodman,"
Fel degast told him "an' it be darker than the inside of yer
boots in this place. Trust nme in this, fer | kin keep it so
wel | conceal ed that not the tiniest bit of a gloww Il escape
me control."

"Isn'"t that what they call a burglar's lantern?" Silk
asked curiously.

"Well, now. " Fel degast's whi sper sounded slightly injured.

"I don't know that 1'd call it that, exactly. 'Tis a word that
has an unsavory ring t' it."

"Bel garath," Silk chuckled softly. "I think your friend
here has a nore checkered past than we've been led to believe.
I wondered why | liked himso nmuch."

Fel degast had cl osed down the tin sides of his little
lantern, allowing only a single, small spot of light feebly to
illumnate the floor directly in front of his feet. "Cone
along, then," he told them "The sally port goes back a way
under the wall here, an' then we conme t' the grate that used
t' close it off. Then it makes a turn t' the right an' a
little farther on, another t' the left, an' then it comes out
in the courtyard of the house.”

"Why so many twi sts and turns?" Garion asked him

"' Torak was a crooked sort, don't y' know. | think he
hat ed straight |ines alnost as much as he hated the sun."

They followed the faint spot of light the lantern cast.
Leaves had blown in through the entrance over the centuries to lie in
a thick, danp mat on the



floor, effectively muffling the sounds of their horses
hooves.

The grate that barred the passageway was a nassively
constructed crisscross of rusty iron. Fel degast funbled for a
monment with the huge latch, then swng it clear. "An' now, ne
large friend," he said to Toth, "we'll be havin' need of yer
great strength here. The gate is cruel let ne warn ye, an' the
hi nges be so choked with rust that they'll not likely yield
easily." He paused a monment. "An' that rem nds ne -ah, where
have nme brains gone? We'll be needin' sonethin' t' mask the
dreadf ul squeakin' when ye swing the grate open." He | ooked
back at the others. "Take a firmgrip on the reins of yer
horses,” he warned them "fer this is |likely t' give "ema bit
of a turn."

Toth place his huge hands on the heavy grate, then | ooked
at the juggler.

"Go!" Fel degast said sharply, then he lifted his face and
bayed, his voice alnpst perfectly imtating the sound of one
of the great Hounds prow ing outside, even as the slowy swung
the grate open on shrieking hinges.

Chretienne snorted and shied back fromthe dreadful how,
but Garion held his reins tightly.

"Oh, that was clever,"” Silk said in quiet admiration.

"I have me nonments fromtine to tine," Feldegast adnitted.
"Wth all the dogs outside raisin' their awful caterwallin',
"tis certain that one nore little yelp won't attract no
notice, but the squealin' of them hinges could have been an
al together different matter."

He |l ed them on through the now open grate and on al ong the
dank passageway to a sharp right-hand turn. Somewhat farther
al ong, the passage bent again to the left. Before he rounded
that corner, the juggler closed dowmn his lantern entirely,
plunging theminto total darkness. "W be approachin' the nmain
court now," he whispered to them " "Tis the tine for silence
an' caution, fer if there be others in the house, they'll be
payin' a certain amount of attention t' be sure that no one
creeps up on 'em There be a handrail along the wall there,

an' | think it mght be wise t' tie the horses here. Their
hooves woul d nake a fearful clatter on the stones of the
court, an' we'll not be wantin' t' ride themup an' down the

corridors of this accursed place.”

Silently they tied the reins of their nmounts to the rusty
iron railing and then crept on quiet feet to the turn in the
passageway. There was a | essening of the darkness beyond the
turn -not light, certainly, but a perceptible noderation of
the oppressive gloom And then they watched the inside
entrance to the sally port and | ooked out across the broad
courtyard toward the | oom ng bl ack house beyond. There was no
di scernible grace to the construction of that house. It rose
in bl ocky ugliness alnpst as if the builders had possessed no
under st andi ng of the neaning of the word beauty, but had
striven instead for a nassive kind of arrogance to reflect the
towering Pride of its owner.

"Well," Belgarath whispered grimy, "that's Ashaba."

Garion | ooked at the dark house before him half in
apprehension and half with a kind of dreadful eagerness.

Somet hi ng caught his eye then, and he thrust his head out
to I ook along the front of the house across the court.



At the far end, in a window on a | ower floor, a dimlight
gl owed, looking for all the world Iike a watchful eye.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"Now what?" Silk breathed, looking at the dimy lighted
wi ndow. "We've got to cross that courtyard to get to the
house, but we can't be sure if there's sonebody watching from
t hat wi ndow or not."

"You' ve been out of the acadeny for too | ong, Kheldar,"
Vel vet murnured. "You' ve forgotten your lessons. If stealth is
i rpossi bl e, then you try bol dness.”

"You' re suggesting that we just walk up to the door and
knock?"

"Well, 1 hadn't planned to knock, exactly."

"What have you got in mnd, Liselle?" Polgara asked
quietly.

"If there are people in the house, they're probably
Golinms, right?"

“It's nore than likely." Belgarath said. "Most other
peopl e avoid this place.”

"Golinms pay little attention to other Golins, |'ve
noticed," she continued.

"You're forgetting that we don't have any Grolimrobes
with us," Silk pointed out.

"It's very dark in that courtyard, Kheldar, and in shadows
t hat deep, any dark col or woul d appear black, wouldn't it?"

"l suppose so," he admtted.

"And we still have those green silk slavers' robes in our
packs, don't we?"

He squinted at her in the darkness, then |ooked at
Bel garath. "It goes against all ny instincts," he said, "but
it mght just work, at that."

"One way or another, we've got to get into the house, W
have to find out who's in there -and why- before we can decide
anyt hi ng. "

"Woul d Zandramas have Golinms with her?" Ce' Nedra asked.
"I'f she's alone in that house and she sees a line of Golins
wal ki ng across the courtyard, wouldn't that frighten her into
runni ng away with nmy baby?"

Bel garath shook his head. "Even if she does run, we're
cl ose enough to catch her -particularly since the Orb can
foll ow her no matter how nmuch she tw sts and dodges. Besi des,
if she's here, she's probably got sone of her own Golins with
her. It's not really so far fromhere to Darshiva that she
couldn't have summoned them "

"What about hinP" Durnik whispered the question and
poi nted at Fel degast. "He hasn't got a slavers' robe.”

"We' Il inprovise sonmething,"” Velvet nurrmured. She smled
at the juggler. "lI've got a nice dark blue dressing gown that
shoul d set off his eyes marvel ously. W can add a kerchief to
resenbl e a hood and we can slip himby -if he stays in the
nm ddl e of the group."”

" "Twoul d be beneath me dignity," he objected.

"*Would you prefer to stay behind and watch the horses?"
she asked pl easantly.

" '"Tis a hard woman y' are, ne |ady.'

he conpl ai ned.



"Sonetines, yes."

"Let's do it," Belgarath decided. "I've got to get inside
that house."” It took only a few nonments to retrace their steps
to the place where the horses were tied and to pull the neatly
fol ded sl avers' robes fromtheir packs by the dimlight of
Fel degast's | antern.

“I'sn"t this ridiculous, now?" the juggler grunbled
i ndi gnantly, pointing down at the blue satin gown Vel vet had
draped about him

"I think it looks just darling," Ce' Nedra said.

"If there are people in there, aren't they likely to be
patrolling the corridors?" Durnik asked.

"Only on the main floor, Goodman," Fel degast replied. "The
upper stories of the house be alnpbst totally uninhabitable -on
account of all the broken wi ndows an' the weather blow n'
around in the corridors fer all the world |like they was part
of the great outdoors. There be a grand staircase just
opposite the main door, an' with just a bit of luck we kin nip
up the stairs an' be out of sight with no one the w ser. Once
we're up there, we're not likely t' encounter a livin' soul
-unl ess ye be countin' the bats an' nice an' an occasiona
advent uresone rat."

"You absolutely had to say that, didn't you?" Ce' Nedra
sai d caustically.

"Ah, nme poor little darlin'." He grinned at her. "But
qui et yer fears. 1'Il be beside ye an' |'ve yet t' neet the
bat or nouse or rat | couldn't best in a fair fight."

"It makes sense, Belgarath," Silk said. "If we all go

troopi ng through the lower halls, sooner or |ater soneone's
bound to notice us. Once we're upstairs and out of sight,
though, I'l1 be able to reconnoiter and find out exactly what
we' re up against.”

"All right," the old man agreed, "but the first thing is
to get inside."

"Let's be off, then," Feldegast said, swirling his
dressi ng gown about himw th a flourish.

"Hide that light," Belgarath told him

They filed out through the entrance to the sally port and
mar ched i nto the shadowy courtyard, noving in the nmeasured,
swayi ng pace Grolimpriests assunmed on cerenoni al occasi ons.
The lighted wi ndow at the end of the house seenmed sonmehow | i ke
a burning eye that followed their every nove.

The courtyard was really not all that large, but it seened
to Garion that crossing it took hours. Eventually, however,
they reached the main door. It was |arge, black, and
nai |l -studded, like the door of every Grolimtenple Garion had
ever seen. The steel mask mounted over it, however, was no
| onger polished. In the faint light com ng fromthe w ndow at
the other end of the house, Garion could see that over the
centuries it had rusted, meking the coldly beautiful face |ook
scabrous and di seased. What made it | ook perhaps even nore
hi deous were the twi n gobbets of |unpy, sem-liquid rust
running fromthe eye sockets down the cheeks. Garion
remenbered with a shudder the fiery tears that had run down
the stricken God's face before he had fallen

They mounted the three steps to that bleak door, and Toth
slowy pushed it open.

The corridor inside was dinmy illumnated by a single



flickering torch at the far end. Opposite the door, as

Fel degast had told them was a broad staircase reaching up
into the darkness. The treads were littered with fallen
stones, and cobwebs hung in | ong festoons froma ceiling |ost
in shadows. Still nmoving at that stately G olim pace,

Bel garath | ed them across the corridor and started up the
stairs. Garion followed close behind himw th neasured tread,
t hough every nerve screanmed at himto run. They had gone

per haps hal fway up the staircase when they heard a clinking
sound behind them and there was a sudden light at the foot of
the stairs, "Wiat are you doi ng?" a rough voice demanded. "Who

are you?"
Garion's heart sank, and he turned. The man at the foot of
the stairs wore a long, coat-like shirt of mail. He was

hel meted and had a shield strapped to his left arm

Wth his right he held aloft a sputtering torch

"Come back down here,"” the mailed man comuanded them The
giant Toth turned obediently, his hood pulled over his face
with his arns crossed so that his hands were inside his
sl eeves. Wth an air of neekness he started the stairs again.

"I nmean all of you," the Tenple Guardsman insisted. "I
order you in the name of the God of Angarak." As Toth reached
the foot of the stairs, the Guardsman's eyes wi dened as he
realized that the robe the huge man wore was not Grolim bl ack
"What's this?" he exclainmed. "You' re not Chandim You' re-" He
broke of f as one of Toth's huge hands seized him by the throat
and lifted himoff the floor. He dropped his torch, kicking
and struggling. Then, alnpbst casually, Toth renoved his hel nmet
with his other hand and banged his head several tines against
the stone wall of the corridor

Wth a shudder, the mail-coated man went |inp. Toth draped
t he unconsci ous form across his shoul der and started back up
the stairs.

Si | k bounded back down to the corridor, picked up the
steel hel met and extingui shed torch, and cane back up again.
"Always clean up the evidence," he murmured to Toth. "No crine
is conplete until you've tidied up."

Toth grinned at him

As they neared the top of the stairs, they found the
treads covered with | eaves that had blown in fromthe outside,
and the cobwebs hung in tatters like rotted curtains, swaying
in the wind that cane nmoaning in fromthe outside through the
shattered w ndows.

The hall at the top of the stairs was littered. Dry | eaves
lay in ankl e-deep windrows on the floor, skittering before the
wind. A large, enpty casenent at the end of the corridor
behi nd them was hal f covered with thick ivy that shook and
rustled in the chill night w nd bl owing down off the sl opes of
the mountains. Doors had partially rotted away and hung in
chunks fromtheir hinges. The rooms beyond those doors were
choked with | eaves and dust, and the furniture and beddi ng had
| ong since surrendered every scrap of cloth or padding to
t housands of generations of industrious mce in search of
nesting materials. Toth carried his unconscious captive into
one of those roons, bound him hand and foot, and then gagged
himto nuffle any outcry, should he awaken before dawn.

"That light was at the other end of the house, wasn't it?"
Garion asked. "What's at that end?"



"Twas the livin' quarters of Torak himself," Fel degast
replied, adjusting his little lantern so that it enmtted a
faint beamof light. "Hi s throne roombe there, an' his
private chapel. | could even show ye t' his personal bedroom
an' ye could bounce up an' down on his great bed -or what's
left of it- just fer fun, if yer of a mnd."

“I think I could Iive without doing that." Belgarath had
been tuggi ng at one earl obe. "Have you been here | ately?" he
asked the juggler.

"Per haps six nonths ago."
"Was anybody here?" Ce' Nedra demanded.

"I"'mafraid not, me darlin'. 'Twas as enpty as a tonb."

"That was before Zandramas got here, Ce' Nedra," Pol gara
rem nded her gently.

"Why do ye ask, Bel garath?" Fel degast sai d.

"I haven't been here since just after Vo Mnbre,"

Bel garath said as they continued down the littered hall. "The
house was fairly sound then, but Angaraks aren't really
notorious for the pernmanence of their construction.

How s the nmortar hol di ng out ?"

" '"Tis as crunbly as year-old bread."

Bel garath nodded. "I thought it mght be," he said.
“Now, what we're after here is information, not open warfare
in the corridors.”

"Unl ess the one who's here happens to be Zandransas, "
Garion corrected. "If she's still here with my son, |I'Il start
a war that's going to make Vo M nbre |look Iike a country
fair."

"And 1"l clean up anything he msses," Ce' Nedra added
fiercely.

"Can't you control then?" Bel garath asked his daughter."

“Not under the circunstances, no," she replied. "I m ght

even decide to join in nyself."

"I thought that we'd nore or |less erased the Alorn side of
your nature, Pol," he said to her

"That's not the side that was just tal king, father."

"My point," Belgarath said, "at l|east the point | was
trying to nake before everybody started flexing his -or is
her- nmuscles, is that it's altogether possible that we'll be
able to hear and maybe even see what's going on in the nain
part of the house fromup here. If the nortar's as rotten as
Fel degast says it is, it shouldn't be too hard to find -or
make- sone little crevices in the floor of one of these roons
and find out what we need to know. |If Zandramas is here,
that's one thing, and we'll deal with her in whatever way
seens appropriate. But if the only people down there are sone
of Urvon's Chandi m and Guardsnmen or a roving band of Mengha's

Kar andese fanatics, we'll pick up Zandranas' trail and go on
about our business w thout announci ng our presence."
"That sounds reasonable,"” Durnik agreed. "It doesn't nmke

much sense to get involved in unnecessary fights."

"I"'mglad that someone in this belligerent little group
has some common sense,” the old man said.

"Of course, if it is Zandramas down there," the snith
added, "I'Il have to take steps nyself."

"You, too?" Belgarath groaned.

“Naturally. After all, Belgarath, right is right."

They moved on along the | eaf-strewn corridor where the



cobwebs hung fromthe ceiling in tatters and where there were
skittering sounds in the corners.

As they passed a | arge double door so thick that it was
still intact, Belgarath seened to renmenber sonething. "I want
to look in here," he nmuttered. As he opened those doors, the
sword strapped across Garion's back gave a violent tug that
very nearly jerked himoff his feet. "G andfather!" he gasped.
He reached back, instructing the Orb to restrain itself, and
drew t he great blade. The point dipped to the floor, and then
he was very nearly dragged into the room "She's been here,”
he exul ted.

"What ?" Durni k asked.

"Zandranmas. She's been in this roomwith Geran." Fel degast
opened the front of his lantern wider to throw nore light into
the room It was a library, large and vaul ted, with shelves
reaching fromthe floor to the ceiling and filled with dusty,
nol deri ng books and scrolls.

"So that was what she was | ooking for,"'

"For what?" Silk asked."

"A book. A prophecy, nost likely." H's face grew grim
"She's following the sanme trail that | am and this would
probably be just about the only place where she could find an
uncorrupted copy of the Ashabine Oracles."”

"Ch!" Ce'Nedra's little cry was stricken. She pointed a
trembling hand at the dust-covered floor. There were
footprints there. Sone of them had obviously been made by a
woman' s shoes, but there were others as well -quite tiny. "My
baby's been here," Ce'Nedra said in a voice near tears, and
then she gave a little wail and began to weep. "H-he's
wal ki ng, " she sobbed, "and I'll never be able to see his first
steps.”

Pol gara nmoved to her and took her into a conforting
enbr ace

Garion's eyes also filled with tears, and his grip on the
hilt of his sword grew so tight that his knuckles turned
white. He felt an al nost overpowering need to smash things.

Bel garath was swearing under his breath.

"What's the matter?" Silk asked him

"That was the main reason | had to come here,"” the old man
grated. "I need a clean copy of the Ashabine Oracles, and
Zandramas has beaten nme to it."

“Maybe there's another."

"Not a chance. She's been runni ng ahead of ne burning
books at every turn. If there was nore than one copy here,
she'd have nmade sure that | couldn't get ny hands on it.

That's why she stayed here so | ong -ransacking this place to
make sure that she had the only copy." He started to swear
agai n.

"I's this in any way significant?" Eriond said, going to a
table that, unlike the others in the room had been dusted and
even polished. In the precise center of that table |ay a book
bound in black | eather and fl anked on each side by a
candl estick. Eriond picked it up, and as he did so, a neatly
fol ded sheet of parchnment fell out from between its | eaves.

The young man bent, picked it up, and glanced at it.

"What's that?" Bel garath dermanded.

“It's a note," Eriond replied. "It's for you." He handed
t he parchnment and the book to the old man.

Bel garath sai d.



Bel garath read the note. H s face went suddenly pale and
then beet red. He ground his teeth together with the veins
swelling in his face and neck. Garion felt the sudden building
up of the old sorcerer's wll.

"Fat her!" Pol gara snapped, "No! Renmenber that we aren't
al one here!"

He controlled himself with a tremendous effort, then
crunpled the parchnent into a ball and hurled it at the floor
so hard that it bounced high into the air and rolled across
the room He swung back the hand hol ding the book as if he
were about to send it after the ball of parchnment, but then
seened to think better of it. He opened the book at random
turned a few pages, and then began to swear sul furously. He
shoved the book at Garion.

"Here," he said, "hold on to this." Then he began to pace
up and down, his face as black as a thundercloud, nuttering
curses and waving his hands in the air

Garion opened the book, tilting it to catch the light. He
saw at once the reason for Belgarath's anger. \Wol e passages
had been neatly excised -not nmerely blotted out, but cut
entirely fromthe page with a razor or a very sharp knife.
Garion also started to swear.

Silk curiously went over, picked up the parchnent, and
| ooked at it. He swall owed hard and | ooked apprehensively at
the swearing Belgarath. "Ch, ny," he said.

"What is it?" Garion asked.

“I think we'd all better stay out of your grandfather's
way for a while," the rat-faced man replied. "It might take
hima little bit to get hold of hinself."

"Just read it, Silk," Polgara said. "Don't editorialize
Silk | ooked again at Bel garath, who was now at the far end of
t he room poundi ng on the stone wall with his fist.

"Belgarath," " he read. " '|I have beaten thee, old man.
Now | go to the Place Which Is No More for the final neeting.
Follow ne if thou canst. Perhaps this book will help thee." "

"I's it signed?" Velvet asked him

"Zandranmas," he replied. "Wo el se?"

"That is a truly offensive letter," Sadi nurnmured. He
| ooked at Bel garath, who continued to pound his fist on the
wall in inmpotent fury. "lI'msurprised that he's taking it so
wel |l -all things considered."”

"It answers a | ot of questions, though," Velvet said
t houghtful ly.

"Such as what?" Silk asked.

"W were wondering if Zandranmas was still here.

Quite obviously, she's not. Not even an idiot would | eave that
ki nd of message for Belgarath and then stay around where he
could get his hands on her."

"That's true," he agreed. "There's no real point in our
staying here, then, is there? The Orb has picked up the trai
again, so why don't we just slip out of the house again and go
after Zandramas?"

"Wthout findin" out who's here?" Fel degast objected. "M
curiosity has been aroused, an' 1'd hate t' go off with it
unsatisfied." He glanced across the roomat the fuming
Bel garath. "Besides, it's goingt' be alittle while before
our ancient friend there regains his conposure. | think I"l
go along t' the far end of the hall an' see if |I kin find a



pl ace where | kin look down into the |lower part of the house
-just t' answer sone burnin' questions which have been naggin'
at ne." He went to the table and lighted one of the candles
fromhis little lantern.

"Whuld ye be wantin' t' cone along with me, Prince
Khel dar ?" he invited.

Sil k shrugged. "Wy not?"

“I"l'l go, too," Garion said. He handed the book to Pol gara
and then pointedly | ooked at the raging Belgarath. "lIs he
going to get over that eventually?"

“I''l'l talk with him dear. Don't be too long."

He nodded, and then he, Silk, and the juggler quietly |eft
the library.

There was a roomat the far end of the hall. It was not
particularly large, and there were shelves along the walls.
Garion surnmised that it had at one tinme been a storeroomor a
linen closet. Feldegast squinted appraisingly at the
| eaf -strewn floor, then closed his lantern.

The | eaves had piled deep in the corners and al ong the
wal I's, but in the sudden darkness a faint gl ow shone up
through them and there came the nurnmur of voices from bel ow

“"Me vile-tenpered old friend seens t' have been right,"
Fel degast whi spered. " ' Twoul d appear that the nortar has
quite crunbled away along that wall. "Twill be but a sinple
matter t' brush the | eaves out of the way an' give ourselves
some conveni ent spy holes. Let's be havin' a |l ook an' find out
who' s taken up residence in the House of Torak."

Garion suddenly had that strange sense of re-experiencing
sonmet hi ng that had happened a long tine ago. It had been in
Ki ng Anheg's pal ace at Val Alorn, and he had followed the man
in the green cloak through the deserted upper halls until they
had come to a place where crunmbling nortar had permitted the
sound of voices to come up from bel ow. Then he renenbered
sonmet hing el se. When they had been at Tol Honeth, hadn't
Bel garath said that nost of the things that had happened while
they were pursuing Zedar and the Orb were likely to happen
agai n, since everything was |eading up to another neeting
between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark? He tried to
shake off the feeling, but w thout nuch success.

They rempoved the | eaves fromthe crack running along the
far wall of the storeroomcarefully, trying to avoid sifting
any of them down into the room bel ow. Then each of them
sel ected a vantage point fromwhich to watch and |i sten.

The roominto which they peered was very | arge. Ragged
drapes hung at the wi ndows, and the corners were thick with
cobwebs. Snmoky torches hung in iron rings along the walls, and
the floor was thick with dust and the litter of ages. The room
was filled with bl ack-robed Grolins, a sprinkling of roughly
clad Karands, and a | arge nunber of gl eam ng Tenpl e Guardsnen.
Near the front, drawn up like a platoon of soldiers, a group
of the huge bl ack Hounds of Torak sat on their haunches
expectantly.

In front of the Hounds stood a black altar, show ng signs
of recent use, flanked on either side by a gl ow ng brazier

Agai nst the wall on a high dais was a gol den throne,
backed by thick, tattered black drapes and by a huge replica
of the face of Torak.

" '"Twas Burnt-face's throne room don't y' know, "



Fel degast whi spered.

"Those are Chandim aren't they?" Garion whispered back

"The very sanme -both human an' beast- along with their
mai |l -shirted bully boys. I'ma bit surprised that U von has
chosen t' occupy the place with his dogs -though the best use
fer Ashaba has probably al ways been as a kennel ."

It was obvious that the nen in the throne room were
expecting sonmething by the nervous way they kept | ooking at
t he throne.

Then a great gong sounded from bel ow, shinmering in the
snmoky air.

"On your knees!" a huge voice conmanded the throng in the
| arge room "Pay obei sance and honmage to the new God of
Angar ak!"

"What ?" Silk exclaimed in a choked whi sper

"Watch an' be still!" Fel degast snapped.

From bel ow there cane a great roll of druns, followed by a
brazen fanfare. The rotten drapes near the golden throne
parted, and a double file of robed Golins entered, chanting
fervently, even as the assenbl ed Chandi m and Guardsnmen fell to
their knees and the Hounds and the Karands grovel ed and
whi ned.

The boomi ng of the druns continued, and then a figure
garbed in cloth of gold and wearing a crown strode inperiously
out from between the drapes. A glow ng ninmbus surrounded the
figure, though Garion could clearly sense that the will that
mai nt ai ned the gl ow emanated fromthe gol d-clad man hinsel f.
Then the figure lifted its head in a nove of overweening
arrogance. The man's face was splotched -sone patches show ng
the color of healthy skin and others a hideous dead white.

VWhat chilled Garion's blood the npst, however, was the fact
that the man's eyes were totally nad.

"Urvon!" Fel degast said with a sudden intake of his his
breath. "You piebald son of a mangy dog!" All trace of his
lilting accent had di sappear ed.

Directly behind the patch-faced madman came a shadowy
figure, cow ed so deeply that its face was conpletely
obscured. The black that covered it was not that of a sinple
Grolimrobe, but seened to grow out of the figure itself, and
Garion felt a cold dread as a kind of absolute evil perneated
the air about that black shape.

Urvon mounted the dais and seated hinself on the throne,
his insane eyes bulging and his face frozen in that expression
of inperious pride. The shadow covered figure took its place
behind his |eft shoul der and bent forward toward his ear
whi spering, whispering.

The Chandi m CGuardsnen, and Karands in the throne room
continued to grovel, fawning and whining, even as did the
Hounds, while the last disciple of Torak preened hinmself in
the gl ow of their adulation. A dozen or so of the black-robed
Chandi m crept forward on their knees, bearing gilded chests
and reverently placing themon the altar before the dais. Wen
t hey opened the chests, Garion saw that they were all filled
to the brimwith red Angarak gold and with jewels.

"These offerings are pleasing to mne eyes," the enthroned
Di sciple declared in a shrill voice. "Let others cone forth to
make- also their offerings unto the new God of Angarak."

There was a certain amount of consternation anong the



Chandi m and a few hasty consultations.

The next group of offerings were in plain wooden boxes;
when they were opened, they reveal ed only pebbles and twi gs.
Each of the Chandi m who bore those boxes to the alter
surreptitiously renoved one of the gilded chests after
depositing his burden on the black stone.

Urvon gl oated over the chests and boxes, apparently unable
to di stinguish between gold and gravel, as the line continued
to nmove toward the altar, each priest laying one offering on
the altar and renoving another before returning to the end of
the Iine.

"I amwell pleased with ye, ny priests,” Urvon said in his
shrill voice when the charade had been played out.

"Truly, ye have brought before me the wealth of nations.”

As the Chandim Karands, and Guardsmen rose to their feet,
the shadowy figure at Urvon's shoul der continued to whisper

“"And now will | receive Lord Mengha," the nmadnman
announced, "nost favored of all who serve me, for he has
delivered unto nme this famliar spirit who reveal ed nmy high
divinity unto ne." He indicated the shadow behi nd him

"Sunmon the Lord Mengha that he nay pay homage to the CGod
Urvon and be graciously received by the new God of Angarak."
The voice that booned that command was as holl ow as a voice
i ssuing froma tonb.

From the door at the back of the hall came another fanfare
of trunpets, and another hollow voice responded. "All hali
Urvon, new God of Angarak," it intoned. "Lord Mengha
approacheth to make his obeisance and to seek counsel with the
living God."

Again there came the boom ng of drums, and a man robed in
Grolimblack paced down the broad aisle toward the altar and
the dais. As he reached the altar, he genuflected to the
madman seated on Torak's throne.

"Look now upon the awesone face of Lord Mengha, npst
favored servant of the God Urvon and soon to become First
Di sciple,” the hollow voice booned.

The figure before the altar turned and pushed back his
hood to reveal his face to the throng.

Garion stared, suppressing a gasp of surprise. The man
standi ng before the altar was Harakan.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

"Belar!" Silk swore under his breath.

"All bow down to the First Disciple of your God!" Urvon
declainmed in his shrill voice. "It is nmy command that ye honor
him"

There was a nurmur of amazenent anobng the assenbl ed
Chandim and Garion, peering down from above, thought that he
could detect a certain reluctance on the faces of sone of
t hem

"Bow to him" Urvon shrieked, starting to his feet. "He is
nmy Disciple!" The Chandi m | ooked first at the frothing madman
on the dais and then at the cruel face of Harakan. Fearfully
they sank to their knees.

"I am pl eased to see such willing obedience to the
commands of our God," Harakan observed sardonically. "I shal



remenber it always." There was a scarcely veiled threat in his
voi ce.

"Know ye all that ny Disciple speaks with my voice," Urvon
announced, resunmng his seat upon the throne. "Hi s words are
my words, and ye will obey himeven as ye obey ne."

"Hear the words of our God," Harakan intoned in that same
sardoni c voice, "for mghty is the God of Angarak, and swift
to anger should any fail to heed him Know further that |
Mengha, am now t he sword of Urvon as well as his voice, and
that the chastisenment of the disobedient is in my hands." The
threat was no | onger veiled, and Harakan swept his eyes slowy
across the faces of the assenbled priests as if challenging
each of themto protest his elevation.

"Hail Mengha, Disciple of the Iiving God!" one of the
mai | ed Guardsnen shout ed.

"Hail Mengha!" the other Guardsnmen responded, smashing
their fists against their shields in salute.

"Hail Mengha!" the Karands shrieked.

"Hail Mengha!" the kneeling Chandimsaid at |ast, cowed
finally into submi ssion. And then the great Hounds crept
forward on their bellies to fawn about Harakan's feet and to
Iick his hands.

"It is well,” the enthroned nmadman declared in his shril
voi ce. "Know that the God of Angarak is pleased with ye."

And then another figure appeared in the throne room bel ow,
com ng through the same rotted drapes which had admitted
Urvon. The figure was slender and dressed in a robe of
clinging black satin. Its head was partially covered by a
bl ack hood, and it was carrying sonething conceal ed beneath
its robe. When it reached the altar, it tipped back its head
in a derisive laugh, revealing a face with at once an
unearthly beauty and an unearthly cruelty all cast in marble
white. "You poor fools," the figure rasped in a harsh voice.
"Think you to raise a new God over Angarak wi t hout ny
perm ssi on?"

"I have not summoned thee, Zandramas!" Urvon shouted at

her .

"I feel no constraint to heed thy summons, Urvon," she
replied in a voice filled with contenpt, "nor its lack. | am
not thy creature, as are these dogs. | serve the God of
Angar ak, in whose coming shalt thou be cast down."

"I amthe God of Angarak!" he shrieked.

Har akan had begun to cone around the altar toward her

"And wilt thou pit thy puny will against the WII of the
Child of Dark, Harakan?" she asked coolly. "Thou nayest change
thy nanme, but thy power is no greater." Her voice was |ike

ice.
Har akan stopped in his tracks, his eyes suddenly wi de.
She turned back to Urvon. "I amdi smayed that | was not
notified of thy deification, Uvon," she continued, "for
should I have known, | would have conme before thee to pay thee

homage. and seek thy blessing.” Then her lip curled in a sneer
that distorted her face. "Thou?" she said. "Thou, a God? Thou
mayest sit upon the throne of Torak for all eternity whil st
this shabby ruin crunbles about thee, and thou wilt never
become a God. Thou nayest fondle dross and call it gold, and
thou wilt never becone a God. Thou mayest bask in the canine
adul ation of thy cringing dogs, who even now befoul thy throne



roomw th their droppings, and thou wilt never becone a Cod.
Thou mayest hearken greedily to the words of thy tame denon,
Nahaz, who even now whi spers the counsels of madness in thine
ear, and thou wilt never become a God."

"I ama CGod!" Urvon shrieked, starting to his feet again.

"So? It may be even as thou sayest, Urvon," she al npost
purred. "But if thou art a God, | nust tell thee to enjoy thy
Godhood whil st thou may, then, for even as mai med Torak, thou
art dooned."

"Who hath the mght to slay a God?" he foanmed at her

Her | augh was dreadful. "Wo hath the m ght? Even he who
reft Torak of his life. Prepare thyself to receive the norta
thrust of the burning sword of Iron-grip, which
spilled out the Iife of thy master, for thus |I sumon the
Godsl ayer!"

And t hen she reached forward and pl aced the cloth-w apped
bundl e whi ch she had been conceal i ng beneath her robe on the
bl ack altar. She raised her face and | ooked directly at the
crack through which Garion was staring in frozen disbelief.
"Behol d thy son, Belgarion," she called up to him "and hear
his crying!" She turned back the cloth to reveal the infant
Geran. The baby's face was contorted with fear, and he began
to wail, a hopeless, |ost sound.

Al'l thought vani shed from Garion's nmind. The wailing was
the sound he had been hearing over and over again since he had
left Mal Zeth. It was not the wail of that doomed child in
those pl ague-stricken streets that had haunted his dreans. It
was the voice of his own son!

Powerl ess to resist that wailing call, he |eaped to his feet.
It was as if there were suddenly sheets of flane before his
eyes, flanmes that erased everything fromhis nmnd but the
desperate need to go to the child wailing on the altar bel ow

He realized dimy that he was running through the shadowy,
| eaf -strewn halls, roaring insanely even as he ripped
Iron-grip's sword fromits sheath.

The nol dering doors of |ong-enpty roons flashed by as he
ran full tilt along the deserted corridor. Dimy behind him
he heard Silk's startled cry. "Garion! No!" Heedl ess, his
brain afire, he ran on with the great Sword of Riva blazing in
hi s hand before him as he went.

Even years later, he did not remenber the stairs. Vaguely,
he renmenbered energing in the lower hall, raging.

There were Tenpl e Guardsnen and Karands there, flinching
before himand trying feebly to face him but he seized the
hilt of his sword in both hands and noved through themlike a
man reapi ng grain. They fell in showers of blood as he sheared
his way through their ranks.

The great door to the dead God's throne room was cl osed
and jolted, but Garion did not even resort to sorcery. He
sinmply destroyed the door -and those who were trying
desperately to hold it closed- with his burning sword.

The fire of madness filled his eyes as he burst into the
throne room and he roared at the terrified nmen there, who
gaped at the dreadful form of the Godslayer, advancing on
them enclosed in a ninbus of blue light. His |lips were peel ed
back fromhis teeth in a snarl, and his terrible sword, al
abl aze, flickered back and forth before himlike the shears of
fate.



A Golimjunped in front of himw th one arm upraised as
Garion gathered his will with an inrushing sound he scarcely
heard. Garion did not stop, and the other Golinms in the
throne roomrecoiled in horror as the point of his flamng
sword cane sliding out frombetween the rash priest's shoul der
bl ades. The nortally wounded Grolimstared at the sizzling
bl ade sunk into his chest. He tried with shaking hands to
clutch at the blade, but Garion kicked himoff the sword and
continued his grim advance.

A Karand with a skull-surnounted staff stood in his path,
desperately muttering an incantation. H's words cut off
abruptly, however, as Garion's sword passed through his
t hr oat .

"Behol d the Godsl ayer, Urvon!" Zandramas exulted. "Thy
life is at an end, God of Angarak, for Belgarion hath come to
spill it out, even as he spilled out the Iife of Torak!" Then
she turned her back on the cringing madman. "All hail the
Child of Light!" she announced in ringing tones. She smled
her cruel smile at him "Hail, Belgarion," she taunted him
"Slay once again the God of Angarak, for that hath ever been
thy task. | shall await thy coming in the Place Wich Is No
More." And then she took up the wailing babe in her arns,
covered it with her cloak again, shimered, and vani shed.

Garion was suddenly filled with chagrin as he realized
that he had been cruelly duped. Zandramas had not actually
been here with his son, and all his overpowering rage had been
directed at an enpty projection. Wrse than that, he had been
mani pul ated by the haunting nightrmare of the wailing child
whi ch he now realized she had put into his mnd to force him
to respond to her taunting commands. He faltered then, his
bl ade | owering and its fire waning.

"Kill him™" Harakan shouted. "Kill the one who sl ew
Tor ak!"

"Kill him™"™ Urvon echoed in his insane shriek. "Kill him
and offer his heart up to ne in sacrificel”

A hal f-dozen Tenpl e Guardsnmen began a cautious, clearly
reluctant, advance. Garion raised his sword again; its |ight
flared anew, and the CGuardsmen junped back

Har akan sneered as he | ooked at the arnored nen.

"Behold the reward for cowardice,”" he snapped. He extended one
hand, muttered a single word, and one of the Guardsnen
shrieked and fell withing to the floor as his nail coat and
hel met turned instantly white-hot, roasting himalive.

“Now obey ne!" Harakan roared. "Kill him"

The terrified Guardsnen attacked nore fervently then,
forcing Garion back step by step. Then he heard the sound of
running feet in the corridor outside. He glanced quickly over
hi s shoul der and saw the others cone bursting into the throne
room

"Have you | ost your m nd?" Belgarath demanded angrily.

“I"l'l explain later,” Garion told him still half-sick
with frustration and di sappointnent. He returned his attention
to the arnmored nmen before himand began swi nging his great
sword in w de sweeps, driving them back agai n.

Bel garath faced the Chandi m on one side of the centra
aisle, concentrated for an instant, then gestured shortly.
Suddenly a raging fire erupted fromthe stones of the floor
all along the aisle.



Somet hi ng seened to pass between the old man and Pol gara.
She nodded, and quite suddenly the other side of the aisle was
al so walled off by flane.

Two of the Guardsnen had fallen beneath Garion's sword,
but others, acconpanied by w | d-eyed Karands, were rushing to
the aid of their conrades, though they flinched visibly from
the flames on either side of the aisle up which they were
forced to attack

"Conbi ne your wills!" Harakan was shouting to the Chandi m
"Snot her the flanmes!"

Even as he closed with the Guardsnmen and the Karands,
beati ng down their upraised swords and hacking at themwith
Iron-grip's blade, Garion felt the rush and surge of conbined
will. Despite the efforts of Belgarath and Pol gara, the fires
on either side of the aisle flickered and grew | ow

One of the huge Hounds came | oping through the ranks of
the Guardsnen facing Garion. Its eyes were ablaze, and its
t oot h-studded nuzzl e agape. It |eaped directly at his face,
snappi ng and growing horribly, but fell twitching and biting
at the floor as he split its head with his sword.

And t hen Harakan thrust his way through the Guardsnen and
Karands to confront Garion. "And so we neet again, Belgarion,"
he snarled in an al nost doglike voice. "Drop your sword, or |
will slay your friends -and your wife. | have a hundred
Chandimwi th nme, and not even you are a match for so many."
And he began to draw in his will.

Then, to Garion's amazenent, Velvet ran forward past him
her arms stretched toward the dread G olim "Please!" she
wai |l ed. "Please don't kill me!" And she threw herself at
Har akan's feet, clutching at his black robe inploringly as she
cringed and grovel ed before him

Thrown of f bal ance by this sudden and unexpected di spl ay
of subm ssiveness, Harakan let his will dissipate and he
backed away, trying to shake her hand from his robe and
kicking at her to free hinself. But she clung to him weeping
and begging for her life.

"Get her off me!" he snapped at his nmen, turning his head
slightly. And that briefest instant of inattention proved
fatal. Velvet's hand noved so quickly that it seenmed to bl ur
in the air. She dipped swiftly into her bodice; when her hand
energed, she held a small, bright-green snake.

"A present for you, Harakan!" she shouted triunphantly. "A
present for the |eader of the Bear-cult from Hunter!" And she
threw Zith full into his face.

He screaned once the first tinme Zith bit him and his
hands came up to claw her away fromhis face, but the scream
ended with a horrid gurgle, and his hands convul sed hel pl essly
inthe air in front of him Squealing and jerking, he reeled
backward as the irritated little reptile struck again and
again. He stiffened and arched back across the altar, his feet
scuffing and scrabbling on the floor and his arns fl opping
usel essly. He banged his head on the black stone, his eyes
bul gi ng and his swollen tongue protruding fromhis nmouth. Then
a dark froth came fromhis lips, he jerked several nore tines,
and his body slid linply off the altar.

"And that was for Bethra," Velvet said to the crunpled
formof the dead man lying on the floor before the altar

The Chandi m and their cohorts again drew back in fear as



they stared at the body of their fallen pack | eader

"They are few " Urvon shrieked at them "W are nmany!
Destroy themall! Your God commands it!"

The Chandi m gaped first at Harakan's contorted body, then
at the crowned nadman on the throne, then at the terrible
little snake who had coiled herself atop the altar with her
head rai sed threateningly as she gave vent to a series of
angry hisses.

"That's about enough of this," Belgarath snapped. He |et
the last of the flanmes die and began to refocus his will.
Garion also straightened, pulling in his owmn will even as he
felt the tightened Chandimstart to focus their power for a
final, dreadful confrontation.

"What is all this now?" Fel degast |aughed, suddenly com ng
forward until he stood between Garion and his foes. "Surely,
good nasters, we can put aside all this hatred and strife.

"Il tell ye what 1'Il do. Let ne give ye a denobnstration of
me skill, an' we'll laugh together an' meke peace between us
once an' fer all. No man at all kin keep so great a hatred in

his heart while he's bubblin' with |aughter, don't y' know"
Then he began to juggle, seeming to pull brightly col ored
balls out of the air. The Golinms gaped at him stunned by
this unexpected interruption, and Garion stared incredul ously
at the perfornmer, who seenmed deliberately bent on

sel f-destruction. Still juggling, Feldegast flipped his body
onto the back of a heavy bench, hol ding hinself upside down
over it with one hand while he continued to juggle with his
free hand and his feet. Faster and faster the balls whirled,
nore and nore of themcomng, it seened out of thin air. The
nore the balls whirled, the brighter they becane until at |ast
they were incandescent and the inverted little nman was
juggling balls of pure fire.

Then he flexed the armthat was holding himin place,
tossing hinself high over the bench. Wen his feet touched the
fl oor, however, it was no | onger Fel degast the juggler who
stood there. In place of the roguish entertainer stood the
gnharl ed, hunchbacked shape of the sorcerer Beldin. Wth a
sudden evil |augh, he began to hurt his fireballs at the
startled Golins and their warriors.

Hi s ai mwas unerring, and the deadly fireballs pierced
Grolimrobes, Cuardsnen's mmil coats, and Karandese fur vests
with equal facility. Snoking hol es appeared in the chests of
his victins, and he felled them by the dozen. The throne room
filled with snoke and the reek of burning flesh as the
grinning, ugly little sorcerer continued his deadly barrage.

"You!" Urvon shrieked in terror, the sudden appearance of
the man he had feared for so many thousands of years shocking
himinto sone senbl ance of sanity, even as the terrified
Chandi m and their cohorts broke and fled, howing in tight.

"So good to see you again, Uvon," the hunchback said to
hi m pl easantly. "Qur conversation was interrupted the |ast
time we were talking, but as | recall, 1'd just promised to
sink a white-hot hook into your belly and yank out all your
guts.” He held out his gnarled right hand, snapped his
fingers, and there was a sudden flash. A cruel hook, snoking
and gl owi ng, appeared in his fist. "Why don't we continue with
that line of thought?" he suggested, advancing on the
spl ot chy-faced man cowering on the throne.



Then the shadow whi ch had | urked behind the madman's
shoul der came out from behind the throne.

"Stop," it said in a voice that was no nore than a
crackl ing whi sper. No human throat could have produced t hat
sound. "I need this thing," it said, pointing a shadow hand
in the direction of the gibbering Disciple of Torak. "It
serves my purposes, and I will not let you kill it."

“You woul d be Nahaz, then," Beldin said in an om nous

voi ce.

"I am" the figure whispered. "Nahaz, Lord of Denmpns and
Mast er of Darkness."

"Go find yourself another plaything, Denon Lord," the
hunchback grated. "This one is mne."

"WIlIl you pit your will against mne, sorcerer?"

"I'f need be."

"Look upon ny face, then, and prepare for death." The
dermon pushed back its hood of darkness, and Garion recoiled
with a sharp intake of his breath. The face of Nahaz was
hi deous, but it was not the m sshapen features al one which
were so terrifying. There emanated fromits burning eyes a
mal evol ent evil so gross that it froze the blood. Brighter and
bri ghter those eyes burned with evil green fire until their
beams shot forth toward Beldin. The gnarled sorcerer clenched
hi rsel f and rai sed one hand. The hand suddenly gl owed an
intense blue, a light that seened to cascade down over his
body to forma shield agai nst the denon's power.

"Your will is strong," Nahaz hissed. "But mine is
stronger."”

Then Pol gara canme down the littered aisle, the white |ock
at her brow gl eami ng. On one side of her strode Bel garath and
on the other Durnik. As they reached him Garion joined them
They advanced slowy to take up positions flanking Beldin, and
Garion becane aware that Eriond had al so joined them standing
slightly off to one side.

"Well, Denon," Polgara said in a deadly voice,
face us all?"

Garion raised his sword and unl eashed its fire. "And this
as well?" he added, releasing all restraints on the Ob

The Denon flinched nmonmentarily, then drew itself erect
again, its horrid face bathed in that awful green fire. From
beneath its robe of shadow, it took what appeared to be a
scepter or a wand of some kind that blazed an intense green.
As it raised that wand, however, it seemed to see sonething
that had previously escaped its notice. An expression of
sudden fear crossed its hideous face, and the fire of the wand
di ed, even as the intense green light bathing its face
flickered and grew wan and weak. Then it raised its face
toward the vaulted ceiling and how ed -a dreadful, shocking
sound. It spun quickly, moving toward the terrified Urvon. It
reached out with shadowy hands, seized the gol d-robed madman,
and lifted himeasily fromthe throne. Then it fled, its fire
pushing out before it like a great battering ram blasting out
the walls of the House of Torak as it went.

The crown whi ch had surmounted Urvon's brow fell fromhis
head as Nahaz carried himfromthe crunbling house, and it
cl anked when it hit the floor with the tinny sound of brass.

will you



PART FOUR
THE MOUNTAI NS OF ZANMAD

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Bel din spat out a rancid oath and hurled his gl owi ng hook
at the throne. Then he started toward the snoking hole the
fl eei ng denon had bl asted out through the wall of the throne
room

Bel garat h, however, managed to place hinmself in front of
the angry hunchback. "No, Beldin," he said firmy.

"Get out of ny way, Belgarath."

“I"'mnot going to let you chase after a denmon who coul d
turn on you at any mnute."

"I can take care of nyself. Now stand aside."

"You're not thinking, Beldin. There' Il be time enough to
deal with Urvon |later. Right now we need to nmake sone
deci si ons. "

"What's to decide? You go after Zandramas and | go after
Uvon. It's all pretty nuch cut and dried, isn't it?"

“"Not entirely. In any event, I'mnot going to let you
chase after Nahaz in the dark. You know as well as | do that
the darkness multiplies his power -and | haven't got so many
brothers left that | can afford to | ose one just because he's
irritated.”

Their eyes | ocked, and the ugly hunchback finally turned
away. He stunped back toward the dais, pausing |ong enough to
kick a chair to pieces on his way, muttering curses all the
whi | e.

"I's everyone all right?" Silk asked, |ooking around as he
re-sheathed his knife.

"So it would seem " Pol gara replied, pushing back the hood
of her blue cl oak.

"It was a bit tight there for a while, wasn't it?" The
little man's eyes were very bright.

"Al so unnecessary," she said, giving Garion a hard | ook.
"You' d better take a quick | ook through the rest of the house,
Khel dar. Let's nake sure that it's really enpty. Durnik, you
and Toth go with him?"

Sil k nodded and started back up the bl ood-spl ashed ai sl e,
st eppi ng over bodies as he went, with Durnik and Toth cl ose
behi nd him

"I don't understand," Ce' Nedra said, staring in bafflenment
at the gnarled Bel din, who was once again dressed in rags and
had the usual twigs and bits of straw clinging to him "How
did you change places with Fel degast -and where is he?"

A roguish smle crossed Beldin's face. "Ah, ne little

darlin'," he said to her in the juggler's lilting brogue, "I'm
right here, don't y' know. An' if yer of a mind, | kin stil
charmye with me wit an' nme unearthly skill."

"But | |iked Fel degast,"” she al nost wail ed.

"All ye have t' do is transfer yer affection t' ne,
darlin'."

"It's not the sane," she objected.

Bel garath was | ooking steadily at the twi sted sorcerer.
"Have you got any idea of how nmuch that particular dialect
irritates ne?" he said.



"Why, yes, brother." Beldin grinned. "As a matter of fact
| do. That's one of the reasons | selected it."

"I don't entirely understand the need for so el aborate a
di sgui se," Sadi said as he put away his small poi soned dagger

"Too many people know ne by sight in this part of
Mal l ore,” Beldin told him "Urvon's had ny description posted
on every tree and fence post within a hundred | eagues of M
Yaska for the last two thousand years, and let's be honest
about it, it wouldn't be too hard to recognize ne from even
t he roughest description.”

"You are a unique sort of person, Uncle," Polgara said to
him smling fondly.

“Ah, yer too kind t' say it, me girl," he replied with an
extravagant bow.

"W Il you stop that?" Belgarath said. Then he turned to
Garion. "As | renenber, you said that you were going to
expl ain something later. Al right -it's later."

"I was tricked," Garion adnmitted glumy

"By whonf"

"' Zandr amas"

"She's still here?" Ce' Nedra excl ai med.

Garion shook his head. "No. She sent a projection here -a
projection of herself and of Geran."

"Couldn't you tell the difference between a projection and
the real thing?" Belgarath demanded.

"I wasn't in any condition to tell the difference when it
happened. "

"l suppose you can explain that."

Garion took a deep breath and sat down on one of the
benches. He noticed that his bl oodstai ned hands were shaki ng.
"She's very clever," he said. "Ever since we |eft Ml Zeth,
|'ve been having the sane dream over and over again."

"Drean®?" Pol gara asked sharply. "What kind of drean’

"Maybe dreamisn't the right word," he replied, "but over
and over again, | kept hearing the cry of a baby. At first |
t hought that | was renmenbering the cry of that sick child we
saw in the streets back in Mal Zeth, but that wasn't it at
all. When Silk and Beldin and | were in that room just above
this one, we could see down into the throne room here and we
saw Urvon cone in with Nahaz right behind him He's conpletely
i nsane now. He think's he's a God. Anyway, he summoned Mengha
-only Mengha turned out to be Harakan, and then-"

"Wait a mnute," Belgarath interrupted him "Harakan is
Mengha?"

Garion glanced over at the linp formsprawed in front of
the altar. Zith was still coiled atop the bl ack stone,
nmuttering and hissing to herself. "Well, he was," he said.

"Urvon nade the announcenent before all this broke out,"
Bel din added. "We didn't have the tine to fill you in."

"That explains a great many things, doesn't it?" Belgarath
nmused. He | ooked at Velvet. "Did you know about this?" he
asked her.

“No, Ancient One," she replied, "as a matter of fact, |
didn"t. | just seized the opportunity when it arose."

Silk, Durnik, and Toth canme back into the body-strewn
throne room "The house is enpty,"” the little man reported.
"We've got it all to ourselves."

"Good," Belgarath said. "Garion was just telling us why he



saw fit to start his own private war."

"Zandramas told himto." Silk shrugged. "I'm not sure why
he started taking orders fromher, but that's what happened."”

"I was just getting to that," Garion said. "Urvon was down
here telling all the Chandi mthat Harakan -Mengha- was going
to be his first disciple. That's when Zandramas cane in -or at
| east she seened to. She had a bundl e under her cl oak.
didn't know it at first, but it was Geran. She and Urvon
shouted at each other for a while, and Urvon finally insisted
that he was a God. She said sonmething like, "All right. Then
wi |l sumon the Godsl ayer to deal with you.' That's when she
put the bundle on the altar. She opened it, and it was Geran
He started to cry, and | realized all at once that it was his

cry I'd been hearing all along. | just totally stopped
thi nki ng at that point."
"Obviously," Belgarath said.

"Well, anyway, you know all the rest." Garion | ooked
around at the corpse-littered throne room and shuddered. "I
hadn't altogether realized just how far things went," he said.
"I guess | was sort of crazy."

"The word is berserk, Garion," Belgarath told him "It's
fairly common anong Alorns. 1'd sort of thought you m ght be
i mune, but | guess | was wong."

"There was sone justification for it, father,

Pol gara
sai d.

"There's never a justification for losing your wits, Pol,"
he grow ed.

"He was provoked." She pursed her lips thoughtfully, then
came over and lightly placed her hands on Garion's tenples.
"It's gone now," she said.

"What is?" Ce' Nedra sounded concer ned.

"The possession.”

"Possessi on?"

Pol gara nodded. "Yes. That's how Zandramas tricked him
She filled his mind with the sound of a crying child. Then,
when she laid the bundle that seenmed to be Geran on the altar
and Garion heard that sane crying, he had no choice but to do
what she wanted himto do." She |ooked at Belgarath. "This is
very serious, father. She's already tanpered with Ce' Nedra,
and now it's Garion. She may try the same thing with others as
wel | ."

"What woul d be the point?" he asked. "You can catch her at
it, can't you?"

"Usual ly, yes -if | know what's going on. But Zandramas is
very skilled at this and she's very subtle. In many ways she's
even better at it than Asharak the Mirgo was." She | ooked
around at them "Now listen carefully, all of you," she told
them "If anything unusual begins to happen to you -dreans,
noti ons, peculiar ideas, strange feelings- anything at all,
want you to tell ne about it at once. Zandramas knows t hat
we're after her and she's using this to delay us. She tried it
with Ce' Nedra while we were on our way to Rak Hagga, and now-"

"Me?" Ce' Nedra said in amazenent. "I didn't know that."
" Renmenber your illness on the road from Rak Verkat ?"
Pol gara said. "It wasn't exactly an illness. It was Zandranas

putting her hand on your mnd."
"But nobody told ne."
"Once Andel and | drove Zandranas away, there was no need



to worry you about it. Anyway, Zandramas tried it first with
Ce' Nedra and now with Garion. She could try it on any one of
the rest of us as well, so let ne know if you start feeling in
the |l east bit peculiar.”

"Brass," Durnik said.

"What was that, dear?" Polgara asked him

He held up Uvon's crown. "This thing is brass,” he said.
"So's that throne. | didn't really think there'd be any gold
| eft here. The house has been abandoned and w de open for
| ooters for too many centuries."”

"That's usually the way it is with the gifts of denons,"
Bel din told him "They're very good at creating illusions." He
| ooked around. "Urvon probably saw all this as unearthly
spl endor. He couldn't see the rotten drapes, or cobwebs, or
all the trash on the floor. Al he could see was the glory
that Nahaz wanted himto see.” The dirty, tw sted man
chuckled. "I sort of enjoy the idea of Urvon spending his |ast
days as a raving lunatic," he added, "right up until the
monment when | sink a hook into his guts."

Sil k had been | ooking narromy at Velvet. "Do you suppose
you coul d explain something for me?" he asked.

“I'"l'l try." she said.

"You said sonmething rather strange when you threw Zith
into Harakan's face."

"Did | say sonething?"

"You said, 'A present for the |eader of the Bear-cult from
Hunter.' "

"Ch, that." She smiled her dinples into life. "I just
wanted himto know who was killing him that's all."

He stared at her.

"You are getting rusty, ny dear Kheldar," she chided him
"I was certain that you'd have guessed by now. |'ve done
everything but hit you over the head with it."

"Hunter?" he said incredul ously. "You?"

“I"ve been Hunter for quite sone time now. That's why |
hurried to catch up with you at Tol Honeth." She snpothed the
front of her plain gray traveling gown.

"At Tol Honeth you told us that Bethra was Hunter."

"She had been, Kheldar, but her job was finished. She was
supposed to nmake sure that we'd get a reasonable man as a
successor to Ran Borune. First she had to elimnate a few
menbers of the Honeth famly before they could consolidate
their positions, and then she nmade a few suggestions about
Varana to Ran Borune while the two of them were-" She
hesitated, glancing at Ce' Nedra, and then she coughed. "-ah-
shall we say, entertaining each other?" she concl uded.

Ce' Nedra bl ushed furiously.

"Ch, dear," the blond girl said, putting one hand to her
cheek. "That didn't cone out at all well, did it? "Anyway,"
she hurried on, "Javelin decided that Bethra's task was
conplete and that it was tinme for there to be a new Hunter
with a new m ssion. Queen Porenn was very cross about what
Harakan did in the west -the attenpt on Ce'Nedra's life, the
nmur der of Brand, and everything that went on at Rheon -so she
instructed Javelin to adm nister sonme chastisenment. He
selected me to deliver it. | was fairly sure that Harakan
woul d cone back to Mallorea. | knew that you were all coning
here, too -eventually- so that's why | joined you." She | ooked



over at the sprawl ed form of Harakan. "I was absolutely amazed
when | saw himstanding in front of the altar,"” she adnmtted,
“but | couldn't allow an opportunity like that to slip by."
She sniled. "Actually, it worked out rather well. | was just
on the verge of |eaving you and going back to Mal Yaska to

| ook for him The fact that he turned out to be Mengha, too,
was just sort of a bonus."

"I thought you were tagging along to keep an eye on ne."

“I"'mvery sorry, Prince Kheldar. | just nmade that up. |
needed sone reason to join you, and sonetines Bel garath can be
very stubborn." She smled winsonely at the old sorcerer, then
turned back to the baffled-1ooking Silk. "Actually," she
continued, "my uncle isn't really upset with you at all."

"But you said- " He stared at her. "You lied!'" he accused.

" '"Lie' is such an ugly word, Kheldar, " she replied,
patting his cheek fondly. "Couldn't we just say that |
exaggerated a trifle? | wanted to keep an eye on you,
certainly, but it was for reasons of nmy own -which had nothing
what soever to do with Drasnian state policy.

"A slow flush crept up his cheeks.

"Why, Khel dar," she exclained delightedly, "you're
actually blushing -alnost |like a sinple village girl who's
just been seduced."

Garion had been struggling with sonething. "What was the
point of it, Aunt Pol?" he asked. "What Zandramas did to ne, |
mean?"

"Del ay," she replied, "but nore inportantly, there was the
possibility of defeating us before we ever get to the fina
neeting. "

"I don't follow that."

She sighed. "W know that one of us is going to die," she
said. "Cyradis told us that at Rheon. But there's always a
chance that in one of these random skirnishes, soneone el se
could be killed -entirely by accident. If the Child of Light
-you- neets with the Child of Dark and he's | ost soneone whose
task hasn't been conpleted, he won't have any chance of
Wi nni ng. Zandramas could win by default. The whol e point of
that cruel ganme she played was to lure you into a fight with
t he Chandi m and Nahaz. The rest of us, quite obviously, would
come to your aid. In that kind of fight, it's always possible
for accidents to happen.™

"Acci dent? How can there be accidents when we're all under
the control of a prophecy?"

"You' re forgetting something, Belgarion," Beldin said.
"This whol e business started with an accident. That's what
di vided the Prophecies in the first place. You can read
prophecies until your hair turns gray, but there's always room
for random chance to step in and disrupt things."

"You'll note that ny brother is a philosopher,” Belgarath
said, "always ready to |l ook on the dark side of things."

“"Are you two really brothers?" Ce' Nedra asked curiously.
"Yes," Beldin told her, "but in a way that you could never
begin to understand. It was sonething that our Master
i mpressed upon us."

"And Zedar was al so one of your brothers?" She suddenly
stared in horror at Bel garath.

The old man set his jaw. "Yes," he adnmitted.

"But you- "



"Go ahead and say it, Ce' Nedra," he said. "There's nothing
you can possibly say to nme that | haven't already said to

nmysel f."
"Soneday," she said in a very small voice, "someday when
this is all over, will you |let himout?"
Bel garath's eyes were stony. "I don't think so, no."
"And if he does let himout, I'Il go find himand stuff

himright back in again," Beldin added.
"There's not much point in chewing over ancient history,"

Bel garath said. He thought a monment, then said, "I think it's
time for us to have another talk with the young | ady from
Kell." He turned to Toth. "WII| you sunmon your nistress?" he
asked.

The giant's face was not happy. When he finally nodded, it
was obviously with sone rel uctance.

""" msorry, nmy friend," Belgarath said to him "but it's really
necessary."

Toth sighed and then he sank to one knee and cl osed his
eyes in an oddly prayerful fashion. Once again, as it had
happened back on the Isle of Verkat and again at Rak Hagga,
Garion heard a murnmur as of nmany voices. Then there cane that
peculiar, multicolored shimrering in the air not far from
Urvon's shoddy throne. The air cleared, and the unwavering
formof the Seeress of Kell appeared on the dais. For the
first tinme, Garion |ooked closely at her. She was sl ender and
somehow | ooked very vul nerabl e, a hel pl essness accentuated by
her white robe and her blindfol ded eyes. There was, however, a
serenity in her face -the serenity of sonmeone who has | ooked
full in the face of Destiny and has accepted it without
guestion or reservation. For sone reason, he felt al nost
overcome with awe in her radiant presence.

"Thank you for coming, Cyradis," Belgarath said sinply.
"I"'msorry to have troubled you. | know how difficult it is
for you to do this, but there are sonme answers | need before
we can go any further."

“I will tell thee as much as | ampermtted to say,

Anci ent One," she replied. Her voice was |ight and nusi cal

but there was, nonetheless, a firmess in it that spoke of an
unearthly resolve. "I nust say unto thee, however, that thou

nmust make haste. The tine for the final neeting draws nigh."

"That's one of the things | wanted to tal k about. Can you
be any nore specific about this appointed tinme?"

She seened to consider it as if consulting with some power
so i mense that Garion's inmagination shuddered back fromthe
very thought of it. "I know not time in thy ternms, Holy
Bel garath," she said sinply, "but only for so |long as a babe
lieth beneath his nother's heart remains ere the Child of
Light and the Child of Dark nmust face each other in the Place
Which I's No More, and ny task nust be conpleted.”

"All right," he said. "That's clear enough, | guess. Now,
when you canme to us at Mal Zeth, you said that there was a
task here at Ashaba that needed to be acconplished before we
could nove on. A great deal has happened here, so | can't
pi npoi nt exactly what that task was. Can you be a bit nore
speci fic?"

"The task is conpleted, Eternal One, for the Book of the
Heavens sayeth that the Huntress must find her prey and bring
himlow in the House of Darkness in the sixteenth nmoon. And



|l o, even as the stars have proclained, it hath come to pass."”

The old man's face took on a slightly puzzled expression.

"Ask further, Disciple of Aldur,"” she told him "M tine
with you grows short."

"“I'"m supposed to follow the trail of the Mysteries," he
said, " but Zandramas cut certain key passages out of the copy
of the Ashabine Oracles she left here for me to find."

“Nay, Ancient One. It was not the hand of Zandramas which
nmutilated thy book, but rather the hand of its author."

"Torak?" he sounded startl ed.

"Even so. For know thou that the words of prophecy cone
unbi dden, and ofttines their inport is not pleasing unto the
prophet. So it was with the master of this house.”

"But Zandramas managed to put her hands on a copy that
hadn't been mutil ated?" he asked.

The seeress nodded.

"Are there any other copies that Burnt-face didn't tanper
wi th?" Beldin asked intently.

"Only two," she replied. "One is in the house of Urvon the
Di sciple, but that one lieth under the hand of Nahaz, the
accursed. Seek not to west it fromhim lest ye die."

"And the other?" the hunchback denmanded.

"Seek out the clubfooted one, for he will aid thee in thy
search. "

"That's not too hel pful, you know. "

"I speak to thee in the words that stand in the Book of
t he Heavens and were witten ere the world began. These words
have no | anguage but speak instead directly to the soul."

“Naturally," he said. "All right. You spoke of Nahaz. Is
he going to line our path with denons all the way across
Kar anda?"

“"Nay, gentle Beldin. Nahaz hath no further interest in
Karanda, and his | egions of darkness abide no | onger there and
respond to no sumons, however powerful. They infest instead
the plains of Darshiva where they do war upon the m nions of
Zandr amas. "

"Where i s Zandramas now?" Bel garath asked her

"She doth journey unto the place where the Sardion |ay
hi dden for unnunbered centuries. Though it is no |onger there,
she hopes to find traces of it sunk into the very rocks and to
follow those traces to the Place Wiich Is No Mre."

"I's that possible?”

Her face grew very still. "That | may not tell thee," she
replied. Then she straightened. "I may say no nore unto thee
in this place, Belgarath. Seek instead the nystery which wll
gui de thee. Make haste, however, for Tine will not stay nor

falter in its neasured pace." And then she turned toward the
bl ack altar standing before the dais where Zith was coil ed,
still muttering and hissing inirritation. "Be tranquil
little sister," she said, "for the purpose of all thy days is
now acconpl i shed, and that which was del ayed may now cone to
pass." She then seened, even though blindfolded, to turn her
serene face toward each of them pausing briefly only to bow
her head to Polgara in a gesture of profound respect. At |ast
she turned to Toth. Her face was filled with anguish, but she
said nothing. And then she sighed and vani shed.

Bel din was scow ing. "That was fairly standard,” he said.
"I hate riddles. They're the entertai nnment of the



preliterate."”

"Stop trying to show of f your education and let's see if
we can sort things out," Belgarath told him "W know t hat
this is all going to be decided one way or the other in nine
nore nonths. That was the nunber | needed."

Sadi was frowning in perplexity. "How did we arrive at
t hat number?" he asked. "To be perfectly frank, | didn't
understand very nmuch of what she said."

" She said that we have only as nmuch tine as a baby lies
inits nother's wonb," Pol gara expl ained. "That's nine
nont hs. "

"Ch," he said. Then he snmiled a bit sadly. "That's the

sort of thing | don't pay too much attention to, | guess."
"What was that business about the sixteenth nmoon?" Silk
asked. "l didn't follow that at all."

"This whole thing began with the birth of Belgarion's
son," Beldin told him "W found a reference to that in the
Min Codex. Your friend with the snake had to be here at
Ashaba si xteen noons |ater."

Silk frowned, counting on his fingers. "It hasn't been
si xteen nonths yet," he objected.

"Moons, Kheldar," the hunchback said. "Moons, not nonths.
There's a difference, you know. "

"Ch. That explains it, | guess."

"Who's this clubfoot who's supposed to have the third copy
of the Oracles?" Bel garath said.

"It rings a bell somehow,"” Beldin replied. "Let me think
about it."

"What's Nahaz doing in Darshiva?" Garion asked.

"Apparently attacking the Golims there," Belgarath
replied. "We know that Darshiva is where Zandramas originally
came from and that the church in that region belongs to her
If Nahaz wants to put the Sardion in Urvon's hands, he's going
to have to stop her. Otherwi se, she'll get to it first."

Ce' Nedra seened to suddenly renenber sonething. She | ooked
at Garion, her eyes hungry. "You said that you saw Geran -when
Zandramas tricked you."

"A projection of him yes."

"How did he | ook?"

"The sane. He hadn't changed a bit since the last tinme |
saw him"

"Garion, dear," Polgara said gently. "That's not really
reasonabl e, you know. Ceran's al nobst a year ol der now. He
woul dn't ook the sanme at all. Babies grow and change a great
deal during their first few years."

He nodded glumy. "I realize that now," he replied. "At
the tinme, | wasn't really in any condition to think nmy way
through it." Then he stopped. "Wiy didn't she project an inmage
of himthe way he | ooks now?"

"Because she wanted to show you sonet hing she was sure
you' d recogni ze. "

“Now you stop that!" Sadi exclainmed. He was standi ng near
the altar and he had just jerked his hand back out of Zith's
range. The little green snake was grow i ng omi nously at him
The eunuch turned toward Velvet. "Do you see what you've
done?" he accused. "You've made her terribly angry."

"Me?" she asked innocently.

"How woul d you like to be pulled out of a warm bed and



thrown i nto sonebody's face?"

"I suppose | hadn't thought about that. I'Il apologize to
her, Sadi -just as soon as she regains her conposure a bit.
WI!ll she crawl into her bottle by hersel f?"

"Usual ly, yes."

"That m ght be the safest course, then. Lay the bottle on
the altar and let her crawl inside and sulk a bit."

"You're probably right," he agreed.

" Are any of the other roons in the house habitabl e?"
Pol gara asked Sil k.

He nodded. "More or |ess. The Chandi m and the Cuardsnen
were staying in them"

She | ooked around at the corpse-littered throne room

"Why don't we nobve out of here, then?" she suggested to
Bel garath. "This place |ooks like a battlefield, and the snel
of blood isn't that pleasant."”

"Why bot her?" Ce' Nedra said. "We're leaving to fol |l ow
Zandramas, aren't we?"

“Not until norning, dear," Polgara replied. "It's dark and
cold outside, and we're all tired and hungry."
" But - "

"The Chandi m and the Guardsnmen ran away, Ce' Nedra -but we
can't be at all sure how far they went. And, of course, there
are the Hounds as well. Let's not make the m stake of
bl undering out into a forest at night when we can't see what
m ght be hiding behind the first tree we conme to."

"It makes sense, Ce'Nedra," Velvet told her. "Let's try to
get sonme sleep and start out early in the nmorning."

The little Queen sighed. "I suppose you're right," she
admtted. "It's just that-"

"Zandranmas can't get away fromnme, Ce' Nedra," Garion
assured her. "The Orb knows which way she went."

They followed Silk out of the throne room and al ong the
bl ood- spattered corridor outside. Garion tried as best he
could to shield Ce' Nedra fromthe sight of the crunpled forns
of the Guardsnmen and Karands he had killed in his raging dash
to the throne room of Torak. About hal fway down the corridor
Sil k pushed open a door and held up the guttering torch he had
taken fromone of the iron rings sticking out of the wall
"This is about the best |I can do," he told Polgara. "At |east
sonmeone made an effort to clean it up."”

She | ooked around. The room had the | ook of a barracks.
Bunks protruded fromthe walls and there was a table with
benches in the center. There was a fireplace at the far end
with the last enbers of a fire glowing inside. "Adequate," she
sai d.

“I'"d better go | ook after the horses,” Durnik said. "Is
there a stabl e anywhere on the grounds?"

“It's down at the far end of the courtyard,” Beldin told
him "and the Guardsmen who were here probably put in a supply
of fodder and water for their own nmounts."

"CGood, " Durnik said.

"Woul d you bring in the packs with my utensils and the
stores, dear?" Polgara asked him

"Of course." Then he went out, followed by Toth and
Eri ond.

"Suddenly I"mso tired that | can barely stand,"” Garion
sai d, sinking onto a bench



"I wouldn't be at all surprised.” Beldin grunted. "You've
had a busy evening."

"Are you coning along with us?" Bel garath asked him

“No, | don't think so," Beldin replied, sprawing on the

bench. "I want to find out where Nahaz took Urvon."

"WIll you be able to follow hin®"

"Oh, yes." Beldin tapped his nose. "I can snell a denon
six days after he passes. I'll trail Nahaz just like a
bl oodhound. | won't be gone too |ong. You go ahead and fol | ow
Zandramas, and |'Il catch up with you somewhere al ong the
way." The hunchback rubbed at his jaw thoughtfully. "I think

we can be fairly sure that Nahaz isn't going to |l et Urvon out
of his sight. Uvon is -or was- a Disciple of Torak, after

all. Even as much as | detest him | still have to admit that
he's got a very strong nmind. Nahaz is going to have to talk to
hi m al nrost constantly to keep his sanity fromreturning, so if
our Denon Lord went to Darshiva to oversee his creatures
there, he's alnpst certain to have taken Urvon al ong."

“"You will be careful, won't you?"
"Don't get sentinental on ne, Belgarath. Just |eave ne
some kind of trail | can follow. | don't want to have to | ook

all over Mallorea for you."

Sadi cane fromthe throne roomwth his red | eather case
in one hand and Zith's little bottle in the other. "She's
still very irritated," he said to Velvet. "She doesn't
appreci ate being used as a weapon."

“I told you that 1'd apologize to her, Sadi," she replied.
“I"l'l explain things to her. |'msure she'll understand."”

Silk was | ooking at the blond girl with an odd expression.
"Tell me," he said. "Didn't it bother you at all the first
time you put her down the front of your dress?” She
| aughed. "To be perfectly honest with you, Prince Kheldar, the
first tinme it was all | could do to keep from screani ng.'

CHAPTER TVEENTY

At first light the follow ng norning, a light that was
little nore than a | essening of the darkness of a sky where
dense cl ouds scudded before the chill w nd bl owi ng down off
the mountains, Silk returned to the roomin which they had
spent the night. "The house is being watched," he told them

"How nmany are there?" Bel garath asked.

"I saw one. I'msure there are others."

"Where is he? The one that you saw?"

Silk's quick grin was vicious. "He's watching the sky. At
| east he | ooks |ike he's watching. His eyes are open and he's
lying on his back." He slid his hand down into his boot,
pul l ed out one of his daggers, and | ooked sorrowfully at its
once- keen edge. "Do you have any idea of how hard it is to
push a knife through a chain-mail shirt?"

"I think that's why people wear them Kheldar," Vel vet
said to him "You should use one of these." From sonewhere
anongst her soft, fem nine clothing she drew out a | ong-bl aded
poniard with a needle-1ike point.

"I thought you were partial to snakes."

"Always use the appropriate weapon, Kheldar. | certainly
woul dn't want Zith to break her teeth on a steel shirt."



"Could you two tal k busi ness sone other tinme?" Belgarath
said to them "Can you put a nane to this fell ow who's
suddenly so interested in the sky?"

"We didn't really have tinme to introduce ourselves," Silk
replied, sliding his jagged-edged knife back into his boot.

"I meant what -not who."

"Ch. He was a Tenpl e Guardsman."

"Not one of the Chandi n?"

"All I had to go by was his clothing."

The ol d man grunt ed.

"It's going to be slow going if we have to | ook behind
every tree and bush as we ride along," Sadi said.

"I realize that," Belgarath answered, tuggi ng at one
ear|l obe. "Let me think my way through this."

"And while you're deciding, I'll fix us some breakfast,"
Pol gara said, laying aside her hairbrush. "What would you al
i ke?"

"Porridge?" Eriond asked hopefully.

Silk sighed. "The word is gruel, Eriond. Guel." Then he
| ooked qui ckly at Polgara, whose eyes had suddenly turned
frosty. "Sorry, Polgara," he apol ogized, "but it's our duty to
educate the young, don't you think?"

"What | think is that | need nore firewood," she replied.

“I"ll see to it at once."

"You're too kind."

Silk rather quickly left the room

"Any ideas?" the hunchbacked Bel din asked Bel garat h.

"Several. But they all have certain flaws in them"

"Why not let me handle it for you?" the gnarled sorcerer
asked, sprawling on a bench near the fire and scratching
absently at his belly. "You' ve had a hard night, a
t en-thousand-year-old man needs to conserve his strength."”

"You really find that amusing, don't you? Wiy not say
twenty -or fifty? Push absurdity to its ultimte edge."

"My," Beldin said, "aren't we testy this norning? Pol
have you got any beer handy?"

"Before breakfast, Uncle?" she said from beside the
firepl ace where she was stirring a | arge pot.

"Just as a buffer for the gruel," he said.

She gave hima very steady | ook.

He grinned at her, then turned back toward Bel garath.
"Seriously, though," he went on, "why not let me deal with al
the lurkers in the bushes around the house? Khel dar could dul
every knife he's carrying, and Liselle could wear that poor
little snake's fangs down to the guns, and still wouldn't be
sure if you'd cleaned out the woods hereabouts. |'m going off
in a different direction anyway, so why not let nme do
sonmet hi ng fl amboyant to frighten off the Guardsnen and the
Karands and then |l eave a nice, wide trail for the Chandi m and
t he Hounds? They'll follow ne, and that should | eave you an
enpty forest to ride through."”

Bel garath gave him a specul ative | ook. "Exactly what have
you got in mnd?" he asked.

"I"'mstill working on it." The dwarf | eaned back
reflectively. "Let's face it, Belgarath, the Chandi m and
Zandramas al ready know that we're here, so there's not much
point in tiptoeing around anynore. A little noise isn't going
to hurt anything."



"That's true, | suppose," Belgarath agreed. He | ooked at
Garion. "Are you getting any hints fromthe Ob about the
direction Zandramas took when she | eft here?"

"A sort of a steady pull toward the east is all."

Bel din grunted. "Makes sense. Since Urvon's people were
wandering all over Katakor, she probably wanted to get to the
near est unguarded border as quickly as possible. That woul d be
Jenno. "

"I's the border between Jenno and Katakor unguarded?"

Vel vet asked.

"They don't even know for sure where the border is." He
snorted. "At least not up in the forest. There's nothing up
there but trees anyway, so they don't bother with it." He
turned back to Belgarath. "Don't get your mnd set in stone on
some of these things," he advised. "We did a | ot of
specul ati ng back at Mal Zeth, and the theories we cane up with
were related to the truth only by inplication. There's a great
deal of intrigue going on here in Mallorea, so it's a good
i dea to expect things to turn out not quite the way you
t hought they would."

"Garion," Polgara said fromthe fireplace, "would you see
if you can find Silk? Breakfast is al nost ready."

"Yes, Aunt Pol," he replied automatically.

After they had eaten, they repacked their bel ongi ngs and
carried the packs out to the stable.

"Go out through the sally port,"” Beldin said as they
crossed the courtyard again. "G ve nme about an hour before you
start."

"You're | eaving now?" Bel garath asked him

"I might as well. We're not acconplishing very nmuch by
sitting around talking. Don't forget to leave ne a trail to
foll ow. "

“I"l'l take care of it. | wish you' d tell ne what you're
going to do here."
"Trust ne." The gnarled sorcerer wi nked. "Take cover

sonmepl ace and don't conme out again until all the noise

subsi des."” He grinned w ckedly and rubbed his dirty hands
together in anticipation. Then he shi mered and swooped away
as a bl ue-banded hawk.

"I think we'd better go back inside the house," Belgarath
suggested. "Whatever he's going to do out here is likely to
i nvol ve a great deal of flying debris."

They reentered the house and went back to the room where
they had spent the night. "Durnik," Belgarath said, "can you
get those shutters closed? | don't think we want broken gl ass
sheeting across the room"

"But then we won't be able to see,"” Silk objected.

“I"'msure you can live without seeing it. As a matter of
fact, you probably woul dn't want to watch, anyway."

Durni k went to the wi ndow, opened it slightly, and pulled
the shutters cl osed.

Then, from high overhead where the bl ue-banded hawk had
been circling, there cane a huge roar alnost |like a continuous
peal of swirling thunder, acconpanied by a rushing surge. The
House of Torak shook as if a great wind were tearing at it,
and the faint light com ng frombetween the slats of the
shutters Durni k had cl osed vani shed, to be replaced by inky
darkness. Then there canme a vast bellow fromhigh in the air



above the house.

"A denpn?" Ce' Nedra gasped. "lIs it a denmon?”

"A senbl ance of a denobn," Pol gara corrected.

"How can anybody see it when it's so dark outside?" Sad
asked.

"It's dark around the house because the house is inside
the image. The people hiding in the forest should be able to
see it very well -too well, in fact."

"It's that big?" Sadi | ooked stunned. "But this house is
enor nous. "

Bel garath grinned. "Beldin was never satisfied with
hal f way measures," he said.

There cane anot her of those huge bell ows from hi gh above,
foll owed by faint shrieks and cries of agony.

“Now what's he doi ng?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"Sonme kind of visual display, |I'd imgine." Belgarath
shrugged. "Probably fairly graphic. My guess is that everyone
inthe vicinity is being entertained by the spectacle of an
illusory denon eating inmaginary people alive.”

"WIll it frighten themoff?" Silk asked.

"Wouldn't it frighten you?"

From hi gh overhead, a dreadful boom ng voice roared.
"Hungry!" it said. "Hungry! Want food! Mw food!" There cane a
ponderous, earthshaking crash, the sound of a titanic foot
crushing an acre of forest. Then there was another and yet
anot her as Bel din's enornous inmage stal ked away. The |i ght
returned, and Silk hurried toward the w ndow.

"I wouldn't," Belgarath warned him

"But - "

"You don't want to see it, Silk. Take nmy word for it.
You don't want to see it."

The gi gantic footsteps continued to crash through the
near by woods.

"How nuch | onger?" Sadi asked in a shaken voice.

"He said about an hour,"” Belgarath replied. "He'l
probably make use of all of it. He wants to nake a | asting
i mpression on everybody in the area.”

There were screans of terror com ng fromthe woods now,
and the crashing continued. Then there was another sound -a
great roaring that receded off into the distance toward the
sout hwest, acconpani ed by the fading surge of Beldin's wll.

"He's leading the Chandimoff now, " Belgarath said. "That
nmeans he's already chased off the Guardsnen and the Karands.
Let's get ready to | eave."

It took thema while to calmthe wld-eyed horses, but
they were finally able to mount and ride into the courtyard.
Garion had once again donned his mail shirt and hel net, and
hi s heavy shield hung fromthe bow of Chretienne's saddle. "Do
| still need to carry the |ance?" he asked.

“"Probably not," Belgarath replied. "We're not likely to
neet anybody out there now "

They went through the sally port and into the brushy
woods. They circled the black house until they reached the
east-side, then Garion drew Iron-grip's sword. He held it
lightly and swept it back and forth until he felt it pull at
his hand. "The trail's over there," he said, pointing toward a
scarcely visible path I eading off into the woods.

"Good," Belgarath said. "At |east we won't have to beat



our way through the brush."

They crossed the weed-grown clearing that surrounded the
House of Torak and entered the forest. The path they foll owed
showed little sign of recent use, and it was at tines
difficult to see

"It looks as if sone people left here in a hurry." Silk
grinned, pointing at various bits and pieces of equipnent
lying scattered al ong the path.

They came up over the top of a hill and saw a wi de strip
of devastation stretching through the forest toward the
sout hwest .

"A tornado?" Sadi asked.

“No," Belgarath replied. "Beldin. The Chandi mwon't have
much trouble finding his trail.'

The sword in Garion's hand was still pointed unerringly
toward the path they were following. He |led the way
confidently, and they increased their pace to a trot and
pushed on through the forest. After a | eague or so, the path

began to run downhill, noving out of the foothills toward the
heavily forested plains lying to the east of the Karandese
range.

"Are there any towns out there?" Sadi asked, | ooking out
over the forest.

"Akkad is the only one of any size between here and the
border,"” Silk told him

"I don't think I've ever heard of it. What's it |ike?"

"It's a pigpen of a place,"” Silk replied. "Mst Karandese
towns are. They seemto have a great affinity for nud."

"Wasn't Akkad the place where the Ml cene bureaucrat was
from?" Vel vet asked.

"That's what he said," Silk answered.

" And didn't he say that there are denobns there?"

"There were," Belgarath corrected. "Cyradis told us that
Nahaz has pulled all of his denpbns out of Karanda and sent
themoff to Darshiva to fight the Grolins there." He scratched
at his beard. "I think we'll avoid Akkad anyway. The denobns
may have left, but there are still going to be Karandese
fanatics there, and | don't think that the news of Mengha's
death has reached themyet. In any event, there's going to be
a fair amount of chaos here in Karanda until Zakath's arny
gets back from Cthol Miurgos and he noves in to restore order."

They rode on, pausing only briefly for |unch

By m dafternoon, the clouds that had obscured the skies
over Ashaba had di ssipated, and the sun canme back out again.
The path they had been foll owi ng grew wi der and nore
well-traveled, and it finally expanded into a road. They
pi cked up the pace and nade better tine.

As evening drew on, they rode sonme di stance back fromthe
road and made their night's encanpnent in a small hol |l ow where
the light fromtheir fire would be well conceal ed. They ate,
and, imediately after supper, Garion sought his bed. For sone
reason he felt bone weary.

After half an hour, Ce'Nedra joined himin their tent.
She settled down into the bl ankets and nestl ed her head
agai nst his back. Then she sighed disconsolately. "It was al
a waste of time, wasn't it?" she said. "Going to Ashaba, |
mean. "

"No, Ce'Nedra, not really,"” he replied, still on the verge



of sleep. "We had to go there so that Velvet could kil
Har akan. That was one of the tasks that have to be conpl eted
before we get to the Place Wiich Is No Mre."

"Does all that really have any neani ng, Garion?" she
asked. "Half the time you act as if you believe it, and the
other half you don't. If Zandramas had been there with our
son, you wouldn't have just let her wal k away because all the
conditions hadn't been met, would you?"

"Not by so nuch as one step," he said grimy.

"Then you don't really believe it, do you?"

“I"'mnot an absolute fatalist, if that's what you nean,
but 1've seen things conme out exactly the way the Prophecy
said they were going to far too many tines for me to ignore it
al t oget her. "

"Sonetinmes | think that I'll never see ny baby again," she
said in a weary little voice.

"You mustn't ever think that," he told her. "W will catch
up with Zandramas, and we will take Geran honme with us again."

"Hone," she sighed. "We' ve been gone for so long that |
can barely remenber what it |ooks Iike."

He took her into his arns, buried his face in her hair,
and held her close. After a tine she sighed and fell asleep
In spite of his own deep weariness, however, it was quite late
before he hinself drifted off.

The next day dawned clear and warm They nade their way
back to the road again and continued eastward with Iron-grip's
sword pointing the way.

About midnorning, Polgara called ahead to Bel garath.

"Fat her, there's someone hiding off to the side of the road
just ahead.”

He slowed his horse to a wal k. "Chandi n?" he asked
tersely.

“"No. It's a Mallorean Angarak. He's very nuch afraid -and
not altogether rational."

"I's he planning any m schi ef?"

"He's not actually planning anything, father. Hi s thoughts
aren't coherent enough for that."

"Why don't you go flush himout, Silk?" the old man
suggested. "I don't |ike having people |urking behind nme -sane
or not.

"“About where is he?" the little man asked Pol gara.

"Some di stance back in the woods fromthat dead tree." she

replied.

He nodded. "I'Il go talk with him" he said. He |oped his
horse on ahead and reined in beside the dead tree. "W know
you' re back there, friend," he called pleasantly. "W don't

mean you any harm but why don't you come out in the open
where we can see you?"

There was a | ong pause.

"Cone along now," Silk called. "Don't be shy."

"Have you got any denobns with you?" The voi ce sounded
fearful.

"Do | look Iike the sort of fellow who'd be consorting
wi th denons?"
“"You won't kill me, will you?"

"Of course not. We only want to talk with you, that's

all.
There was another |ong, fearful pause. "Have you got



anything to eat?" The voice was filled with a desperate need.

"I think we can spare a bit."

The hi dden man thought about that. "All right," he said
finally. "I'"mconmi ng out. Remenber that you prom sed not to
kill me." Then there was a crashing in the bushes, and a
Mal | orean sol di er came stunmbling out into the road. His red
tunic was in shreds, he had |l ost his helnet, and the remains
of his boots were tied to his legs with | eather thongs. He had
qui te obviously neither shaved nor bathed for at |east a
month. His eyes were wild and his head twitched on his neck
uncontrollably. He stared at Silk with a terrified
expressi on.

"You don't ook to be in very good shape, friend," Silk
said to him "Were's your unit?"

"Dead, all dead, and eaten by the dempons." The soldier's
eyes were haunted. "Were you at Akkad?" he asked in a
terrified voice. "Were you there when the denons canme?”

“"No, friend. We just came up from Venna."

"You said that you had sonmething for nme to eat.”

"Durnik," Silk called, "could you bring some food for this
poor fellow?"

Durni k rode to the packhorse carrying their stores and
t ook out sonme bread and dried neat. Then he rode on ahead to
join Silk and the fear-crazed sol dier

"Were you at Akkad when the denpns cane?" the fell ow asked

hi m

Durni k shook his head. "No," he replied, "I"'mwith him"
He pointed at Silk. Then he handed the fellow the bread and
nmeat .

The sol di er snatched them and began to wolf them down in

huge bites.

"What happened at Akkad?" Silk asked.

"The denons cane," the soldier replied, still cramrng
food into his nouth. Then he stopped, his eyes fixed on Durnik
with an expression of fright. "Are you going to kill me?" he
demanded.

Durnik stared at him "No, man," he replied in a sick
voi ce.

"Thank you." The soldier sat down at the roadsi de and

continued to eat.

Garion and the others slowmy drew closer, not wanting to
frighten the skittish fellow off.

"What di d happen at Akkad?" Silk pressed. "W're going in
that direction, and we'd sort of |ike to know what to expect."

"Don't go there," the soldier said, shuddering. "It's
horrible -horrible. The denpns canme through the gates with
how i ng Karands all around them The Karands started hacking
people to pieces and then they fed the pieces to the denons.
They cut off both of nmy captain's arns and then his | egs as
wel |, and then a denon picked up what was |eft of himand ate
his head. He was screamng the whole tine." He lowered his
chunk of bread and fearfully stared at Ce' Nedra. "Lady, are
you going to kill me?" he dermanded.

"Certainly not!" she replied in a shocked voice.

“If you are, please don't let ne see it when you do. And
pl ease bury me sonepl ace where the denmons won't dig ne up and
eat nme."

"She's not going to kill you,'

Polgara told himfirmy.



The man's wild eyes filled with a kind of desperate
| ongi ng. "Would you do it then, Lady?" he pleaded. "I can't
stand the horror any nore. Please kill ne gently -the way ny
not her woul d- and then hide me so that the denons won't get
nme." He put his face into his shaking hands and began to cry.

"G ve himsonme nore food, Durnik," Belgarath said, his
eyes suddenly filled with conpassion. "He's conpletely mad,
and there's nothing el se we can do for him"

“I think I might be able to do sonething, Ancient One,"
Sadi said. He opened his case and took out a vial of amnber
liquid. "Sprinkle a few drops of this on the bread you give

him Goodman," he said to Durnik. "It will calmhimand give
hima few hours of peace."

"Conpassi on seens out of character for you, Sadi," Silk
sai d.

"Perhaps," the eunuch nurmured, "but then, perhaps you

don't fully understand nme, Prince Kheldar."

Durni k took sonme nore bread and neat fromthe pack for the
hysterical Mllorean soldier, sprinkling themliberally with
Sadi's potion. Then he gave themto the poor man, and they al
rode slowy past and on down the road.

After they had gone a ways, Garion heard himcalling after
them "Come back! Cone back! Sonebody -anybody- please cone
back and kill me. Mther, please kill ne!l"

Garion's stomach wenched with an al nost overpoweri ng
sense of pity. He set his teeth and rode on, trying not to
listen to the desperate pleas com ng from behind.

They circled to the north of Akkad that afternoon,
bypassing the city and returning to the road sonme two | eagues
beyond. The pull of the sword Garion held on the pomrel of his
saddl e confirmed the fact that Zandramas had i ndeed passed
this way and had continued on along this road toward the
northeast and the relative safety of the border between
Kat akor and Jenno.

They canped in the forest a few mles north of the road
that night and started out once nmore early the follow ng
norni ng. The road for a time stretched across open fields. It
was deeply rutted and still quite soft at the shoul ders.

"Karands don't take road mai ntenance very seriously,” Silk
observed, squinting into the nmorning sun.

"I noticed that,” Durnik replied.

"I thought you m ght have."

Some | eagues farther on, the road they were follow ng
reentered the forest, and they rode along through a cool, danp
shade beneath towering evergreens.

Then, from sonmewhere ahead they heard a holl ow, boonmni ng
sound.

“I think we mght want to go rather carefully until we're
past that." Silk said quietly.

"What is that sound?" Sadi asked.

"Druns. There's a tenple ahead."

"Qut here in the forest?" The eunuch sounded surprised. "I
t hought that the Grolins were largely confined to the cities."

"This isn't a GolimTenple, Sadi. It was nothing to do
with the worship of Torak. As a matter of fact, the Golins
used to burn these places whenever they cane across them They
were a part of the old religion of the area.”

"Denon worshi p, you nean?"



Sil k nodded. "Mdst of them have been | ong abandoned, but
every so often you conme across one that's still in use. The
druns are a fair indication that the one just ahead is stil
open for business.”

"WIl we be able to go around thenP" Durnik asked.

"It shouldn't be much trouble,” the little man repli ed.
"The Karands burn a certain fungus in their cerenonial fires.
The funes have a peculiar effect on one's senses."

"Ch?" Sadi said with a certain interest.

“"Never mind," Belgarath told him "That red case of yours
has quite enough in it already."

"Just scientific curiosity, Belgarath."

"Of course. "
"What are they worshippi ng?" Velvet asked. "I thought that
the denopns had all left Karanda."

Silk was frowning. "The beat isn't right," he said.

"Have you suddenly beconme a nusic critic, Kheldar?" she
asked him

He shook his head. "I've conme across these places before,
and the drumming's usually pretty frenzied when they're
hol ding their rites. That beat up ahead is too neasured, It's
alnmost as if they're waiting for sonething.”

Sadi shrugged. "Let themwait," he said. "It's no concern
of ours, is it?"

"We don't know that for sure, Sadi," Polgara told him She
| ooked at Bel garath. "Wait here, father," she suggested. "I'l|
go on ahead and take a | ook."

"It's too dangerous, Pol," Durnik objected.

She sniled. "They won't even pay any attention to ne,
Durni k." She di smounted and wal ked a short way up the path.
Then, nonentarily, she was surrounded with a kind of glow ng
ni mbus, a hazy patch of light that had not been there before.
When the light cleared, a great snow owl hovered anong the
trees and then ghosted away on soft, silent w ngs.

"For sone reason that always makes ny blood run cold,"
Sadi rmur nmur ed.

They waited while the neasured drumm ng conti nued.

Garion dismounted and checked his cinch strap. Then he
wal ked about a bit, stretching his |egs.

It was perhaps ten m nutes | ater when Pol gara returned,
drifting on white wi ngs under the | ow hangi ng branches. When
she resuned her normal shape, her face was pale and her eyes
were filled with | oathing. "Hideous! " she said. "Hideous!"

"What is it, Pol?" Durnik's voice was concerned.

"There's a woman in |abor in that tenple.”

"I don't know that a tenple is the right sort of place for
that, but if she needed shelter-" The snmith shrugged.

"The tenple was chosen quite deliberately,” she replied.
"The infant that's about to be born isn't human.”

"But-"

"It's a denon." Ce' Nedra gasped.

Pol gara | ooked at Belgarath. "W have to intervene,
father," she told him "This nust be stopped.”

"How can it be stopped?" Velvet asked in perplexity. "I
mean, if the woman's already in |abor " She spread her
hands.

"W may have to kill her," Polgara said bleakly. "Even
that may not prevent this nmonstrous birth. W may have to



deliver the denon child and then smother it."

“No!" Ce'Nedra cried. "It's just a baby! You can't kil
it"

"It's not that kind of baby, Ce' Nedra. It's half human and
hal f denpbn. It's a creature of this world and a spawn of the
other. If it's allowed to live, it won't be possible to banish
it. It will be a perpetual horror."

"Garion!" Ce'Nedra cried. "You can't let her."

"Polgara's right, Ce' Nedra," Belgarath told her. "The
creature can't be allowed to live."

"How many Karands are gathered up there?" Silk asked.

"There are a half dozen outside the tenple," Pol gara
replied. "There may be nore inside."

"However nmany they are, we're going to have to di spose of
them" he said. "They're waiting for the birth of what they

believe is a God, and they' Il defend the newborn denon to the
death."

"All right, then," Garion said bleakly', "let's go oblige
them "

"You' re not condoning this?" Ce' Nedra excl ai ned.

"I don't like it," he admitted, "but | don't see that
we' ve got nuch choice." He | ooked at Pol gara. "There's
absolutely no way it could be sent back to the place where
denons origi nate?" he asked her

“"None what soever," she said flatly. "This world will be
it's home. It wasn't summoned and it has no naster
Wthin two years, it will be a horror such as this world has

never seen. |t nust be destroyed."”

“Can you do it, Pol?" Belgarath asked her.

"I don't have any choice, father," she replied. "I have to
do it."

"All right, then," the old man said to the rest of them

"We have to get Pol inside that tenple -and that neans
dealing with the Karands."

Sil k reached inside his boot and pulled out his dagger. "I
shoul d have sharpened this," he muttered, |ooking ruefully at
hi s jagged bl ade.

"Whul d you like to borrow one of mne?" Velvet asked him

“"No, that's all right, Liselle," he replied. "lI've got a
coupl e of spares." He returned the knife to his boot and drew
another fromits place of concealment at the small of his back
and yet a third fromits sheath down the back of his neck

Durnik lifted his axe fromits |oop at the back of his
saddl e. Hs face was unhappy. "Do we really have to do this,
Pol ?" he asked.

"Yes, Durnik. I'mafraid we do."

He sighed. "All right, then," he said. "Let's go get it
over with."

They started forward, riding at a slow walk to avoid
alerting the fanatics ahead.

The Karands were sitting around a | arge, holl owed-out
section of log, pounding on it with clubs in rhythm c unison.
It gave forth a dull boom ng sound. They were dressed in
roughly tanned fur vests and cross-tied | eggings of dirty
sackcl oth. They were raggedly bearded, and their hair was
matted and greasy. Their faces were hideously painted, but
their eyes seened glazed and their expressions slack-1ipped.

“I'"l'l go first," Garion nuttered to the others.



"“Shouting a challenge, | suppose,” Silk whispered.

“I"'mnot an assassin, Silk," Garion replied quietly. "One
or two of them mi ght be rational enough to run, and that neans
a fewless we'll have to kill."

"Suit yoursel f, but expecting rationality from Karands is
irrational all by itself."

Garion quickly surveyed the clearing. The wooden tenple
was constructed of half-rotten | ogs, sagging badly at one end
and surnounted along its ridgepole by a line of nossy skulls
staring out vacantly. The ground before the buil ding was
har d- packed dirt, and there was a snoky firepit not far from
t he drunmmers.

"Try not to get into that snoke," Silk cautioned in a
whi sper. "You might start to see all sorts of peculiar things
if you inhale too much of it."

Garion nodded and | ooked around. "Are we all ready?" he
asked in a | ow voice.

They nodded.

“"All right then." He spurred Chretienne into the clearing.
"Throw down your weapons!" he shouted at the startled Karands.

I nstead of obeying, they dropped their clubs and seized up
a variety of axes, spears, and swords, shrieking their
defi ance.

"You see?" Silk said.

Garion clenched his teeth and charged, brandishing his
sword. Even as he thundered toward the fur-clad nen, he saw
four others cone bursting out of the tenple. Even with these
rei nforcenents, however, the nen on foot were no match for
Garion and his mounted conpani ons. Two of the how i ng Karands
fell beneath Iron-grip's sword on Garion's first charge, and
the one who tried to thrust at his back with a broad-bl aded
spear fell in a heap as Durnik brained himwith his axe. Sad
caught a sword thrust with a flick of his cloak and then, with
an al nost delicate notion, dipped his poi soned dagger into the
swordsman's throat. Using his heavy staff like a club, Toth
battered two nen to the ground, the sound of his bl ows
punctuated by the snappi ng of bones. Their how s of frenzy
turned to groans of pain as they fell. Silk launched hinself
fromhis saddle, rolled with the skill of an acrobat, and
neatly ri pped open one fanatic with one of his daggers while
si mul taneously plunging the other into the chest of a fat man
who was clumsily trying to wield an axe. Chretienne whirled so
qui ckly that Garion was al nobst thrown fromhis saddle as the
big stallion tranpled a Karand into the earth with his
st eel -shod hooves.

The |l one renai ning fanatic stood in the doorway of the
crude tenple. He was much ol der than his conpanions, and his
face had been tattooed into a grotesque mask. Hi s only weapon
was a skull-surmounted staff, and he was brandishing it at
them even as he shrieked an incantation. H s words broke off
suddenl y, however, as Velvet hurled one of her knives at him
with a snpoth underhand cast. The wi zard gaped down in
amazenent at the hilt of her knife protruding fromhis chest.
Then he slowmy toppled over backward.

There was a brief silence, punctuated only by the groans
of the two men Toth had crippled. And then a harsh scream cane
fromthe tenple -a woman's scream

Garion junped from his saddle, stepped over the body in



the doorway, and |ooked into the |arge, snoky room

A hal f-naked woman | ay on the crude altar against the far
wal | . She had been bound to it in a spread-eagle position and
she was partially covered by a filthy blanket. Her features
were distorted, and her belly grossly, inpossibly distended.
She screaned again and then spoke in gasps.

"Nahaz! Magrash Kl at Grichak! Nahaz!"

“I''"l'l deal with this, Garion," Polgara said firmy from
behind him "Wait outside with the others."

"Were there any others in there?" Silk asked him as he
canme out.

"Just the woman. Aunt Pol's with her.’
realized that he was shaking violently.

"What was that | anguage she was speaki ng?" Sadi asked,
carefully cleaning his poi soned dagger

"The | anguage of the denons," Belgarath replied. "She was
calling out to the father of her baby."

"Nahaz?" Garion asked, his voice startl ed.

"She thinks it was Nahaz," the old man said. "She could be
wrong -or nmaybe not."

Frominside the tenple the woman screaned again.

"I's anybody hurt?" Durnik asked.

"They are," Silk replied, pointing at the fallen Karands.
Then he squatted and repeatedly plunged his daggers into the
dirt to cleanse the bl ood off them

"Khel dar," Velvet said in a strangely weak voice," would
you get ny knife for nme?"

Garion | ooked at her and saw that her face was pal e and
that her hands were trenbling slightly. He realized then that
this self-possessed young woman was perhaps not quite so
ruthl ess as he had thought.

"Of course, Liselle," Silk replied in a neutral tone. The
little man quite obviously al so understood the cause of her
distress. He rose, went to the doorway, and pulled the knife
out of the wizard's chest. He wiped it carefully and returned
it to her. "Why don't you go back and stay with Ce' Nedra?" he
suggested. "W can clean up here.”

"Thank you, Kheldar," she said, turned her horse, and rode
out of the clearing.

"She's only a girl," Silk said to Garion in a defensive
tone. "She is good, though," he added with a certain pride.

"Yes," Garion agreed. "Very good." He | ooked around at the
twi sted shapes lying in heaps in the clearing. "Wy don't we
drag all these bodi es over behind the tenpl e?" he suggested.
"This place is bad enough without all of this."

There was another screamfromthe tenple.

Noon came and went unnoticed as Garion and the others
endured the cries of the |aboring woman. By mi dafternoon, the
screans had grown nuch weaker, and as the sun was just going
down, there came one dreadful |ast shriek that seened to
dwi ndl e off into silence. No other sound cane frominside, and
after several mnutes, Polgara came out. Her face was pale,
and her hands and cl othing were drenched with bl ood.

"Well, Pol?" Bel garath asked her

"She died."

"And the denon?"

"Stillborn. Neither one of them survived the birth." She
| ooked down at her clothing. "Durnik, please bring ne a

Garion suddenly



bl anket and water to wash in."

"Of course, Pol." Wth her husband shiel ding her by
hol di ng up the bl anket, Polgara deliberately renoved all of
her clothing, throwi ng each article through the tenple
doorway. Then she drew the bl anket about her. "Now burn it,"
she said to them "Burn it to the ground."

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

They crossed the border into Jenno about noon the
foll owing day, still following the trail of Zandranas.

The experiences of the previous afternoon and eveni ng had
| eft themall subdued, and they rode on in silence.

A | eague or so past the rather indeterm nate border, they
pulled off to the side of the road to eat. The spring sunlight
was very bright and the day pleasantly warm Garion wal ked a
little ways away fromthe others and reflectively watched a
cloud of yellowstriped bees industriously working at a patch
of wild flowers.

"Garion," Ce' Nedra said in a small voice, com ng up behind
hi m

"Yes, Ce' Nedra?" He put his arm around her

"What really happened back there?”

"You saw about as nuch of it as | did."

"That's not what | mean. What happened inside the tenple?
Did that poor worman and her baby really just die -or did
Pol gara kill thenP"

"Ce' Nedra!"
"I have to know, Garion. She was so grim about it before
she went inside that place. She was going to kill the baby.

Then she canme out and told us that the nother and baby had
both died in the birth. Wasn't that very conveni ent ?"

He drew in a deep breath. "Ce' Nedra, think back. You've
known Aunt Pol for a long tinme now Has she ever told you a
lie -ever?”

"Well -sonetimes she hasn't told ne the whole truth.
She's told ne part of it and kept the rest a secret."”

"That's not the sane as |ying, Ce' Nedra, and you know it."

"Well-"

"You' re angry because she said we night have to kill that
thing."
"Baby," she corrected firmy
He took her by the shoul ders and | ooked directly into her
face. "No, Ce'Nedra. It was a thing -half human, half denon,
and all nonster."

"But it was so little -so helpless.”

"How do you know t hat ?"

"All babies are little when they're born."

"I don't think that one was. | saw the woman for just a
m nute before Aunt Pol told ne to | eave the tenple. Do you
remenber how big you were just before Geran was born? Well
that woman's stonmach was at |east five tines as big as yours
was -and she wasn't a great deal taller than you are."

"You aren't serious!"

"Oh, yes, | am There was no way that the demon coul d have
been born without killing its nother. For all | know, it m ght
just sinply have clawed its way out."



"I't's own nother?" she gasped.

"Did you think it would love its nmother? Denpbns don't know
how to |l ove, Ce' Nedra. That's why they're denobns. Fortunately
the denon died. It's too bad that the wonan had to die, too,
but it was nmuch too late to do anything for her by the tine we
got there.”

"You're a cold, hard person, Garion."

"Oh, Ce'Nedra, you know better than that. What happened
back there was unpleasant, certainly, but none of us had any
choice but to do exactly what we did."

She turned her back on himand started to stal k away.

"Ce' Nedra," he said, hurrying to catch her
"What ?" She tried to free her armfrom his grasp.

"We didn't have any choice," he repeated. "Wuld you want
Geran to grow up in a world filled with denons?”

She stared at him "No," she firmy adnmtted. "It's just
that . . ." She left it hanging.

"I know," He put his arnms about her.

"Ch, Garion." She suddenly clung to him and everything
was all right again.

After they had eaten, they rode on through the forest,
passi ng occasional villages huddl ed deep anpbng the trees. The
villages were rude, nost of them consisting of a dozen or so
rough | og houses and surrounded by crude | og palisades. There
were usually a rather surprising nunber of hogs rooting anong
the stunps that surrounded each vill age.

"There don't seemto be very many dogs," Durnik observed.

These peopl e prefer pigs as house pets,” Silk told him
"As a race, Karands have a strong affinity for dirt, and pigs
satisfy certain deep inner needs anong them"

"Do you know sonmething, Silk," the smth said then
"You'd be a much nore pleasant conpanion if you didn't try to
turn everything into a joke."

"It's a failing | have. |I've looked at the world for quite
a few years now and |'ve found that if | don't |augh, 'l
probably end up crying."

"You're really serious, aren't you?"

"Wwuld | do that to an old friend?"

About nidafternoon, the road they were followi ng curved
slightly, and they soon reached the edge of the forest and a
fork in the rutted track

"All right. Which way?" Bel garath asked.

Garion lifted his sword fromthe pomel of his saddle and
swept it slowy back and forth until he felt the famliar tug.
"The right fork," he replied.

"I"'mso glad you said that,"” Silk told him "The left fork
leads to Calida, |I'd expect that news of Harakan's death has
reached there by now. Even without the denons, a town full of
hysterics doesn't strike me as a very nice place to visit. The
foll owers of Lord Mengha m ght be just a bit upset when they
hear that he's gone off and left them™

"Where does the right fork go?" Bel garath asked him

"Down to the lake," Silk replied, "Lake Karanda, It's the
bi ggest | ake in the world. When you stand on the shore, it's
i ke | ooking at an ocean."

Garion frowned. "Grandfather," he said, starting to worry,
"Do you think that Zandramas knows that the Orb can follow
her ?"



"It's possible, yes."

"“And woul d she know that it can't follow her over water?"

"I couldn't say for sure."

"But if she does, isn't it possible that she went to the
| ake in order to hide her trail fromus? She could have sailed
out a ways, doubl ed back, and cone ashore just about anypl ace.
Then she coul d have struck out in a new direction, and we'd
never pick up her trail again.”

Bel garath scratched at his beard, squinting in the
sunlight. "Pol," he said. "Are there any Golinms about?"

She concentrated a bit. "Not in the imediate vicinity,
father," she replied.

"Good. When Zandramas was trying to tanmper with Ce' Nedra
back at Rak Hagga, weren't you able to | ock your thought with
hers for a while?"

"Yes, briefly."

"She was at Ashaba then, right?"

She nodded.

"Did you get any kind of notion about which direction she
was planning to go when she |eft?"

She frowned. "Nothing very specific, father -just a vague
hi nt about wanting to go hone.

"Darshiva," Silk said, snapping his fingers. "W know that
Zandramas is a Darshivan nane, and Zakath told Garion that it
was in Darshiva that she started stirring up trouble."

Bel garath grunted. "It's a little thin," he said. "I'd
feel a great deal nore confortable with some confirmation." He
| ooked at Polgara. "Do you think you could reestablish contact
with her -even for just a nmonment? Al | need is a direction."

"I don't think so, father. I'Il try, but . . ." she
shrugged. Then her face grew very calm and Garion could fee
her m nd reaching out with a subtle probing. After a few

m nutes, she relaxed her will. "She's shielding, father," she
told the old man. "I can't pick up anything at all."
He muttered a curse under his breath. "W'Il just have to

go on down to the | ake and ask a few questions. Maybe sonebody
saw her."

"I"'msure they did," Silk said, "but Zandramas likes to
drown sailors, remenber? Anyone who saw where she | anded is
probably sl eeping under thirty feet of water."

“Can you think of an alternative plan?"

"Not of f hand, no."

"Then we go on to the | ake."

As the sun began to sink slowy behind them they passed a
fair-sized town set perhaps a quarter of a nmile back fromthe
road. The inhabitants were gathered outside the palisade
surrounding it. They had a huge bonfire going, and just in
front of the fire stood a crude, skull-surnmounted altar of
| ogs. A skinny man wearing several feathers in his hair and
with lurid designs painted on his face and body was before the
altar, intoning an incantation at the top of his lungs. His
arms were stretched inploringly at the sky, and there was a
note of desperation in his voice.

"What's he doi ng?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"He's trying to raise a denpn so that the townspeople can
worship it," Eriond told her calmy

"Garion!" she said in alarm "Shouldn't we run?"

"He won't succeed," Eriond assured her. "The denmon won't



come to himanynore. Nahaz has told themall not to.

The wi zard broke off his incantation. Even fromthis
di stance, Garion could see that there was a | ook of panic on
his face.

An angry rmutter canme from the townspeopl e.

"That crowd is starting to turn ugly," Silk observed.
"The wi zard had better raise his demon on the next try, or he
m ght be in trouble.”

The gaudily painted man with feathers in his hair began
the incantation again, virtually shrieking and ranting at the
sky. He conpleted it and stood waiting expectantly.

Not hi ng happened.

After a nonent, the crowd gave an angry roar and surged
forward. They seized the cringing wizard and tore his |og
altar apart. Then, |aughing raucously, they nailed his hands
and feet to one of the logs with long spikes and, with a great
shout, they hurled the log up onto the bonfire.

"Let's get out of here," Belgarath said. "Mbs tend to go
wild once they've tasted blood." He led them away at a gall op

They made canp that night in a willow thicket on the banks
of a small stream concealing their fire as best they coul d.

It was foggy the foll owi ng norning, and they rode warily
with their hands close to their weapons.

"How nuch farther to the |ake?" Bel garath asked as the sun
began to burn off the fog.

Silk | ooked around into the thinning mst. "It's kind of
hard to say. |'d guess a couple nore | eagues at |east."

"Let's pick up the pace, then. W're going to have to find
a boat when we get there, and that mght take a while."

They urged their horses into a canter and continued on.
The road had taken on a noticeable downhill grade.

"It's a bit closer than | thought,"” Silk called to them
"I remenber this stretch of road. We should reach the l[ake in
an hour or so."

They passed occasional Karands, clad in brown fur for the
nost part and heavily armed. The eyes of these |ocal people
wer e suspicious, even hostile, but Garion's mail shirt,
hel met, and sword were sufficient to gain the party passage
wi t hout i ncident.

By m dnmorning the gray fog had conpletely burned off. As
they crested a knoll, Garion reined in. Before himthere | ay
an enornous body of water, blue and sparkling in the
m dmorning sun. It | ooked for all the world Iike a vast inland
sea, with no hint of a far shore, but it did not have that
salt tang of the sea.

"Big, isn't it?" Silk said, pulling his horse in beside
Chretienne. He pointed toward a thatch-and-1og village
standing a mile or so up the | ake-shore. A nunber of
fair-sized boats were noored to a floating dock jutting out
into the water. "That's where |'ve usually hired boats when
wanted to cross the |ake."

"You' ve done busi ness around here, then?"

"Oh, yes. There are gold mnes in the mountai ns of Zamad,
and deposits of gem stones up in the forest."

"How big are those boats?"

"Big enough. We'll be a little crowded, but the weather's
cal m enough for a safe crossing, even if the boat m ght be a
bit overl oaded." Then he frowned. "What are they doi ng?"



Garion | ooked at the slope |eading dow to the village and
saw a crowd of people noving slowy down toward the
| ake-shore. There seened to be a great deal of fur involved in
their clothing in varying shades of red and brown, though nany
of them wore cloaks all dyed in hues of rust and faded bl ue.
More and nore of them came over the hilltop, and other people
came out of the village to neet them

"Belgarath,” the little Drasnian called. "I think we've
got a problem"”

Bel garath canme jolting up to the crest of the knoll at a
trot. He | ooked at the large crowd gathering in front of the
vi |l | age.

"We need to get into that village to hire a boat," Silk
told him "We're well enough arned to intimdate a few dozen
villagers, but there are two or three hundred peopl e down
there now. That could require some fairly serious
intimdation."

"A country fair, perhaps?" the old man asked.

Sil k shook his head. "I wouldn't think so. It's the wong
time of year for it, and those people don't have any carts
with them" He swung down from his saddl e and went back to the
packhorses. A nonment or so |later, he came back with a poorly
tanned red fur vest and a baggy fur hat. He pulled them on,
bent over and w apped a pair of sackcloth | eggings about his
calves, tying themin place with lengths of cord. "How do
| ook?" he asked.

"Shabby," Garion told him

"That's the idea. Shab's in fashion here in Karanda." He
renmount ed.

"Where did you get the clothes?" Belgarath asked
curiously.

"I pillaged one of the bodies back at the tenple." The
little man shrugged. "I like to keep a few disgui ses handy.
"Il go find out what's happening down there." He dug his
heels into his horse's flanks and gall oped down toward the
throng gathering near the | akeside village.

"Let's pull back out of sight," Belgarath suggested. "I'd
rather not attract too nmuch attention."

They wal ked their horses down the back side of the knol
and then sone distance away fromthe road to a shallow gully
that of fered conceal ment and di snounted there. Garion clinbed
back up out of the gully on foot and lay down in the tal
grass to keep watch

About a half-hour later, Silk came | oping back over the
top of the knoll. Garion rose fromthe grass and signaled to
hi m

When the little man reached the gully and di smounted, his
expression was di sgusted. "Religion," he snorted. "I wonder
what the world would be like without it. That gathering down
there is for the purpose of w tnessing the performance of a
powerful w zard, who absolutely guarantees that he can raise a
denon -despite the notable |ack of success of others lately.
He's even hinting that he m ght be able to persuade the Denpn
Lord Nahaz hinself to put in an appearance. That crowd's
likely to be there all day."

"Now what ?" Sadi asked.

Bel garath wal ked down the gully a ways, | ooking
t houghtfully up at the sky. When he canme back, his | ook was



deternmined. "We're going to need a couple nore of those," he
said, pointing at Silk's disguise.

"Nothing sinpler,"” Silk replied. "There are still enough
| at ecomers going down that hill for ne to be able to waylay a
few What's the plan?”

"You, Garion, and | are going down there."

"Interesting notion, but | don't get the point."

"The wi zard, whoever he is, is pronmising to rai se Nahaz,
but Nahaz is with Uvon and isn't very likely to show up
After what we saw happen at that village yesterday, it's
fairly obvious that failing to produce a denpn is a serious
m stake for a wizard to make. |If our friend down there is so
confident, it probably nmeans that he's going to create an
illusion -since nobody's been able to produce the real thing

lately. 1'"mgood at illusions nyself, so |I'll just go down and
chal l enge him"

"Wn't they just fall down and worship your illusion?"
Vel vet asked him

His smle was chilling. "I don't really think so

Liselle,"” he replied. "You see, there are denpns, and then
there are denons. If | do it right, there won't be a Karand
within five | eagues of this place by sunset -depending on how
fast they can run, of course.” He |ooked at Silk. "Haven't you
left yet?" he asked pointedly.

While Silk went off in search of nore disguises, the old
sorcerer nmade a few other preparations. He found a | ong,
slightly crooked branch to use as a staff and a coupl e of
feathers to stick in his hair. Then he sat down and laid his
head back agai nst one of their packs. "All right, Pol," he
i nstructed his daughter, "make nme hi deous."

She sniled faintly and started to rai se one hand. "Not
that way. Just take sone ink and draw sonme designs on ny face.
They don't have to be too authentic-looking. The Karands have
corrupted their religion so badly that they wouldn't recognize
authenticity if they stepped init."

She | aughed and went to one of the packs, returning a
monment |ater with an inkpot and a quill pen.

"Why on earth are you carrying ink, Lady Pol gara?"

Ce' Nedra asked.

"I like to be prepared for eventualities as they arise. |

went on a long journey once and had to | eave a note for

sonmeone along the way. | didn't have ink with me, so | ended
up opening a vein to get sonething to wite with. | seldom
make the sane mistake twice. Close your eyes, father. | always

like to start with the eyelids and work ny way out."

Bel garath closed his eyes. "Durnik," he said as Pol gara
started draw ng designs on his face with her quill, "you and
the others will stay back here. See if you can find sonepl ace
alittle better hidden than this gully."

"All right, Belgarath,” the smth agreed. "How will we
know when it's safe to come down to the | ake-shore?"

"When the screaming dies out."

"Don't nove your lips, father," Polgara told him frowning
in concentration as she continued her drawing. "Did you want
me to bl acken your beard too?"

"Leave it the way it is. Superstitious people are always
i npressed by venerability, and | | ook ol der than just about
anybody. "



She nodded her agreenent. "Actually, father, you | ook
ol der than dirt."

"Very funny, Pol," he said acidly. "Are you just about
done?"

"Did you want the death synbol on your forehead?" she
asked.

"Mght as well," he grunted. "Those cretins down there
won't recognize it, but it |ooks inpressive."

By the tinme Polgara had finished with her artwork, Silk
returned with assorted garnents.

"“Any probl ens?" Durnik asked him

"Sinmplicity itself." Silk shrugged. "A man whose eyes are
fixed on heaven is fairly easy to approach from behind, and a
qui ck rap across the back of the head will usually put himto
sl eep.”

"Leave your mail shirt and helnet, Garion," Belgarath
said. "Karands don't wear them Bring your sword, though."

“I'"d planned to." Garion began to struggle out of his mai
shirt. After a nonment, Ce' Nedra came over to help him

"You' regetting rusty," she told himafter they had haul ed off
t he
heavy thing. She pointed at a nunber of reddish-brown stains
on the padded linen tunic he wore under the shirt.

"It's one of the drawbacks to wearing arnor," he replied.

"That and the snell," she added, winkling her nose. "You
definitely need a bath, Garion."

“I"'l'l see if | can get around to it one of these days," he
said. He pulled on one of the fur vests Silk had stol en.
Then he tied on the crude | eggings and cramed on a
ranci d-smelling fur cap. "How do | | ook?" he asked her

"Li ke a barbarian," she replied.

"That was sort of the whole idea.”

"I didn't steal you a hat," Silk was saying to Bel garath.
"I thought you mght prefer to wear feathers.”

Bel garath nodded. "All of us mighty wi zards wear

feathers," he agreed. "It's a passing fad, |I'msure, but |
always like to dress fashionably." He | ooked over at the
horses. "I think we'll walk," he decided. "Wen the noise

starts, the horses mght get a bit skittish." He | ooked at
Pol gara and the others who were staying behind. "This
shoul dn't take us too long," he told them confidently and
strode off down the gully with Garion and Silk cl ose behind
hi m

They energed fromthe nmouth of the gully at the south end
of the knoll and wal ked down the hill toward the crowd
gathering on the | ake-shore.

"I don't see any sign of their w zard yet,
peeri ng ahead.

"They always like to keep their audiences waiting for a
bit," Belgarath said. "It's supposed to heighten the
antici pation or sonething."

Gari on said,

The day was quite warm as they wal ked down the hill, and
the rancid snell coming fromtheir clothing grew stronger
Al t hough they did not really I ook that much i ke Karands,

the people in the crowmd they quietly joined paid them scant

attention. Every eye seened to be fixed on a platformand one

of those log altars backed by a Iine of skulls on stakes.
"Where do they get all the skulls?" Garion whispered to



Si | k.

"They used to be headhunters,” Silk replied. "The Angaraks
di scouraged that practice, so now they creep around at night
robbi ng graves. | doubt if you could find a whole skeleton in
any graveyard in all of Karanda."

"Let's get closer to the altar," Belgarath muttered. "I
don't want to have to shove ny way through this nmob when
things start happening.”

They pushed t hrough the crowd. A few of the greasy-haired
fanatics started to object to being thrust aside, but one | ook
at Belgarath's face with the hideous designs Pol gara had drawn
on it convinced themthat here was a wi zard of awesonme power
and that it perhaps m ght be wiser not to interfere with him

Just as they reached the front near the altar, a man in a
bl ack Groli mrobe strode out through the gate of the | akeside
village, coming directly toward the altar

"I think that's our wizard," Belgarath said quietly.
"A Golinm" Silk sounded slightly surprised.

"Let's see what he's up to."

The bl ack-robed nman reached the platform and stepped up to
stand in front of the altar. He raised both hands and spoke
harshly in a | anguage Garion did not understand. H s words
coul d have been either a benediction or a curse. The crowd
fell imrediately silent. Slowmy the Golimpushed back his
hood and let his robe fall to the platform He wore only a
| oi ncl oth, and his head had been shaved. Hi s body was covered
fromcrown to toe with el aborate tattoos.

Silk winced. "That must have really hurt,” he nuttered.

"Prepare ye all to | ook upon the face of your God," the
Grolimannounced in a |large voice, then bent to inscribe the
designs on the platformbefore the altar

"That's what | thought,"” Belgarath whi spered. "That circle
he drew isn't conplete. If he were really going to raise a
denon, he woul dn't have nmade that mi stake." The Golim
strai ghtened and began decl ai m ng the words of the incantation
inarolling, oratorical style

"He's being very cautious," Belgarath told them "He's
| eavi ng out certain key phrases. He doesn't want to raise a
real denon accidentally. Wait." The old nan smled bl eakly.
"Here he goes."

Garion also felt the surge as the Grolims will focused
and then he heard the fanmiliar rushing sound.

"Behol d the Dermon Lord Nahaz," the tattooed Grolim
shout ed, and a shadow encased form appeared before the altar
with a flash of fire, a peal of thunder, and a cloud of
sul fur-stinking snmoke. Although the figure was no | arger than
an ordinary man, it |ooked very substantial for some reason.

"Not too bad, really," Belgarath adm tted grudgingly.

"It looks awfully solid to nme, Belgarath,” Silk said
nervously.

"It's only an illusion, Silk," the old man quietly
reassured him "A good one, but still only an illusion."

The shadowy formon the platformbefore the altar rose to
its full height and then pulled back its hood of darkness to
reveal the hideous face Garion had seen in Torak's throne room
at Ashaba.

As the crowd fell to its knees with a great npan,

Bel garath drew in his breath sharply. "When this crowd starts



to disperse, don't let the Golimescape," he instructed.
"He's actually seen the real Nahaz, and that neans that he was
one of Harakan's cohorts. | want some answers out of him"
Then the old man drew hinsel f up. "Well, | guess | might as
well get started with this," he said. He stepped up in front
of the platform "Fraud!" he shouted in a great voice. " Fraud
and fakery!"

The Golimstared at him his eyes narrowing as he saw t he
designs drawn on his face. "On your knees before the Denpn
Lord," he blustered.

"Fraud!" Bel garath denounced hi m again. He stepped up onto
the platformand faced the stunned crowd. "This is no w zard,
but only a Golimtrickster," he decl ared.

"The Denon Lord will tear all your flesh fromyour bones,"
the Golimshrieked.

"All right," Belgarath replied with cal mcontenpt. "Let's
see himdo it. Here. I'lIl even help him" He pulled back his
sl eeve, approached the shadowy illusion hovering threateningly
before the altar and quite deliberately ran his bare arminto
t he shadow s gaping maw. A nonent |ater, his hand emerged,
comi ng, or so it appeared, out of the back of the Denon Lord's
head. He pushed his armfurther until his entire wist and
forearmwere sticking out of the back of the illusion. Then,
quite deliberately, he wiggled his fingers at the people
gat hered before the altar.

A nervous titter ran through the crowd.

"I think you nmssed a shred or two of flesh, Nahaz," the
old man said to the shadow form standing before him" There
still seens to be quite a bit of neat clinging to ny fingers
and arm" He pulled his arm back out of the shadow and then
passed both hands back and forth through the Grolins
illusion. "It appears to lack a bit of substance, friend," he
said to the tattooed man. "Wiy don't we send it back where you
found it? Then |I'Il show you and your parishoners here a rea
denon. "

He put his hands derisively on his hips, |eaned forward
slightly fromthe waist, and bl ew at the shadow. The ill usion
vani shed, and the tattooed Golimstepped back fearfully.

"He's getting ready to run, Silk whispered to Garion. "You
get on that side of the platform and I'Il get on this. Thunp
his head for himif he comes your way."

Garion nodded and edged around toward the far side of the
pl at f orm

Bel garath rai sed his voice again to the crowmd. "You fal
upon your knees before the reflection of the Denon Lord," he
roared at them "What will you do when | bring before you the
King of Hell?" He bent and quickly traced the circle and
pent agram about his feet. The tattooed priest edged further
away from him

"Stay, Golim" Belgarath said with a cruel laugh. "The
King of Hell is always hungry, and | think he nmight like to
devour you when he arrives." He nade a hooking gesture with
one hand, and the Grolimbegan to struggle as if he had been
sei zed by a powerful, invisible hand.

Then Bel garath began to intone an incantation quite
different fromthe one the Grolimhad spoken, and his words
reverberated fromthe vault of heaven as he subtly anmplified
theminto enornmity. Seething sheets of vari-colored flanme shot



through the air from horizon to horizon.
"Behold the Gates of Hell!" he roared, pointing.

Far out on the | ake, two vast colums seened to appear
bet ween them were great billow ng clouds of snoke and fl ane.
From behi nd that burning gate cane the sound of a multitude of
hi deous voi ces shrieking sonme awful hym of praise.

“And now | call upon the King of Hell to reveal hinmself!"
the old man shouted, raising his crooked staff. The surging

force of his will was vast, and the great sheets of flane
flickering in the sky actually seenmed to blot out the sun and
to replace its light with a dreadful light of its own.

From beyond the gate of fire carne a huge whistling sound
that descended into a roar. The flanes parted, and the shape
of a mighty tornado swept between the two pillars. Faster and
faster the tornado whirled, turning frominky black to pale,
frozen white. Ponderously, that towering white cloud advanced
across the | ake, congealing as it came. At first it appeared
to be sone vast snow waith with holl ow eyes and gapi ng nout h.
It was quite literally hundreds of feet tall, and its breath
swept across the nowterrified cromd before the altar |ike a
blizzard.

"Ye have tasted ice," Belgarath told them "Now taste
fire! Your worship of the false Denon Lord hath offended the
King of Hell, and now will ye roast in perpetual flanmes!" He
made anot her sweeping gesture with his staff, and a deep red
gl ow appeared in the center of the seething white shape that
even now approached the shore of the | ake. The sooty red gl ow
grew nore and nore rapidly, expanding until it filled the
encasing white entirely. Then the wraithlike figure of flane
and swirling ice raised its hundred-foot-long arns and roared
with a deafening sound. The ice seened to shatter, and the
waith stood as a creature of fire. Flanmes shot fromits
nout h and nostrils, and steamrose fromthe surface of the
| ake as it noved across the |ast few yards of water before
reachi ng the shore.

It reached down one enornmous hand, placing it atop the
altar, palmturned up. Belgarath calmy stepped up onto that
burni ng hand, and the illusion raised himhigh into the air

"Infidels!" he roared at themin an enornous voi ce.
"Prepare ye all to suffer the wath of the King of Hell for
your foul apostasy!"”

There was a dreadful mpan fromthe Karands, followed by
terrified screams as the fire-waith reached out toward the
crowd with its other huge, burning hand.

Then, as one man, they turned and fled, shrieking in
terror.

Sonmehow, perhaps because Bel garath was concentrating so
much of his attention on the vast form he had created and was
struggling to maintain, the Grolimbroke free and junped down
off the platform

Garion, however, was waiting for him He reached out and
stopped the fleeing man with one hand placed flat against his
chest, even as he swept the other back and then around in a
wi de swing that ended with a jolting inpact agai nst the side
of the tattooed man's head.

The Grolimcollapsed in a heap. For sonme reason, Garion
found that very satisfying.



CHAPTER TVEENTY- TVWO

“Whi ch boat did you want to steal ?" Silk asked as Garion
dropped the unconscious Golimon the floating dock that stuck
out into the |ake.

"Why ask ne?" Garion replied, feeling just a bit
unconfortable with Silk's choice of words.

"Because you and Durni k are the ones who are going to have
to sail it. |I don't know the first thing about getting a boat
to nmove through the water w thout tipping over."

"Capsi zing," Garion corrected absently, |ooking at the
various craft noored to the dock

"What ?"
"The word is 'capsize,' Silk. You tip over a wagon.
You capsi ze a boat."

"It means the sane thing, doesn't it?"

"Approxi mately, yes. "

"Why nake an issue of it, then? How about this one?" The
little man pointed at a broad-beaned vessel with a pair of
eyes painted on the bow

“Not enough freeboard,” Garion told him "The horses are
heavy, so any boat we take is going to settle quite a bit."

Silk shrugged. "You're the expert. You're starting to
sound as professional as Barak or Greldik." He grinned

suddenly. "You know, Garion, |'ve never stolen anything as big
as a boat before. It's really very challenging."”

"I wish you'd stop using the word "steal.' Couldn't we
just say that we're borrow ng a boat?"

"Did you plan to sail it back and return it when we're

finished with it?"

“ “"No. Not really."

"Then the proper word is 'steal.' You' re the expert on
ships and sailing; |I'mthe expert on theft."

They wal ked farther out on the dock

"Let's go on board this one and have a | ook around,"
Garion said, pointing at an ungai nly-1ooking scow painted an
unwhol esone green col or.

“I't looks Iike a washtub."

"“I"'mnot planning to win any races with it." Garion | eaped
aboard the scow. "It's big enough for the horses and the sides
are high enough to keep the weight fromswanping it." He
i nspected the spars and rigging. "Alittle crude,"” he noted,
"but Durnik and | should be able to nmanage."”

"Check the bottomfor |eaks," Silk suggested. "Nobody
woul d paint a boat that color if it didn't leak."

Garion went bel ow and checked the hold and the bil ges.
When he canme back up on deck, he had al ready nmade up his mnd
“I think we'll borrow this one," he said, junmping back to the
pi er.

"The termis still 'steal,' Garion."

Garion sighed. "All right, steal -if it makes you happy.'

"Just trying to be precise, that's all."

"Let's go get that Grolimand drag himup here," Garion
suggested. "We'Il throw himin the boat and tie himup. |
don't think he'll wake up for a while, but there's no point in
t aki ng chances."

"How hard did you hit hin®"



"Quite hard, actually. For some reason he irritated ne."

They started back to where the Golimlay.

"You're getting to be nore like Belgarath every day," Silk
told him "You do nore damage out of sinple irritation than
nost nmen can do in a towering rage."

Garion shrugged and rolled the tattooed Grolimover with
his foot. He took hold of one of the unconscious nman's ankl es.
"Get his other leg," he said.

The two of them wal ked back toward the scow with the
Grolimdragging linply along behind them his shaved head
bounci ng up and down on the |ogs of the dock. when they
reached the scow, Garion took the man's arns while Silk took
hi s ankl es. They swung him back and forth a few tines, then
| obbed hi m across the rai
like a sack of grain. Garion junped across again and bound him
hand and f oot .

"Here conmes Belgarath with the others," Silk said fromthe
dock.

"Good. Here -catch the other end of this gangpl ank."
Garion swung the ungainly thing around and pushed it out
toward the waiting little Drasnian. Silk caught hold of it,
pulled it out farther, and set the end down on the dock

"Did you find anything?" he asked the others as they
appr oached.

"We did quite well, actually."” Durnik replied. "One of
those buildings is a storehouse. It was cranmed to the rafters
with food."

"Good. | wasn't |ooking forward to making the rest of this
trip on short rations."

Bel garath was | ooking at the scow. "It isn't rmuch of a
boat, Garion," he objected. "If you were going to steal one,
why didn't you steal sonething a little fancier?"

"You see?" Silk said to Garion. "I told you that it was

the right word."

"I"'mnot stealing it for its |looks, Grandfather,"” Garion
said. "I don't plan to keep it. It's big enough to hold the
horses, and the sails are sinple enough so that Durni k and
can manage them |If you don't like it, go steal one of your
own. "

"Grunpy today, aren't we?" the old man said mildly. "Wat
did you do with ny Golin®"

"He's lying up here in the scuppers.”

"I's he awake yet ?"

“Not for some tine, | don't think. I hit himfairly hard.
Are you coning on board, or would you rather go steal a
di fferent boat?"

"Be polite, dear," Polgara chided.

"No, Garion," Belgarath said. "If you ve got your heart
set on this one, then we'll take this one."

It took awhile to get the horses aboard, and then they al
fell to the task of raising the boat's square-rigged sails.
When they were raised and set to Garion's satisfaction, he
took hold of the tiller. "All right," he said. "Cast off the
lines."

"You sound like a real sailor, dear," Ce' Nedra said in
admiration.

"I"'mglad you approve." He raised his voice slightly.
"Toth, would you take that boat hook and push us out fromthe



pier, please? | don't want to have to crash through all these
ot her boats to get to open water."

The gi ant nodded, picked up the | ong boat hook, and shoved
agai nst the dock with it. The bow swung slowy out fromthe
dock with the sails flapping in the fitful breeze.

“I'sn'"t the word 'ship,' Garion?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"What ?"

“"You called them boats. Aren't they called ships?"

He gave her a long, steady | ook.

"I was only asking," she said defensively.

"Don't. Please."

"What did you hit this man with, Garion?" Bel garath asked
peevi shly. He was kneeling beside the Golim

"My fist," Garion replied.

“"Next time, use an axe or a club. You alnost killed him"

"Whul d anyone else like to register any conplaints?"
Garion asked in a loud voice. "Let's pile themall up in a
heap ri ght now "

They all stared at him [ ooking a bit shocked.

He gave up. "Just forget that | said it." He squinted up
at the sails, trying to swing the bowto the exact angle which
woul d allow the sails to catch the of fshore breeze
Then, quite suddenly, they bellied out and boormed, and the
scow began to pick up speed, plow ng out past the end of the
pier and into open water.

"Pol," Belgarath said. "Wy don't you cone over here and
see what you can do with this man? | can't get a twitch out of
him and | want to question him"

"All right, father." She went to the Golim knelt beside
him and put her hands on his tenples. She concentrated for a
monment, and Garion felt the surge of her will.

The Grolim groaned.

"Sadi," she said thoughtfully, "Do you have any nephara in
that case of yours?"

The eunuch nodded. "I was just going to suggest it myself,
Lady Pol gara." He knelt and opened his red case.

Bel garath | ooked at his daughter quizzically.

"It's a drug, father," she explained. "It induces
trut hful ness.”

"Why not do it the regular way?" he asked.

“"The man's a Gcolim His mnd is likely to be very strong.
| could probably overcone him but it would take tinme -and it
woul d be very tiring. Nephara works just as well and it
doesn't take any effort.”

He shrugged. "Suit yourself, Pol."

Sadi had taken a vial of a thick green liquid fromhis
case. He unstoppered it and then took hold of the Grolins
nose, holding it until the half-conscious nan was forced to
open his nouth in order to breathe. Then the eunuch delicately
tilted three drops of the green syrup onto the man's tongue.
"I'"d suggest giving hima few nonents before you wake him
Lady Polgara," he said, squinting clinically at the Golims
face. "G ve the drug tinme to take effect first." He
restoppered the vial and put it back in his case.

"WIl the drug hurt himin any way?" Durni k asked.

Sadi shook his head. "It sinply relaxes the will," he
replied. "He'll be rational and coherent, but very tractable."

"He also won't be able to focus his nmnd sufficiently to



use any talent he may have," Pol gara added. "W won't have to
worry about his translocating himself away from us the nmonment
he wakes up." She critically watched the Golinms face,
occasionally lifting one of his eyelids to note the drug's
progress. "I think it's taken hold now," she said finally. She
untied the prisoner's hands and feet.

Then she put her hands on the man's tenples and gently
brought hi m back to consci ousness. "How are you feeling?" she
asked him

"My head hurts,"” the Grolimsaid plaintively.

"That will pass," she assured him She rose and | ooked at
Bel garath. "Speak to himcalmy, father," she said, "and start
out with sinple questions. Wth nephara it's best to | ead them
rather gently up to the inportant things."

Bel garat h nodded. He picked up a wooden pail, inverted it,
it on the deck beside the Grolim and sat on it. "Good
norning, friend," he said pleasantly, "or is it afternoon?" He
squi nted up at the sky.

"You're not really a Karand, are you?" the G olim asked.
Hi s voi ce sounded dreamny. "I thought you were one of their
wi zards, but now that | | ook at you nore closely, | can see
that you're not."

"You' re very astute, friend," Belgarath congratul ated him
"What's your nanme?"

"Arshag," the Golimreplied.

"And where are you fronP"

"I am of the Tenple at Calida."

"I thought you might be. Do you happen to know a Chandi m
nanmed Har akan, by any chance?"

"He now prefers to be known as Lord Mengha.

"Ah, yes, |'d heard about that. That illusion of Nahaz you
rai sed this norning was very accurate. You nust have seen him
several tinmes in order to get everything right,"

"I have frequently been in close contact with Nahaz,"
the Golimadmtted. "It was | who delivered himto Lord
Mengha. "

"Why don't you tell ne about that? |'msure it's a
fascinating story and 1'd really like to hear it. Take your
time, Arshag. Tell me the whole story, and don't |eave out any
of the details."

The Golimsnmled alnost happily. "I've been wanting to
tell someone the story for a long tinme now, " he said.

"Do you really want to hear it?"

“I"m absolutely dying to hear it," Belgarath assured him

The Golimsniled again. "Well," he began, "it all started
quite a nunmber of years ago -not too long after the death of
Torak. | was serving in the Tenple at Calida. Though we were
all in deepest despair, we tried to keep the faith alive. Then
one day Harakan cane to our tenple and sought nme out
privately. | had journeyed at tines to Mal Yaska on Church
busi ness and | knew Harakan to be of high rank anong the
Chandi m and very close to the Holy Disciple Uvon. Wen we
were alone, he told me that Urvon had consulted the Oracles
and Prophecies concerning the direction the Church nust take
in her blackest hour. The Disciple had discovered that a new
God was destined to rise over Angarak, and that he will hold
Cthrag Sardius in his right hand and Cthrag Yaska in his left.
And he will be the almghty Child of Dark, and the Lord of



Denmons shall do his bidding."

"That's a direct quotation, |I take it?"

Arshag nodded. "Fromthe eighth antistrophe of the
Ashabi ne Oracl es,” he confirnmed.

"It's a little obscure, but prophecies usually are. Go
on."

Arshag shifted his position and continued. "The Disciple
Urvon interpreted the passage to nean that our new God woul d
have the aid of the denons in quelling his enenmes.”

"Did Harakan identify these enem es for you?"

Arshag nodded again. "He nentioned Zandramas -of whom
have heard- and one named Agachak, whose name is strange to
nme. He also warned ne that the Child of Light would probably
attenpt to interfere.”

"That's a reasonabl e assunption,” Silk murmured to Garion.

"Harakan, who is the Disciple' s closest advisor, had
selected me to performa great task," Arshag continued
proudly. "He charged ne to seek out the wi zards of Karanda and
to study their arts so that | mght sumon up the Denon Lord
Nahaz and beseech himto aid the Disciple Uvon in his
struggles with his enemes.”

"Did he tell you how dangerous that task would be?"

Bel garat h asked him

"I understood the perils," Arshag said, "but |I accepted
themw llingly, for ny rewards were to be great."

“I"'msure," Belgarath nurrmured. "Wy didn't Harakan do it
hi nsel f ?"

"The Disciple Uvon had placed anot her task upon Harakan
-sonmewhere in the west, | understand- having to do with a
child."

Bel garath nodded blandly. "I think |I've heard about it."

"Anyway." Arshag went on, "l journeyed into the forest of
the north, seeking out the wi zards who still practiced their
rites in places hidden fromthe eyes of the Church. In tine, |
found such a one." His lip curled in a sneer. "He was an
i gnorant savage of small skill, at best only able to raise an
imp or two, but he agreed to accept ne as his pupil -and
slave. It was he who saw fit to put these marks upon my body."
He glanced with distaste at his tattoos. "He kept nme in a
kennel and nmade nme serve himand listen to his ravings.
| earned what |little he could teach me and then | strangled him
and went in search of a nore powerful teacher."

“"Not e how deep the gratitude of Grolins goes," Silk
observed quietly to Garion, who was concentrating half on the
story and half on the business of steering the scow.

"The years that followed were difficult," Arshag
continued. "I went fromteacher to teacher, suffering
ensl avenent and abuse.” A bleak snmile crossed his face.
"Cccasionally, they used to sell nme to other wi zards -as one

m ght sell a cow or a pig. After | learned the arts, |
retraced ny steps and repaid each one for his inpertinences.
At length, in a place near the barrens of the north, | was

able to apprentice myself to an ancient man reputed to be the
nost powerful w zard in Karanda. He was very old, and his eyes
were failing, so he took ne for a young Karand seeki ng wi sdom
He accepted nme as his apprentice, and ny training began in
earnest. The raising of mnor denpns is no great chore, but
summoni ng a Denon Lord is much nore difficult and nmuch nore



perilous. The wi zard clained to have done it twice in his

life, but he may have been lying. He did, however, show me how
to raise the inage of the Denmon Lord Nahaz and al so how to
comunicate with him No spell or incantation is powerfu
enough to conpel a Denon Lord to come when he is called. He
will come only if he consents to come -and usually for reasons
of his own.

"Once | had learned all that the old w zard could teach
me, | killed himand journeyed south toward Calida again." He
sighed a bit regretfully. "The old nan was a kindly master
and | was sorry that | had to kill him" Then he shrugged.

"But he was old," he added, "and | sent himoff with a single
knife stroke to the heart."

"Steady, Durnik," Silk said, putting his hand on the angry
smth's arm

"At Calida, | found the Tenple in total disarray," Arshag
went on. "My brothers had finally succunbed to absol ute
despair, and the Tenple had becone a vile sink of corruption
and degeneracy. | suppressed ny outrage, however, and kept to
nmysel f. | dispatched word to Mal Yaska, advising Harakan that
I had been successful in ny mission and that | awaited his
commands in the Tenple at Calida. In time, | received a reply
fromone of the Chandim who told nme that Harakan had not yet
returned fromthe west." He paused. "Do you suppose that |
could have a drink of water?" he asked. "I have a very fou
taste in my nouth for some reason."”

Sadi went to the water cask in the stern and di pped out a
tin cup of water. "No drug is conpletely perfect,” he nurnured
defensively to Garion in passing.

Arshag gratefully took the cup from Sadi and drank.

"Go on with your story,"” Belgarath told hi mwhen he had
fini shed.

Arshag nodded. "It was a bit less than a year ago that
Har akan returned fromthe west," he said. "He cane up to
Calida, and he and | met in secret. | told himwhat | had
acconpl i shed and advised himof the limtations involved in
any attenpts to raise a Denpn Lord. Then we went to a secl uded
place, and | instructed himin the incantations and spells
whi ch woul d rai se an i mage of Nahaz and permit us to speak
through the gate that |ies between the worlds and comrunicate
directly with Nahaz. Once | had established contact with the
Denon Lord, Harakan began to speak with him He nentioned
Cthrag Sardius, but Nahaz already knew of it. And then Harakan
told Nahaz that during the |long years that Torak slept, the
Di sci pl e Urvon had becone nore and nore obsessed with wealth
and power and had at |ast convinced hinself that he was in
fact a demi god, and but one step renpved fromdivinity.

Har akan proposed an alliance between hinmself and Nahaz. He
suggested that the Denon Lord nudge Urvon over the edge into
madness and then aid himin defeating all the others who were
seeking the hiding place of Cthrag Sardi us. Unopposed, Urvon
woul d easily gain the stone."

"I gather that you chose to go along with them -instead of
war ni ng Urvon what was afoot? What did you get out of the
arrangenent ?"

"They let me live." Arshag shrugged. "I think Harakan
wanted to kill me -just to be safe- but Nahaz told himthat |
could still be useful. He prom sed nme kingdons of nmy own to



rule -and denon children to do my bidding. Harakan was won
over by the Denon Lord and he treated me courteously."
"I don't exactly see that there's nuch advantage to Nahaz
in giving the Sardion to Urvon," Bel garath confessed.
"Nahaz wants Cthrag Sardius for hinself," Arshag told him
"“If Urvon has been driven nad, Nahaz will sinply take Cthrag
Sardius fromhimand replace it with a piece of worthless
rock. Then the Denpn Lord and Harakan will put Urvon in a
house somewhere - Ashaba perhaps, or sone other isolated
castle- and they'Il surround himwi th inps and | esser denobns
to blind himwith illusions. There he will play at being God
in blissful insanity while Nahaz and Harakan rule the world
bet ween them "
"Until the real new God of Angarak arises," Polgara added.
"There will be no new God of Angarak," Arshag di sagreed.
"Once Nahaz puts his hand on Cthrag Sardius -the Sardion- both
Prophecies will cease to exist. The Child of Light and the
Child of Dark will vanish forever. The Elder Gods will be
bani shed, and Nahaz will be Lord of the Universe and Master of
t he destinies of all mankind."
"And what does Harakan get out of this?" Bel garath asked.
"Domi ni on of the Church -and the secular throne of all the

wor | d.

"I hope he got that in witing," Belgarath said dryly.
"Denpns are notorious for not keeping their pronises. Then
what happened?"

"A nessenger arrived at Calida with instructions for
Har akan from Urvon. The Disciple told himthat there nmust be a
di sruption in Karanda so violent that Kal Zakath would have no
choice but to return from Cthol Mirgos. Once the Enperor was
back in Mallorea, it would be a sinple matter to have him
killed, and once he is dead, Urvon believes that he can
mani pul ate the succession to place a tractable man on the
throne -one he can take with hi mwhen he goes to the place
where the Sardion |lies hidden. Apparently, this is one of the
condi tions which nust be net before the new God arises."

Bel garath nodded. "A great many things are starting to
fall into place." he said. "Wat happened then?"

"Harakan and | journeyed again in secret to that secluded
pl ace, and | once again opened the gate and brought forth the
i mmge of Nahaz. Harakan and the Denobn Lord spoke together for
a time, and suddenly the inage was made fl esh, and Nahaz
hi nsel f stood before us.

Har akan i nstructed ne that | should henceforth call him by
t he nanme Mengha, since the name Harakan is widely known in
Mal | orea, and then we went again to Calida, and Nahaz went
with us. The Denon Lord summoned his hordes, and Calida fell
Nahaz demanded a certain repaynent for his aid, and Lord
Mengha instructed nme to provide it. It was then that |
di scovered why Nahaz had let nme Iive. W spoke together, and
he told ne what he wanted. | did not care for the notion, but
t he people involved were only Karands, so-" He shrugged."The
Karands regard Nahaz as their God, and so it was not difficult
for me to persuade young Karandese wonen that receiving the
attentions of the Denpbn Lord would be a suprene honor. They
went to himw llingly , each one of them hoping in her heart
to bear his offspring -not know ng, of course, that such a
birth would rip themapart like fresh-gutted pigs." He smrked



contenptuously. "The rest | think you know. "

"Ch, yes, we do indeed." Belgarath's voice was |ike a nai
scraping across a flat stone. "Wen did they | eave? Harakan
and Nahaz, | nmean? We know that they're no longer in this part
of Karanda."

"It was about a nonth ago. W were preparing to lay siege
to Torpakan on the border of Delchin, and | awoke one norning
to di scover that Lord Mengha and the Denpn Nahaz were gone and
that none of their famliar denons were any |longer with the
army. Everyone | ooked to nme, but none of ny spells or
incantations could raise even the | east of denons. The arny
grew enraged, and | barely escaped with my life. | journeyed
north again toward Calida, but found things there in tota
chaos. Wthout the demons to hold themin line, the Karands
had qui ckly beconme unnanageable. | found that | could,
however, still call up the imge of Nahaz. It seened likely to
me that with Mengha and Nahaz gone, | could sway Karandese
loyalty to ne, if | used the image cleverly enough, and thus
come to rule all of Karanda nyself. | was attenpting a
begi nning of that plan this nmorning when you interrupted.”

"I see," Belgarath said bl eakly.

"How | ong have you been in this vicinity?" Pol gara asked
the captive suddenly.

"Several weeks," the Grolimreplied.

"Good," she said. "Some few weeks ago, a wonman cane from
the west carrying a child."

"I pay little attention to wonen."

"This one m ght have been a bit different. W know t hat
she cane to that village back on the | ake-shore and that she
woul d have hired a boat. Did any word of that reach you?"

"There are few travelers in Karanda right now," he told
her. "There's too nmuch turmoil and upheaval. There's only one
boat that left that village in the past nonth. "Il tell you
this, though. If the woman you seek was a friend of yours, and
if she was on board that boat, prepare to nourn her."

" Oh?"

"The boat sank in a sudden stormjust off the city of
Karand on the east-side of the |ake in Ganesia."

"The nice thing about Zandramas is her predictability,"”
Silk nurmured to Garion. "I don't think we're going to have
much troubl e picking up her trail again, do you?"

Arshag's eyelids were drooping now, and he seened barely
able to hold his head erect.

"If you have any nmore questions for him Ancient One, you
shoul d ask them quickly." Sadi advised. "The drug is starting
to wear off, and he's very close to sleep again."”

“I think I have all the answers | need," the old man
replied.

“And | have what | need as well," Pol gara added grimy.

Because of the size of the | ake, there was no possibility
of reaching the eastern shore before nightfall, and so they
| owered the sails and set a sea anchor to minimze the
nighttime drift of their scow They set sail again at first
light and shortly after noon saw a | ow, dark snudge al ong the
eastern horizon.

"That woul d be the east-coast of the lake," Silk said to
Garion. "I'Il go up to the bow and see if | can pick out sone
| andmarks. | don't think we'll want to run right up to the



wharves of Karand, do you?"

“No. Not really.”

“I"l'l see if | can find us a quiet cove sonmepl ace, and
then we can have a | ook around without attracting attention."

They beached the scow in a quiet bay surrounded by high
sand dunes and scrubby brush about m dafternoon.

"What do you think, Grandfather?" Garion asked after they
had unl oaded the horses.

" About what ?"

"The boat. What should we do with it?"

"Set it adrift. Let's not announce that we came ashore
here. "

"I suppose you're right." Garion sighed a bit regretfully.
"It wasn't a bad boat, though, was it?"

"It didn't tip over."

"Capsi ze," Garion corrected.

Pol gara canme over to where they were standing. "Do you
have any further need for Arshag?" she asked the old man.

“"No, and |'ve been trying to decide what to do with him"

“I"1l take care of it, father," she said. She turned and
went back to where Arshag still lay, once nore bound and hal f
asl eep on the beach. She stood over himfor a nonment, then
rai sed one hand. The Golimflinched wildly even as Garion
felt the sudden powerful surge of her wll.

"Listen carefully, Arshag," she said. "You provided the
Denon Lord with wonen so that he could unl oose an abomi nation
upon the world. That act nust not go unrewarded. This, then
is your reward. You are now invincible. No one can kill you
-no man, no denon- not even you yourself. But, no one will
ever again believe a single word that you say. You will be
faced with constant ridicule and derision all the days of your
life and you will be driven out wherever you go, to wander the
world as a rootl ess vagabond. Thus are you repaid for aiding
Mengha and hel ping himto unl eash Nahaz and for sacrificing
foolish wonen to the Denmon Lord's unspeakable lust." She
turned to Durnik. "Untie him" she commanded.

When his arms and | egs were free, Arshag stunbled to his
feet, his tattooed face ashen. "Who are you, wonman?" he
demanded in a shaking voice, "and what power do you have to
pronounce so terrible a curse?”

"I am Polgara," she replied. "You nay have heard of ne.
Now go!" She pointed up the beach with an inperious finger

As if suddenly seized by an irresistible conpul sion,
Arshag turned, his face filled with horror. He stunbled up one
of the sandy dunes and di sappeared on the far side.

"Do you think it was wise to reveal your identity, ny
| ady?" Sadi asked dubi ously.

"There's no danger, Sadi

She sniled. "He can shout ny

nanme from every rooftop, but no one will believe him"
"How long will he live?" Ce' Nedra's voice was very snal |
“Indefinitely, 1'd i magi ne. Long enough, certainly, to

give himtine to appreciate fully the enormty of what it was
that he did."

Ce' Nedra stared at her. "Lady Polgaral!" she said in a sick
voice. "How could you do it? It's horrible."

"Yes," Polgara replied, "it is -but so was what happened
back at that tenple we burned.”



CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE

The street, if it could be called that, was narrow and
crooked. An attenpt had been nmade at sone time in the past to
surface it with logs, but they had |ong since rotted and been
trodden into the nud. Decaying garbage lay in heaps agai nst
the walls of crudely constructed | og houses, and herds of
scrawny pigs rooted dispiritedly through those heaps in search
of food.

As Silk and Garion, once again wearing their Karandese
vests and caps and their cross-tied sackcl oth | eggings,
approached the docks jutting out into the |Iake, they were
nearly overcone by the overpowering odor of |ong-dead fish.

"Fragrant sort of place, isn't it?" Silk noted, holding a
handkerchief to his face.

"How can they stand it?" Garion asked, trying to keep from
gaggi ng.

"Their sense of smell has probably atrophied over the
centuries," Silk replied. "The city of Karand is the ancestra
home of all the Karands in all the seven kingdoms. It's been
here for eons, so the debris -and the snell- has had a | ong
time to build up.”

A huge sow, trailed by a litter of squealing piglets,
waddl ed out into the very center of the street and fl opped
over on her side with a loud grunt. The piglets inmediately
attacked, pushing and scranbling to nurse.

"Any hints at all?" Silk asked.

Garion shook his head. The sword strapped across his back
had neither tw tched nor tugged since the two of them had
entered the city early that norning on foot by way of the
north gate. "Zandranmas ni ght not have even entered the city at
all," he said. "She's avoi ded popul ated pl aces before, you
know. "

"That's true, | suppose,” Silk admtted, "but | don't
think we should go any farther until we |locate the place where
she | anded. She could have gone in any direction once she got
to this side of the | ake -Darshiva, Zamad, Voresebo- even down
into Del chin and then on down the Magan into Rengel or
Pel dane. "

"I know," Garion said, "but all this delay is very
frustrating. We're getting closer to her. | can feel it, and
every mnute we waste gives her that much nore tine to escape
again with Geran."

"It can't be helped." Silk shrugged. "About all we can do
here is follow the inside of the wall and wal k al ong the
waterfront. If she cane through the city at all, we're certain
to cross her path."

They turned a corner and | ooked down another nuddy street
toward the | ake-shore where fishnets hung over |ong pol es.

They sl ogged through the mud until they reached the street
that ran along the shoreline where floating docks reached out
into the | ake and then followed it along the waterfront.

There was a certain amount of activity here. A nunber of
sailors dressed in faded blue tunics were hauling a boat
hal f-full of water up onto the shore with a | arge deal of
shouting and contradictory orders. Here and there on the
docks, groups of fishernmen in rusty brown sat nending nets,



and farther on along the street several loiterers in fur vests

and | eggings sat on the log stoop in front of a sour-snelling

tavern, drinking fromcheap tin cups. A blowzy young woman

with frizzy orange hair and a pockmarked face | eaned out of a

second-story wi ndow, calling to passersby in a voice she tried

to make seductive, but which Garion found to be nmerely coarse.
"Busy place," Silk murnured.

Garion grunted, and they noved on along the littered
street.

Coming fromthe other direction, they saw a group of arned
men. Though they all wore helnmets of one kind or another, the
rest of their clothing was of m smatched col ors and coul d by
no stretch of the inagination be called unifornms. Their
sel f-i nportant swagger, however, clearly indicated that they
were either soldiers or sonme kind of police.

“You two! Halt!" one of them barked as they came abreast
of Garion and SilKk.

"I's there sonme problem sir?" Silk asked ingratiatingly.

"I haven't seen you here before,” the man said, his hand
on his sword hilt. He was a tall fellowwth lank red hair
poki ng out from under his helnmet. "ldentify yourselves."

"My nanme is Saldas," Silk lied. "This is Kvasta." He
pointed at Garion. "W're strangers here in Karand."

"What's your business here -and where do you cone fron®"

"We're from Dorikan in Jenno," Silk told him "and we're
here | ooking for ny older brother. He sailed out fromthe
vill age of Dashun on the other side of the |ake awhile back
and hasn't returned."

The redheaded nan | ooked suspi ci ous.

"We talked with a fellow near the north gate," Silk
continued, "and he told us that there was a boat that sank in
a stormjust off the docks here." H's face took on a
nmel ancholy expression. "The tinme would have been just about
right, | think, and the description he gave us of the boat
mat ched the one ny brother was sailing. Have you by any chance
heard about it, sir?" The little man sounded very sincere.

Some of the suspicion faded fromthe red-haired man's
face. "It seens to ne that | heard sonme nention of it," he
conceded.

"The fellow we talked with said that he thought there
m ght have been sonme survivors," Silk added, "one that he knew
of, anyway. He said that a woman in a dark cl oak and carrying
a baby namnaged to get away in a small boat. Do you by chance
happen to know anyt hi ng about that?"

The Karand's face hardened. "Oh, yes,'
about her, all right."

"Could you by any chance tell ne where she went?" Silk
asked him "lI'd really like to talk with her and find out if
she knows anythi ng about nmy brother." He | eaned toward the
other man confidentially. "To be perfectly honest with you,
good sir, | can't stand ny brother. W' ve hated each other
since we were children, but | promsed ny old father that I'd
find out what happened to him" Then he wi nked outrageously.
"There's an inheritance involved, you understand. If | can
take definite word back to father that ny brother's dead, |
stand to conme into a nice piece of property.”

The red-haired man grinned. "I can understand your
situation, Saldas." he said. "I had a dispute with my own

' he said. "W know



br ot hers about our patrinony.'
you're from Dori kan?" he asked.

"Yes. On the banks of the northern River Magan. Do you
know our city?"

"Does Dorikan follow the teachings of Lord Mengha?"

"The Liberator? Of course. Doesn't all of Karanda?"

"Have you seen any of the Dark Lords in the last nonth or

Hi s eyes narrowed. "You say

so?"

"The minions of the Lord Nahaz? No, | can't say that |
have -but then Kvasta and | haven't attended any worship
services for some tine. I'msure that the wi zards are stil

rai sing them though."

"I wouldn't be all that sure, Saldas. we haven't seen one
here in Karand for over five weeks. Qur wi zards have tried to
summon them but they refuse to come. Even the Grolins who now

wor ship Lord Nahaz haven't been successful and they'Il al
power ful magici ans, you know. "
"Truly," Silk agreed.

"Have you heard anything at all about Lord Mengha's
wher eabout s?"

Silk shrugged. "The last | heard, he was in Katakor
sonmepl ace. In Dorikan we're just waiting for his return so
that we can sweep the Angaraks out of all Karanda."

The answer seened to satisfy the tall fellow "AlIl right,
Sal das," he said. "I'd say that you' ve got a legitinate reason
to be in Karand after all. | don't think you' re going to have
much luck in finding the woman you want to talk to, though.
From what |'ve heard, she was on your brother's boat and she
did get away before the stormhit. She had a small boat, and
she |l anded to the south of the city. She cane to the south
gate with her brat in her arns and went straight to the
Tenpl e. She talked with the Golins inside for about an hour
When she left, they were all follow ng her."

"Whi ch way did they go?" Silk asked him

"Qut the east gate."

"How | ong ago was it?"

"Late last week. I'Il tell you sonething, Saldas. Lord
Mengha had better stop whatever he's doing in Katakor and cone
back to central Karanda where he bel ongs. The whol e nmovenent
is starting to falter. The Dark Lords have deserted us, and
the Golins are trailing after this woman with the baby. Al
we have left are the wizards, and they're nostly mad, anyway."

"They al ways have been, haven't they?" Silk grinned.
"Tanpering with the supernatural tends to unsettle a nman's
brains, 1've noticed."

"You seemlike a sensible man, Saldas," the redhead said,
cl apping himon the shoulder. "I'd like to stay and talk with
you further, but ny nmen and | have to finish our patrol. |
hope you find your brother." He wi nked slyly. "Or don't find
him | should say."

Silk grinned back. "I thank you for your w shes about ny
brother's growing ill health," he replied.

The sol diers noved off along the street. "You tell better
stories than Belgarath does," Garion said to his little
friend.

"It's a gift. That was a very profitable encounter, wasn't
it? Now | understand why the Orb hasn't picked up the trai
yet. We cane into the city by way of the north gate, and



Zandramas cane up fromthe south. If we go straight to the
Tenple, the Ob's likely to jerk you off your feet."

Garion nodded. "The inportant thing is that we're only a
few days behind her." He paused, frowning.

"Why is she gathering G olins, though?"

"Who knows? Rei nforcements maybe. She knows that we're
ri ght behind her. O, maybe she thinks she's going to need
Grolins who have training in Karandese magi c when she gets
honme to Darshiva. |If Nahaz has sent his denpns down there,
she's going to need all the help she can get. We'll |et
Bel garath sort it out. Let's go to the Tenple and see if we
can pick up the trail.'’

As they approached the Tenple in the center of the city,
the Orb began to pull at Garion again, and he felt a surge of
exultation. "lI've got it," he said to SilKk.

"Good." The little man | ooked up at the Tenple. "I see
that they've nmade sone nodifications,"” he observed.

The polished steel mask of the face of Torak which
normal |y occupied the place directly over the nail -studded
door had been renoved, Garion saw, and in its place was a
red-painted skull with a pair of horns screwed down into its
br ow

"I don't know that the skull is all that big an
i mprovenent, " Silk said, "but then, it's no great change for
the worse either. | was getting a little tired of that nmask

staring at me every time | turned around."

"Let's follow the trail," Garion suggested, "and nake
certain that Zandramas left the city before we go get the
ot hers. "

"Right," Silk agreed.

The trail led fromthe door of the Tenple through the
littered streets to the east gate of the city. Garion and Silk
followed it out of Karand and perhaps a half nmile along the
hi ghway | eadi ng eastward across the plains of Ganesia.

"I's she veering at all?" Silk asked.

“Not yet. She's follow ng the road."

"Good. Let's go get the others -and our horses. we won't
make very good tine on foot."

They nmoved away from the road, wal ki ng through knee-hi gh
gr ass.

"Looks |ike good, fertile soil here," Garion noted. "Have
you and Yarbl ek ever considered buying farm and? It night be a
good i nvestnent."

“No, Garion." Silk laughed. "There's a mjor drawback to
owning land. If you have to |eave a place in a hurry, there's
no way that you can pick it up and carry it along with you."

"That's true, | guess.”

The others waited in a grove of large old willows a mle
or so north of the city, and their faces were expectant as
Garion and Silk ducked in under the branches.

"Did you find it?" Bel garath asked.
Garion nodded. "She went east," he replied.

"And apparently she took all the Grolins fromthe Tenple
along with her," Silk added.

Bel garath | ooked puzzled. "Why woul d she do that?"

"I haven't got a clue. | suppose we could ask her when we
catch up with her."

"Coul d you get any idea of how far ahead of us she is?"



Ce' Nedra asked.

"Just a few days," Garion said. "Wth any luck we'll catch
her before she gets across the Muntai ns of Zanad."

“"Not if we don't get started," Belgarath said.

They rode on back across the wide, open field to the
hi ghway | eadi ng across the plains toward the upthrusting peaks
lying to the east. The Ob picked up the trail again, and they
followed it at a canter.

"What kind of a city was it?" Velvet asked Silk as they
rode al ong.

“"Nice place to visit," he replied, "but you wouldn't want
to live there. The pigs are clean enough, but the people are
awfully dirty."

"Cleverly put, Kheldar."

"I"ve always had a way with words," he conceded nodestly.

"Father," Polgara called to the old man, "a | arge nunber
of Grolinms have passed this way."

He | ooked around and nodded. "Silk was right, then," he
said. "For sonme reason she's subverting Mengha's people. Let's
be alert for any possible anbushes."”

They rode on for the rest of the day and canped that night
sonme di stance away fromthe road, starting out again at first
light in the norning. About m dday they saw a roadside village
sonme di stance ahead. Coming fromthat direction was a solitary
man in a rickety cart being pulled by a bony white horse.

"Do you by any change have a flagon of ale, Lady Pol gara?"
Sadi asked as they slowed to a wal k.

" Are you thirsty?"

"Ch, it's not for ne. | detest ale personally. It's for
that carter just ahead. | thought we night want sone
informati on." He | ooked over at Silk. "Are you feeling at al
soci abl e today, Khel dar?"

“No nore than usual. Why?"

"Take a drink or two of this," the eunuch said, offering
the little man the flagon Pol gara had taken from one of the
packs. "Not too much, mind. | only want you to snell drunk."

"Why not?" Silk shrugged, taking a |long drink.

"That should do it," Sadi approved. "Now give it back."

"I thought you didn't want any."

"I don"t. I"'mjust going to add a bit of favoring." He
opened his red case. "Don't drink any more fromthis flagon,"”
he warned Silk as he tapped four drops of a gleaning red
liquid into the mouth of the flagon. "If you do, we'll al
have to listen to you talk for days on end." He handed the
flagon back to the little man. "Wy don't you go offer that
poor fellow up there a drink," he suggested. "He | ooks |ike he
could use one."

"You didn't poison it, did you?"

"Of course not. It's very hard to get information out of
sonmebody who's squirnming on the ground clutching at his belly.
One or two good drinks fromthat flagon, though, and the
carter will be seized by an uncontrollable urge to talk -about
anything at all and to anybody who asks hima question in a
friendly fashion. Go be friendly to the poor man, Kheldar. He
| ooks dreadfully | onesone.

Silk grinned, then turned and trotted his horse toward the
oncom ng cart, swaying in his saddle and singing |oudly and
very much of f-key.



"He's very good," Velvet murnured to Ce' Nedra, "but he
al ways overacts his part. When we get back to Boktor, | think
"Il send himto a good dranma coach.”

Ce' Nedra | aughed.

By the tine they reached the cart, the seedy-I ooking man
in a rust-red snock had pulled his vehicle off to the side of
the road, and he and Silk had joined in song -a rather bawdy
one.

"Ah, there you are," Silk said, squinting owishly at
Sadi. "I wondered how long it was going to take you to catch
up. Here-" He thrust the flagon at the eunuch. "Have a drink."

Sadi feigned taking a long drink fromthe flagon. Then he
sighed lustily, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and handed the
fl agon back.

Silk passed it to the carter. "Your turn, friend." The
carter took a drink and then grinned foolishly. "I haven't
felt this good in weeks," he said.

"We're riding toward the east,"” Sadi told him

"I saw that right off," the carter said. "That's unless
you' ve taught your horses to run backward." He | aughed
uproariously at that, slapping his knee in glee.

"How droll," the eunuch murnmured. "Do you conme fromthat
village just up ahead?"

"Lived there all my life," the carter replied, "and ny
father before ne -and his father before him and his father's
father before that and-"

"Have you seen a dark-cl oaked woman with a babe in her
arms go past here within the |last week?" Sadi interrupted him
"She probably woul d have been in the conpany of a fairly |arge
party of Golins."

The carter nmade the sign to ward off the evil eye at the
mention of the word "Golim"

"Ch, yes. She canme by all right," he said, "and she went
into the local Tenple here -if you can really call it a
Tenple. It's no bigger than my own house and it's only got
three Golinms in it -two young ones and an ol d one. Anyway,
this woman with the babe in her arms, she goes into the
Tenpl e, and we can hear her tal king, and pretty soon she cones
out with our three Grolins -only the old one was trying to
talk the two young ones into staying, and then she says
sonmething to the young ones and they pull out their knives and
start stabbing the old one, and he yells and falls down on the
ground dead as nmutton, and the worman takes our two young
Grolins back out to the road, and they join in with the others
and they all go off, leaving us only that old dead one |ying
on his face in the nmud and-"

"How many Grolinms would you say she had with her?" Sad

asked.

"Counting our two, |I'd say maybe thirty -or forty- or it
could be as many as fifty. |'ve never been very good at quick
guesses like that. | can tell the difference between three and

four, but after that | get confused, and-"

"Could you give us any idea of exactly how | ong ago al
t hat was?"

"Let's see." The carter squinted at the sty, counting on
his fingers. "It couldn't have been yesterday, because
yesterday | took that |oad of barrels over to Toad-face's
farm Do you know Toad-face? Ugliest nan | ever saw, but his



daughter's a real beauty. | could tell you stories about her
let me tell you."

"So it wasn't yesterday?”

“"No. If definitely wasn't yesterday. | spent nobst of
yesterday under a haystack with Toad-face's daughter. And
know it wasn't the day before, because | got drunk that day
and | don't renenber a thing that happened after mi dnorning."
He took another drink fromthe fl agon.

"How about the day before that?"

“I't could have been," the carter said,
that."

"Or even before?"

The carter shook his head. "No, that was the day our pig
farrowed, and | know that the woman came by after that. It had
to have been the day before the day before yesterday or the
day before that."

"Three or four days ago, then?"

“If that's the way it works out,
dri nki ng again.

"Thanks for the information, friend," Sadi said. He | ooked

or the day before

the carter shrugged,

at Silk. "W should be noving on, | suppose,” he said.
"Did you want your jar back?" the carter asked.
"Go ahead and keep it, friend," Silk said. "I think |I've

had enough anyway."

"Thanks for the ale -and the talk," the carter called
after them as they rode away. Garion gl anced back and saw t hat
the fellow had clinbed down fromhis cart and was engaging in
an ani mated conversation with his horse.

"Three days!" Ce' Nedra exl ai ned happily.

"Or, at the nost, four," Sadi said.

"We're gaining on her!" Ce' Nedra said, suddenly |eaning
over and throw ng her arns about the eunuch's neck

"So it appears, your Majesty," Sadi agreed, |ooking
slightly enbarrassed.

They canped off the road again that night and started out
again early the foll owi ng norning. The sun was just com ng up
when the |arge, blue-banded hawk cane spiraling in, flared,
and shimrered into the formof Beldin at the instant its
tal ons touched the road. "You' ve got conpany waiting for you
just ahead," he told them pointing at the first |ine of
foothills of the Muntains of Zamad |ying perhaps a mle in
front of them

"Oh?" Belgarath said, reining in his horse

"About a dozen Grolins,"” Beldin said. They're hiding in
t he bushes on either side of the road."

Bel garath swore.

"Have you been doing things to annoy the G olins?" the
hunchback asked.

Bel garath shook his head. "Zandramas has been gathering them
as she goes along. She's got quite a few of themw th her now.
She probably I eft that group behind to head off pursuit. She
knows that we're right behind her."

"What are we going to do, Belgarath?" Ce' Nedra asked.
"We're so close. We can't stop now. "

The ol d man | ooked at his brother sorcerer. "Well?" he
sai d.

Bel din scomed at him "All right," he said. "I'Il do it,
but don't forget that you owe ne, Belgarath."



"Wite it down with all the other things. We'll settle up
when this is all over."

"Don't think I won't."

"Did you find out where Nahaz took Urvon?"

"Wul d you believe they went back to Mal Yaska?" Bel din
sounded di sgust ed.

"They'll cone out eventually," Belgarath assured him "Are
you going to need any help with the Golinms? | could send Po
along if you like."

“"Are you trying to be funny?"

“"No. | was just asking. Don't nmake too nmuch noise." Beldin
made a vul gar sound, changed again, and swooped away.

"Where's he going?" Silk asked.

"He's going to draw off the Golins."

"Oh? How?"

"I didn't ask him" Belgarath shrugged. "We'll give hima
little while and then we should be able to ride straight on
t hrough. "

"He's very good, isn't he?"

"Bel di n? Oh, yes, very, very good. There he goes now. "

Sil k | ooked around. "Where?"

"I didn't see him-1 heard him He's flying lowa mle or
so to the north of where the Golins are hiding, and he's
ki cking up just enough noise to make it sound as if the whole
group of us are trying to slip around them wi thout being
seen." He glanced at his daughter. "Pol, would you take a | ook
and see if it's working?"

"All right, father." She concentrated, and Garion could
feel her mnd reaching out, probing. "They' ve taken the bait,"
she reported. "They all ran off after Beldin."

"That was accommodating of them wasn't it? Let's nove

on.

They pushed their horses into a gallop and covered the
di stance to the first foothills of the Muntains of Zamad in a
short period of tine. They foll owed the road up a steep slope
and through a shallow notch. Beyond that the terrain grew nore
rugged, and the dark green forest rose steeply up the fl anks
of the peaks.

Garion began to sense conflicting signals fromthe Ob as
he rode. At first he had only felt its eagerness to follow the
trail of Zandramas and Geran, but now he began to feel a
sul |l en undertone, a sound of agel ess, inplacable hatred, and
at his back where the sword was sheat hed, he began to feel an
i ncreasi ng heat.

"Why is it burning red?" Ce' Nedra asked from behind him

"What's burning red?"

“"The Orb, | think. | can see it glowing right through the
| eat her covering you have over it."

"Let's stop awhile," Belgarath told them reining in his
hor se.

"What is it, G andfather?”

“I"'mnot sure. Take the sword out and slip off the sleeve.
Let's see what's happening."

Garion drew the sword fromits sheath. It seemed heavier
t han usual for sonme reason, and when he peeled off the soft
| eat her covering, they were all able to see that instead of
its usual azure blue, the Orb of Al dur was glow ng a dark,
sooty red.



"What is it, father?" Pol gara asked.

"It feels the Sardion,"” Eriond said in a cal mvoice.

"Are we that close?" Garion denmanded. "Is this the Pl ace
VWich I's No Mre?"

"I don't think so, Belgarion,'
"It's something else."

"What is it, then?"

"I"'mnot sure, but the Orb is responding to the other
stone in some way. They talk to each other in a fashion
can't understand.”

They rode on, and sone tinme |ater the bl ue-banded hawk
came swirling in, blurred into Beldin's shape, and stood in
front of them The gnarled dwarf had a slightly self-satisfied
| ook on his face. "

"You |l ook like a cat that just got into the cream
Bel garath sai d.

“Naturally. | just sent a dozen or so Golins off in the
general direction of the polar icecap. They'll have a
wonderful time when the pan ice starts to break up and they
get to float around up there for the rest of the sunmer.”

"Are you going to scout on ahead?" Belgarath asked him

"l suppose so," Beldin replied. He held out his arns,
blurred into feathers, and drove hinself into the air

They rode nore cautiously now, clinbing deeper and deeper
into the Muntains of Zamad. The surroundi ng country grew nore
broken. The reddi sh-hued peaks were jagged, and their | ower
flanks were covered with dark firs and pines. Rushing streans
boil ed over rocks and dropped in frothy waterfalls over steep
cliffs. The road, which had been straight and flat on the
pl ai ns of Ganesia, began to twist and turn as it craw ed up
the steep slopes.

It was nearly noon when Beldin returned again. "The nain
party of Golinms turned south,” he reported. "There are about
forty of them™

"WAs Zandramas with then?" Garion asked quickly.

“"No. | don't think so -at least | didn't pick up the sense
of anyone unusual in the group."”

"We haven't |ost her, have we?" Ce' Nedra asked in alarm

the young man repli ed.

“No," Garion replied. "The Orb still has her trail." He
gl anced over his shoul der. The stone on the hilt of his sword
was still burning a sullen red.

"About all we can do is follow her," Belgarath said. "It's
Zandramas we're interested in, not a party of stray G olins.
Can you pinpoint exactly where we are?" he asked Bel din.

“Mal |l orea. ™

"Very funny."

"We've crossed into Zamad. This road goes on down into
Vor esebo, though. Were's my nul e?"

"Back with the packhorses,"” Durnik told him

As they noved on, Garion could feel Polgara probing on
ahead with her nind

"Are you getting anything, Pol?" Belgarath asked her.

“Not hing specific, father," she replied. "I can sense the
fact that Zandranmas is close, but she's shielding, so | can't
pi npoi nt her."

They rode on, noving at a cautious wal k now. Then, as the
road passed through a narrow gap and descended on the far
side, they saw a figure in a gleam ng white robe standing in



the road ahead. As they drew closer, Garion saw that it was
Cyradi s.

“"Move with great care in this place," she cautioned, and
there was a note of anger in her voice. "The Child of Dark
seeks to circunvent the ordered course of events and hath laid
atrap for ye."

"There's nothing new or surprising about that,"” Beldin grow ed.
"What does she hope to acconplish?"

"It is her thought to slay one of the conpani ons of the
Child of Light and thereby prevent the conpletion of one of
the tasks which nust be acconplished ere the final neeting.
Shoul d she succeed, all that hath gone before shall conme to
naught. Follow ne, and | will guide you safely to the next
task."

Toth stepped down fromhis horse and quickly led it to the
side of his slender mistress. She sniled at him her face
radiant, and laid a slimhand on his huge arm Wth no
apparent effort, the huge man lifted her into the saddl e of
his horse and then took the reins in his hand.

"Aunt Pol," Garion whispered, "is it ny imgination, or is
she really there this tinme?"

Pol gara | ooked intently at the blindfol ded Seeress. "It's
not a projection,” she said. "It's nmuch nore substantial. |
couldn't begin to guess how she got here, but | think you're
right, Garion. She's really here."

They followed the Seeress and her mute gui de down the
steeply descending road into a grassy basin surrounded on al
sides by towering firs. In the center of the basin was a snal
mountai n | ake sparkling in the sunlight.

Pol gara suddenly drew in her breath sharply. "W re being
wat ched, " she said.

"Who is it, Pol?" Belgarath asked.

"The mind is hidden, father. Al | can get is the sense of
wat ching -and anger." A snile touched her lips. "I"'msure it's
Zandramas. She's shielding, so | can't reach her nind, but she
can't shield out my sense of being watched, and she can't
control her anger enough to keep nme from picking up the edges
of it."

"Who's she so angry with?"

"Cyradis, | think. She went to a great deal of trouble to
lay a trap for us, and Cyradis came along and spoiled it. She
still mght try sonething, so | think we'd all better be on
our guard.”

He nodded bl eakly. "Right." he agreed.

Toth Il ed the horse his mstress was riding out into the
basin and stopped at the edge of the |ake. When the rest of
t hem reached her, she pointed down through the crystal water
"The task lies there," she said. "Below lies a submerged grot.
One of ye nust enter that grot and then return. Mich shall be
reveal ed there."

Bel garath | ooked hopefully at Bel din.

“"Not this time, old man," the dwarf said, shaking his
head. "I'ma hawk, not a fish, and | don't like cold water any
nore than you do."

"Pol ?" Bel garath said rather plaintively.

"I don't think so, father," she replied. "I think it's
your turn this tine. Besides, | need to concentrate on
Zandr amas. "



He bent over and di pped his hand into the sparkling water
Then he shuddered. "This is cruel," he said.

Silk was grinning at him

"Don't say it, Prince Kheldar." Bel garath scow ed,
starting to renove his clothing. "Just keep your mouth shut."

They were perhaps all a bit surprised at how sl eekly
nmuscul ar the old nan was. Despite his fondness for rich food
and good brown ale, his stomach was as flat as a board;
al though he was as lean as a rail, his shoulders and chest
ri ppl ed when he noved.

"My, ny," Velvet murnured appreciatively, eyeing the
| oi ncl oth-clad old man.

He suddenly grinned at her inpishly. "Wuld you care for
another frolic in a pool, Liselle?" he invited with a w cked
l ook in his bright blue eyes.

She suddenly blushed a rosy red, glancing guiltily at

Si | k.

Bel garath | aughed, arched hinmself forward, and split the
wat er of the |lake as cleanly as the blade of a knife.

Several yards out, he broached, |eaping high into the air
with the sun gleam ng on his silvery scales and his broad,
forked-tail flapping and shaking droplets like jewels across
the sparkling surface of the | ake. Then his dark, heavy body
drove down and down into the depths of the crystal | ake.

"Ch, ny," Durnik breathed, his hands tw tching.

“"Never nmind, dear." Polgara |aughed. "He wouldn't like it
at all if you stuck a fishhook in his jaw"

The great, silver-sided salnmon swirled down and
di sappeared into an irregularly shaped opening near the bottom
of the | ake.

They waited, and Garion found hinsel f unconsciously
hol di ng hi s breath.

After what seenmed an eternity, the great fish shot from
the nmouth of the subnerged cave, drove hinself far out into
the | ake, and then returned, skipping across the surface of
the water on his tail, shaking his head and al nbst seeming to
bal ance hinself with his fins. Then he plunged forward into
the water near the shore, and Bel garath energed dripping and
shivering. "Invigorating," he observed, clinbing back up onto
t he bank. "Have you got a bl anket handy, Pol ?" he asked,
stripping the water fromhis arns and legs with his hands.

"Show of f," Bel din grunted.

"What was down there?" Garion asked.

"It looks like an old tenple of some kind," the old man
answered, vigorously drying hinself with the bl anket Pol gara
had handed him "Sonebody took a natural cave and walled up
the sides to give it sonme kind of shape. There was an altar
there with a special kind of niche in it -enpty, naturally-
but the place was filled with an overpowering presence, and
all the rocks glowed red."

"The Sardi on?" Bel din demanded intently.

“"Not any nore," Belgarath replied, drying his hair. "It
was there, though, for a long, long tine -and it had built a
barrier of sone kind to keep anybody fromfinding it. It's
gone now, but "Il recognize the signs of it the next tine
get close.”

"Garion!" Ce' Nedra cried. "Look!"™ with a trenbling hand
she was pointing at a nearby crag. High atop that rocky



promontory stood a figure wapped in shiny black satin. Even
before the figure tossed back its hood with a gesture of
supreme arrogance, he knew who it was. Wthout thinking, he
reached for lron-grip's sword, his mnd suddenly afl ane.

But then Cyradis spoke in a clear, firmvoice. "I amwoth
wi th thee, Zandramas," she declared. "Seek not to interfere
with that which must cone to pass, lest | nake ny choice here
and now. "

“"And if thou dost, sightless, creeping worm then all wll
turn to chaos, and thy task will be inconplete, and blind
chance will suppl ant prophecy. Behold, | amthe Child of Dark,
and | fear not the hand of chance, for chance is ny servant
even nore than it is the servant of the Child of Light."

Then Garion heard a | ow snarl, a dreadful sound -nore
dreadful yet because it cane fromhis wife's throat.

Movi ng faster than he thought was possible, Ce' Nedra dashed to
Durni k's horse and ripped the smth's axe fromthe rope sling

which held it. with a scream of rage, she ran around the edge

of the tiny mountain |ake brandi shing the axe.

"Ce' Nedra!" he shouted, lunging after her. "No!"

Zandramas | aughed with cruel glee. "Choose, Cyradis!" she
shouted. "Make thine enpty choice, for in the death of the
Ri van Queen, | triunph!" and she rai sed both hands over her
head.

Though he was running as fast as he could, Garion saw that
he had no hope of catching Ce' Nedra before she noved fatally
close to the satin-robed sorceress atop the crag. Even now,
his wi fe had begun scranmbling up the rocks, screeching curses
and hacking at the boulders that got in her way w th Durniks
axe.

Then the formof a glow ng blue wol f suddenly appeared
bet ween Ce' Nedra and t he object of her fury.

Ce' Nedra stopped as if frozen, and Zandramas recoiled from
the snarling wolf. The light around the wolf flickered
briefly, and there, still standi ng between Ce' Nedra and
Zandramas stood the formof Garion's ultinmate grandnother
Bel garath's wi fe and Pol gara's nother. Her tawny hair was
aflame with blue light, and her gol den eyes blazed with
unearthly fire.

"You!" Zandramas gasped, shrinking back even further

Pol edra reached back, took Ce'Nedra to her side, and
protectively put one arm about her tiny shoulders. Wth her
ot her hand she gently renoved the axe fromthe little Queen's
suddenly nervel ess fingers. Ce' Nedra's eyes were w de and
unseei ng, and she stood inmbilized as if in a trance.

"She is under ny protection, Zandramas," Pol edra said,
"and you may not harm her." The sorceress atop the crag how ed
in sudden, frustrated rage. Her eyes abl aze, she once again
drew herself erect.

"WIl it be now, Zandranmes?" Poledra asked in a deadly
voice. "Is this the tinme you have chosen for our neeting? You
know even as | that should we neet at the wong tine and in
the wong place, we will both be destroyed."

"I do not fear thee, Poledra!" the sorceress shrieked.
“Nor | you. Cone then, Zandramas, |et us destroy each
ot her here and now -for should the Child of Light go on to the
Pl ace Which |Is No Mire unopposed and find no Child of Dark
awaiting himthere, then | triunph!



If this be the time and place of your choosing, bring
forth your power and let it happen -for | grow weary of you."

The face of Zandranas was twi sted with rage, and Garion
could feel the force of her will building up. He tried to
reach over his shoulder for his sword, thinking to unleash its
fire and bl ast the hated sorceress from atop her crag, but
even as Ce' Nedra's apparently were, he found that his mnuscles
were all locked in stasis. From behind himhe could feel the
others also struggling to shake free of the force which seened
to hold themin place as well

“No," Poledra's voice sounded firmly in the vaults of his
mnd. "This is between Zandramas and ne. Don't interfere.”

"Well, Zandramas," she said aloud then, "Wat is your
decision? WIIl you cling to life a while longer, or will you
di e now?"

The sorceress struggled to regain her conposure, even as
t he gl owi ng ni nhus about Pol edra grew nore intense.

Then Zandramas how ed with enraged di sappoi nt ment and
di sappeared in a flash of orange fire.

"I thought she might see it ny way," Poledra said calmny.
She turned to face Garion and the others. There was a tw nkle
in her golden eyes. "Wat took you all so | ong?" she asked.
"I'"ve been waiting for you here for nonths." She | ooked rather
critically at the hal f-naked Bel garath, who was staring at her
with a | ook of undisguised adoration. "You're as thin as a
bone, Od WIf," she told him "You really ought to eat nore,
you know." She smiled fondly at him "Wuld you |ike to have
me go catch you a nice fat rabbit?" she asked. Then she
| aughed, shi mered back into the formof the blue wolf, and
| oped away, her paws seem ng scarcely to touch the earth.

Here ends Book |11 of The Ml |l oreon.

Book |V, Sorceress of Darsheva,

continues the search for Zandramas and for the Sardi on, which
has been at nmany sites, but is nowto be found at the "Pl ace
Which I's No More" -whatever that neans!



