PROLOGUE
Excerpts from The Book of Ages, Book One of THE MALLO REAN GOSPELS
Now These are the Ages of Man:

In the First Age was man created, and he awoke in puzzl enent and
wonder as he beheid the world about him And those that had nmade him
consi dered him and sel ected from his nunmber those that pleased them
and the rest were cast out and driven away. And some went in search
of die Spirit known as UL, and they left us and passed into the west,
and we saw them no nore. And sone denied the Gods, and they went into
the far north to westle with denons. And sonme turned to worldly
matters, and they went away into the east and built mighty cities

t here.

But we despaired, and we sat us down upon the earth in the shadow of
the nmountains of Korim and in bitterness we bewail ed our fate that
we had been nade and then cast out.
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And it came to pass that in the mdst of our grief a woman of our
peopl e was seized by a rapture, and it was as if she had been shaken
by a mi ghty hand. And she arose fromthe earth upon which she sat,
and she bound her eyes with a cloth, signifying that she had seen

t hat which no nortal had seen before, for lo, she was the first
seeress in all the world. And with the touch of her vision still upon
her, she spake unto us, saying:

"Behol d! A feast hath been set before Those who made us, and this
feast shall ye call the Feast of Life. And Those who made us have
chosen that which pleased Them and that which pleased Them not was
not chosen.

“"Now we are the Feast of Life, and ye sorrow that no Guest at the
feast hath chosen ye. Despair not, however, for one Guest hath not

yet arrived at the feast. The other CGuests have taken their fill, but
this great Feast of Life awaiteth still the Bel oved Guest who coneth
late, and | say unto all the people that it is He who will choose us.

Abi de therefore against His comng, for it is certain. Put aside thy
grief and turn thy face to the sky and to the earth that thou mayest
read the signs witten there, for this | say unto all the people. It
is upon ye that His coming rests. For behold, He may not choose ye
unl ess ye choose Hm And this is the Fate for which we were nade.

Ri se up, therefore, and sit no nmore upon the earth in vain and
foolish | anentation. Take up the task which lies before ye and
prepare the way for HHmwho will surely cone.”

Much we marvel ed at these words, and we consi dered them nost
carefully. We questioned the seeress, but her answers were dark and
obscure. And so it was that we turned our faces to the sky and bent
our ears to the whispers which came fromthe earth that we night see
and hear and learn. And as we |learned to read the book of the skies
and to hear the whispers within the rocks, we found nyriad warni ngs
that two spirits would come to us and that the one was good and the
other evil. Long we | abored, but still were sorely troubled, for we
could not determ ne which spirit was the true one and which the



false. For truly, evil is disguised as good in the book of the
heavens and in the speech of the earth, and no man is w se enough to
choose between them

Pondering this, we went out from beneath the shadow of the nopuntains
of Korimand into the | ands beyond, where we abode. And we put aside
the concerns of man and bent all our efforts to the task that |ay
before us. Qur witches and our seers sought the aid of the spirit
wor | d, our necromancers took counsel with
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the dead, and our diviners sought advice fromthe earth. But |0, none
of these knew nore than we.

Then gathered we at | ast upon a fertile plain to bring together al
that we had | earned. And these are the truths that we have | earned
fromthe stars, fromthe rocks, fromthe hearts of men and fromthe
m nds of the spirits:

Know ye that all adown the endl ess avenues of tinme hath division
marred all that is—for there is division at the very heart of
creation. And sone have said that this is natural and will persist
until the end of days, but it is not so. Were the division destined
to be eternal, then the purpose of creation would be to contain it.
But the stars and the spirits and the voices within the rocks speak
of the day when the division will end and all will be nmade one again,
for creation itself knows that the day will cone.

Know ye further that two spirits contend with each other at the very
center of time, and these spirits are the two sides of that which
hath divided creation. And in a certain tine shall those spirits neet

upon this world, and then will conme the tine of the Choice. And if
t he Choi ce be not nmade, then shall this world vanish, and the Bel oved
Guest of whomthe seeress spoke will never cone. For it is this which

she neant when she said to us: "Behold, He may not choose ye unl ess
ye choose Hm" And the Choice that we nmust nmake is the choice

bet ween good and evil, and the division between good and evil, and
the reality that will exist after we have made the choice will be a
reality of good or a reality of evil, and it will prevail so untU the
end of

Behol d also this truth: the rocks of this world and of all other
worlds rmurnmur continually of the two stones that lie at the center of
the division. Once these stones were one, and they stood at the very
center of all of creation, but, like all else, they were divided, and
in the instant of division they were rent apart with a force that
destroyed whol e suns. And where these stones cone into the presence
of each other again, there surely will be the fast confrontation
between the two spirits. Now the day will cone when all will be made
one again, except that the division between the two stones is so
great that they can never be rejoined. And in the day when the

di vi si on ends shall one of the Atones cease forever to exist, and in
that day also shall one of |j&C spirits forever vanish. --"fliese
then were the truths that we had gathered, and it was
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our discovery of these truths that marked the end of the First Age.

Now t he Second Age of man began hi thunder and earthquake, for |o,
the earth herself split apart, and the sea rushed in to divide the

| ands of nmen even as creation itself is divided. And the nountains of
Kori m shuddered and groaned and heaved as the sea swal |l owed them And
we knew that this would conme to pass, for our seers had warned us
that it would be so. W went our way, therefore, and found safety
before the world was cracked and the sea first rushed away and then
rushed back and never departed nore.

And in the days that followed the rushing in of the sea, the children
of the Dragon God fled fromthe waters, and they abode to the north
of us beyond the mountains. Now our seers told us that the children
of the Dragon God woul d one day cone anpbng us as conquerors. And we

t ook counsel with each other and consi dered how we mnight |east offend
the children of the Dragon God when they should come so that they
woul d not interrupt our studies. In the end we concluded that our
war | i ke nei ghbors woul d be | east apprehensive about sinple tillers of
the soil living in rude communities on the | and, and we so ordered
our lives. W pulled down our cities and carried away the stones and
we betook ourselves back to the land so that we night not alarm our
nei ghbors nor arouse their envy.

And t he years passed and becane centuries, and the centuries passed
and becane eons. And as we had known they would, the children of
Angar ak canme down anpbngst us and established their overlordship. And
they called the lands in which we dwelt Dal asia, and we did what they
wi shed us to do and continued our studies.

Now at about this tinme it came to pass in the far north that a

di sciple of the God Aldur cane with certain others to reclaima thing
that the Dragon God had stolen from Al dur. And that act was so

i mportant that when it was done, the Second Age ended, and the Third
Age began.

Now it was in the Third Age that the priests of Angarak, which nen
call Golims, came to speak to us of the Dragon God and of Hi s hunger
for our love, and we considered what they said even as we consi dered
all things nen told us. And we consulted the book of the heavens and
confirmed that Tbrak was the incarnate God-aspect of one of the
spirits which contend at the center of tune. But where was the other?
How mi ght men choose when but one of the spirits cane to then? Then
it was that we
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percei ved our dreadful responsibility. The spirits would cone to us,
each in its own tine, and each would proclaimthat it was good and
the other was evil. It was man, however, who would choose. And we

t ook counsel anobng ourselves, and we concluded that we mi ght accept
the forms of the worship that the Grolins so urgently pressed upon
us. This would give us the opportunity to exam ne the nature of the
Dragon God and nake us better prepared to choose when the ot her CGod
appear ed.

In time the events of the world intruded upon us. The An-garaks
allied thenmselves by marriage with the great city-builders of the



east, who called thensel ves Mel cene, and between themthey built an
enpire that bestrode the continent. Now the An-garaks were doers of
deeds, but the Mel cenes were performers of tasks. A deed once done is
done forever, but a task returns every day, and the Mel cenes cane
anong us to seek out those who might aid themin their endl ess tasks.
Now as it chanced to happen, one of our kinsnen who aided the

Mel cenes had occasion to journey to the north in performance of one
of those tasks. And he canme to a place called Ashaba and sought
shelter there froma stormthat had overtaken him And the Master of
me house at Ashaba was neither Grolimnor Angarak nor any other man.
Qur ki nsman had conme unaware upon the house of Torak. Now, Torak was
curious about our people, and He sent for the traveler, and our

ki nsman went in to behold the Dragon God. And in the instant that he
| ooked upon die face of Torak, the Third Age ended, and the Fourth
Age began. For | o, the Dragon God of Angarak was not one of the Gods
for whom we waited. The signs that were upon Hmdid not |ead beyond
H m and our kinsman saw in an instant that Torak was dooned, and

t hat which He was would die with Hm

And nen we perceived our error, and we marvel ed at what we had not
seen—that even a God m ght be but the tool of destiny. For behold,
Torak was of one of the two fates, but he was not the entire fate.

Now it happened that on the far side of the world a king was slain,
and all his famly with himsave one. And this king had been die
keeper of one of th& two stones of power, and when wonl of nis was
brought to Torak, He exulted, for He believed that an ancient foe was
no nmore. Then it was that He began Hi s preparations to do war upon

t he ki ngdons of the west. But the signs in the heavens and the

whi spers in the rocks told us that it was not as Torak believed. The
stone was still guarded, and the
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line of the guardian renai ned unbroken. Torak's war would bring H m
to grief.

The preparations of the Dragon God were long, and the tasks He laid
upon his people were the tasks of generations. And even as we, Torak
wat ched the heavens to read there the signs that would tell H m when
to nmove agai nst the west. But Torak watched only for the signs He

wi shed to see and He did not read the entire nmessage witten in the
sky. Reading thus but a small part of the signs, He set His forces in
notion on the worst possible day.

And, as we had known it nust, disaster befell the arm es of Tbrak on
a broad plain lying before the city of Vo Mnbre in the far west. And
the Dragon God was bound in sleep to await the com ng of His eneny.

And then it was that a whisper began to reach us with yet another
nanme. The whi sper of that nanme becanme clearer to us, and upon the day
of his birth the whisper of his nane becane a great shout. Bel garion
t he Godsl ayer had cone at | ast.

And now t he pace of events quickened, and the rush toward the awfu
neeting becane so swift that the pages of the book of the heavens
became as a blur. And then upon the day that men cel ebrate as the day
the world was nade, the stone of power was delivered up to Bel garion;



and in the instant that his hand cl osed upon it, the book of the
heavens filled with a great light, and the sound of Bel garion's nane
rang fromthe farthest star.

And then we felt Belgarion noving toward Maliorea bearing the stone
of power, and we could feel Torak stirring as his sleep grew fitful.
And finally there came that dreadful night. As we watched hel pl essly,
the vast pages of the book of the heavens noved so rapidly that we
could not read them And then the book stopped, and we read one
terrible Iine, "Thrak is slain,"” and the book shuddered, and all the
light in all of creation went out. And in that awful instant of
darkness and silence, the Fourth Age ended, and the Fifth Age began.

And as the Fifth Age began, we found a mystery in the book of the
heavens. Before, all had noved toward the neeting between Bel garion
and Torak, but now events noved toward a different neeting. There
were signs anong the stars which told us that the rates had sel ected
yet other aspects for their final encounter, and we could feel the
nmovenent s of those presences, but we knew not who or what they m ght
be, for the pages of the great book were dark and obscure. Yet we
felt a presence shrouded and veiled in darkness, and it noved through
t he af -
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fairs of men, and the npon spoke nobst clearly, advising us that this
dark presence was a wonan.

One thing we saw in all the vast confusion that now cl ouded the book
of the heavens. The Ages of nman grew shorter as each one passed, and
the Events that were the neetings between the two fates were grow ng
closer and closer together. The tine for |eisurely contenplation had
passed, and now we nust hasten | est the |ast Event conme upon us al
unawar e

We deci ded that we nust goad or deceive the participants in that
final Event so that they should both cone to the appointed place at
t he destined time.

And we sent the simlitude of She Who Must Make the Choice to the
vei l ed and hooded presence of dark and to Bel garion the Godsl ayer,
and she set them upon the path that would |l ead themat last to the
pl ace of our choosing.

And then we all turned to our preparations, for nuch remained to be
done, and we knew that this Event would be the |ast. The division of
creation had endured for too long; and in rtis neeting between the
two fates the division would end and all woul d be nmade one agai n.
Part One

KELL

CHAPTER ONE

The air was thin and cool and richly scented with the odor of trees

that shed no | eaves but stood dark green and resinous fromone end of
their lives to the other. The sunlight on the snowfiel ds above them



was dazzling, and the sound of tunbling water seething down and down
rocky streanbeds to feed rivers | eagues bel ow on the plains of

Dar shi va and Gandahar was constantly in their ears. That tunble and
roar of waters rushing to their destined neeting with the great River
Magan was acconpani ed by the soft, nelancholy sighing of an endl ess
wi nd passing through the deep-green forest of pine and fir and spruce
which clad hills that reached towaid the sky in a kind of unthinking
yearning. The caravan route Garion and his friends foBowed rose up
and up, wi nding al ong streanbeds and nounting the sides of ridges.
From at op each ridge they could see yet another, and |oomnmi ng over al
was the spine of the continent where peaks beyond i magi ni ng soared
upward to touch the very
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vault of heaven, peaks pure and pristine in their nmantle of eterna
snow. Garion had spent time in nountains before, but never had he
seen such enornous peaks. He knew that those col ossal spires were

| eagues and | eagues away, but the nountain air was so clear that it
seemed he could al nost reach out and touch them

There was an abi di ng peace here, a peace that washed away the turnoi
and anxiety that had beset themall on the plains below and sonehow
erased care and even thought. Each turn and each ridgetop brought new
vistas, each filled with nore splendor than the last until they could
only ride in silence and wonder. The works of man shrank into

i nsignificance here. Man woul d never, could never, touch these

et ernal nmount ai ns.

It was sumer, and the days were long and filled with sunlight. Birds
sang fromthe trees beside the winding track, and the smell of sun-
war med evergreens was touched lightly with the delicate odors of the
acre upon acre of wildflowers carpeting the steep neadows.
Occasionally the wild, shrill cry of an eagle echoed fromthe rocks.
"Have you ever considered noving your capital?'' Garion asked the
Enmperor of Mallorea, who rode beside him H's tone was hushed. To
speak in a |louder voice would sonmehow profane what |ay around them

“"No, not really, Garion," Zakath replied. "My government woul dn't
function here. The bureaucracy is |largely Melcene. Ml cenes appear to
be prosaic people, but actually they aren't. | *mafraid ny officials
woul d spend about half their tine |ooking at the scenery and the
other half writing bad poetry. Nobody woul d get any work done.

Besi des, you have no idea what it's |ike up here in the winter.'

" Snow?"

Zakat h nodded. "People up here don't bother to measure it in inches.
They neasure it in feet."



"Are there people up here? | haven't seen-any."

"There are a fewfur trappers, gold hunters, that sort of thing.' *
Zakath smled faintly. "I think it's just an excuse, really. Sone
peopl e prefer solitude."

"This is a good place for it."

The Enperor of Mallorea had changed since they had | eft Atesca's

encl ave on the banks of the Magan. He was | eaner now, and the dead

| ook was gone fromhis eyes. Like Garion and all the rest, he rode
warily, his eyes and ears constantly alert. It was not so much his
outward aspect that marked the change in him however. Zakath had

al ways been a pensive, even nelancholy man, given often to periods of
bl ack depression, but filled

at the same time with a cold anbition. Garion had often felt that fee
Mal | orean' s anbition and his apparent hunger for power were not so
much a driving need in himas they had been a kind of continua
testing of hinself, and, at perhaps a deeper |evel, deriving froman
urge toward sel f-destruction. It had seened al npst that Zakath had
hurl ed hinself and all the resources of his enpire into inpossible
struggles in the secret hope that eventually he woul d encounter
sonmeone strong enough to kill himand thereby relieve himof the
burden of a life that was barely tolerable to him

Such was no |longer the case. His nmeeting with Cyradis on the banks of
the Magan had forever changed him A world that had al ways been fl at
and stale now seened to be all newto him At tinmes, Garion even

t hought he detected a faint touch of hope in his friend's face, and
hope had never been a part of Zakath's mekeup

As they rounded a wide bend in the track, Garion saw the she-wolf he
had found in the dead forest back in Darshiva. She sat patiently on
her haunches waiting for them Increasingly, the behavior of the wolf
puzzled him Now that her injured paw was heal ed, she made sporadic
sweeps through the surrounding forests in search of her pack, but

al ways returned, seem ngly unconcerned about her failure to | ocate
them It was as if she were perfectly content to remain with them as
a menber of their nobst unusual pack. So long as they were in forests
and uni nhabited nmountains, this peculiarity of hers caused no
particul ar problens, but they would not always be in the wilderness,
and the appearance of an untanmed and probably nervous wolf on the
busy street of a populous city would be likely to attract attention
to say the very | east.

"How is it with you, little sister?" he asked her politely in the
| anguage of wol ves.

"It is well," she replied.

"Did you find any traces of your pack?"

"There are many other wol ves about, but they are not of ny kindred.
One will remain with you for yet a while |onger. Were is the young
one?"

Garion glanced back over his shoulder at the little two-wheel ed



carriage trundling along behind them "He sits beside nmy mate in the
thing with round feet."

The wol f sighed. "If he sits nmuch Ionger, he will no | onger be able
to run or hunt,'' she said disapprovingly, ' "and if your
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mat e continues to feed himso nmuch, she will stretch his belly, and
he will not survive a | ean season when there is little food."

"One will speak with her about it."

"WIIl she |isten?"

“Probably not, but one will speak with her all the sane. She is fond
of the young one and takes pleasure in having himnear her."

"Soon one will need to teach himhow to hunt."

"Yes. One knows. One will explain that to one's mate."
"One is grateful." She paused, |ooking about a bit warily. "Proceed
with sonme caution,” she warned. "There is a creature who dwells here.
One has caught his scent several tunes, though one has not seen him
He is quite |large, however.'

"How | ar ge?"

"Larger than the beast upon which you sit." She |ooked pointedly at
Chretienne. Familiarity had nade the big gray stallion | ess nervous
in the presence of the she-wolf, though Garion suspected that he
woul d be rmuch happier if she did not come quite so close.

"One will tell the pack-I|eader of what you have said," Garion

prom sed. For some reason, the she-wolf avoi ded Bel garath. Garion
surm sed that her behavior mght reflect some obscure facet of wolfly
etiquette of which he was not aware.

"One will continue one's search then," she said, rising to her feet.
"It may happen that one will come upon this beast, and then we will
know him" She paused. "His scent tells one that he is dangerous,
however. He feeds on all things—even on things that we would shun.’
Then she turned and | oped off into the forest, noving swiftly and
silently.

"That's really uncanny, you know," Zakath observed. "IVe heard nen
talk to animals before, but never in their own | anguage.”

"It's a family peculiarity." Garion smled. "At first | didn't
believe it either. Birds used to cone and talk to Aunt Pol all the
ti m—dsual ly about their eggs. Birds are awfully fond of talking



about their eggs, | understand. They can be very silly at tines.
Wbl ves are much nmore dignified." He paused a nonment. "You don't
necessarily have to tell Aunt Pol | said that," he added.
"Subterfuge, Garion?" Zakath |aughed.

"Prudence," Garion corrected. "I have to go talk with Bel garath. Keep
your eyes open. The wolf says that there's sonme kind of animl out
t here sonewhere. She says it's bigger than a

horse and very dangerous. She hinted at the fact that it's a man-
eater."

"What does it |ook like?"
"She hasn't seen it. She's snelled it, though, and seen its tracks."
“I"1l watch fork.'

"Good idea." Garion turned and rode back to where Bel garath and Aunt
Pol were deep in a discussion.

"Durni k needs a tower sonewhere in the Vale," Belgarath was sayi ng.
"I don't see why, father," Polgara replied.

"All of Aldur's disciples have towers, Pol. It's the custom"”

"Add customs persist—even when there's no | onger any need for them?"

"He's going to need to study, Pol. How can he possibly study with you
underfoot all the tinme?"

She gave hima long, chilly stare.
“Maybe | should rephrase that."
"Take as long as you need, father. I"'mwlling to wait."

"Grandfather," Garion said, reining in. "I was just talking with the
wol f, and she says there's a very large animal out in the forest."

"A bear maybe?"

"I don't think so. She's caught its scent a few tinmes, and she'd
probably recogni ze the snmell of a bear, wouldn't she?”

“I"d think so, yes."

"She didn't say it exactly, but | got the inpression that it's not

too selective about what it eats." He paused. "Is it my inmagination,
or is she a very strange wol f ?"

' '"How do you nean, exactly?

"She stretches the | anguage about as far as it will go, and | get the

feeling that she still has nore to say."



"She's intelligent, that's all. It's an uncommon trait in fenmales,
but it's not unheard of."

"What a fascinating turn this conversation has taken," Pol gara
observed.

"Ch," the old man said blandly, "are you still here, Pol? | thought
you' d have found sonething else to do by now. "

Her gaze was icy, but Belgarath seenmed totally unperturbed. "Iftw d

better warn the others,” he told Garion. "A wolf would P»8s an

ordi nary animal w thout comrent. Whatever this thing is, it's
unusual , and unusual usually means dangerous. Tell Cc'Nedra to get up
here among the rest of us. She's a bit vul-
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nerable trailing along behind the way she is." He considered it.
"Don't say anything to alarm her, but have Liseile ride in the
carriage with her."

"Liseile?"
"The blond girl. The one with the dinples."

"I know who she is, Grandfather. Wuldn't Durni k—er maybe Tot h-be a
better idea?"

“"No. If either of themgot in the carriage with Ce' Nedra, she'd know
sonmet hi ng was wrong, and that mght frighten her. An aninmal who's
hunting can snell fear. Let's not expose her to that kind of danger
Liselle's very well trained, and she's probably got two or three
daggers hidden hi various places." He grinned slyly. "I'd inagine
Silk could tell you where they are," he added.

"Fat her!" Pol gara gasped.
"You nean you didn't know, Pol? My goodness, how unobservant of you."

"One for your side," Garion noted.

"I"'mglad you liked it." Belgarath smrked at Pol gara.

Garion turned Chretienne so that his aunt would not see his smle

They took a bit nore care setting up canp that night, choosing a
smal | grove of aspens backed by a steep cliff and with a deep
mountain river at its front. As the sun sank into the eterna
snowfi el ds above themand twilight filled the ravines and gorges with
azure shadows, Beldin returned fromhis wide-ranging vigil. "lIsn't it
a bit early to be stopping?" he rasped after he had shi mered and
changed.



"The horses are tired," Belgarath replied, casting a sidelong glance
at Ce'Nedra. "This is a very sleep trail.'

"Wait a bit," Beldin told him linping toward the fire. "It gets
st eeper on up ahead."

"What happened to your foot?"

"I had a little disagreenent with an eagl e—stupid birds, eagles. He
couldn't tell the difference between a hawk and a pigeon. | had to

educate him He bit ne while | was tearing out a sizable nunber of

his wing feathers.'

"Uncle," Polgara said reproachfully.
"He started it."

“"Are there any soldiers com ng up behind us?" Bel garath asked him

' Sone Darshivans. They're two or three days behind, though

Urvon's army is retreating. Now that he and Nahaz are gone, there's
not much point in their staying.”

"That gets at |east sone of the troops off our backs," Silk said.

"Don't be too quick to start gloating,"” Beldin told him "Wth the
Guardsnmen and the Karands gone, the Darshivans are free to
concentrate on us."

"That's true, | suppose. Do you think they know we're here?"

"Zandramas does, and | don't think she'd hide the information from
her soldiers. You'll probably hit snow sonetinme |ate tonorrow. You
nm ght want to be thinking about sone way to hide your tracks." He

| ooked around. "Where's your wol f?" be asked Garion.

"Hunting. She's been | ooking for signs of her pack.'

"That brings something up," Belgarath said quietly, |ooking around to
make sure that Ce' Nedra was out of earshot. ' The wolf told Garion
that there's a large animal of sone kind in this area. Pol's going to
go out and take a | ook around tonight, but it mght not hurt if you
nosed around tonorrow, as well. I'"mnot in the nood for any
surprises.''

“I"1l see what | can find."

Sadi and Vel vet sat on the far side of the fire. They had placed the
little earthenware bottle on its side and were trying to coax Zith
and her children out with norsels of cheese. "I wi sh we had sone
mlk," Sadi said in his contralto voice. "MIk is very good for young
snakes. It strengthens their teeth.”

"Il renmenber that," Velvet said.

"Were you planning a career as a snakeherdess, Margravi ne?”



"They're nice little creatures," she replied. "They're clean and
qui et, and they don't eat very nuch. Besides, they're very useful in
energenci es.’

He smled at her affectionately. ' 'W'Il nake a Nyissan of
youyrt, Liselle.”

"Not if/can help it,"” Silk nmuttered darkly to Garion.

They had broiled trout for supper that evening. After Durnik and Tb(h
had finished setting up their encanpnent, they had adjourned to the
riverbank with their poles and lures. Durnik's recent elevation to

di sci pl ehood had changed himin sonme ways, but bad not |essened his
appetite for his favorite pastinme. It was no | onger necessary for him
and his nmute friend even to discuss Ifcese excursions. Any tine they
canped in the vicinity of a |ake or stream their reaction was

aut omati c.
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After supper, Polgara flew off into the shadowy forest, but when she
returned, she reported having seen no sign of the |arge beast the
she-wol f had warned them about.

It was cold the followi ng norning, and there was a trace of frost in
the air. The horses' breath steamed in the nountain air as they set
out, and Garion and the others rode with their cloaks wapped tightly
about them

As Beldin had predicted, they reached the snow line |ate that
afternoon. The first windrows of white in the wagon ruts were thin
and crusty, but farther on ahead they could see deeper drifts. They
made canp bel ow the snow and set out again early the follow ng

norni ng. Silk had devised a sort of yoke for one of the packhorses,
and trailing on ropes behind the yoke were a dozen or so head-size
round rocks. The little man critically exani ned the tracks the rocks
made in the snow as they started up the track into the world of
perpetual white. "Good enough,” he said in a self-congratul atory

t one.

"I don't quite see the purpose of your contrivance, Prince Kheldar,"
Sadi confessed.

"The rocks leave trails that | ook about the same as wagon tracks,"
Sil k explained. "Horse tracks by thensel ves might nmake the sol diers
com ng up behind us suspicious. Wagon tracks on a caravan route
aren't going to look all that renmarkable.”

"Clever,'' the eunuch said, * 'but why not just cut bushes and drag
t hem behi nd us?"

Silk shook his head. "If you brush out all the tracks in the snow, it
| ooks even nore suspicious. This is a fairly well-traveled route."



“You think of everything, don't you?"

"Sneaking was his major field of study at the acadeny," Velvet said
fromthe little carriage she shared with Ce' Nedra and the wolf pup
"Sonetines he sneaks just to keep in practice."”

"I don't knowif I'd go (hat far, Liselle,"
in a pained tone.

the little man objected

"Don't you?"

"Well, yes, | suppose so, but you don't have to conme right out and
say it—and 'sneak' has such an ugly ring to it."

"“Can you nmink of a better ternP"
"Well, 'evasion' sounds a bit nicer, doesn't it?"

"Since it nmeans the sane thing, why quibble over term nology?" She
sm |l ed winsonely at him her cheeks dinpling.

"It's a question of style, Liselle.”
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The caravan track grew steeper, and the snow had piled in deeper and
deeper drifts along the sides. MIles-long plunes of snow blew from

t he nmount ai nt ops ahead, and the wind grew stronger with a biting,
arid chill to it.

About noon, the peaks ahead were suddenly obscured by an om nous-

| ooki ng cl oudbank rolling in fromthe west, and the die-wlf cane

| oping down the track to neet them "One advises that you seek
shelter for the pack and your beasts," she said with a peculiar kind
of urgency.

"Have you found the creature who dwells here?" Garion asked.

“"No. This is nore dangerous." She | ooked neaningfully back over her
shoul der at the approaching cl oud.

"One will tell the pack-Ieader."
"That is proper." She pointed her nuzzle at Zakath. "Have this one
follow me. There are trees a short way ahead. He and | will find a
suitabl e place."

"She wants you to go with her," Garion told the Mallorean. "WVe got
bad weat her com ng, and she thinks we should take shelter in sone
trees just ahead. Find a place, and I'lIl go warn the others."

"A blizzard?" Zakath asked.

"I'"d guess so. It takes sonediing fairly serious in the way of

weat her to nake a wolf nervous." Garion wheel ed Chretienne and rode
back down to alert the others. The steep, slippery track nade haste
difficult, and the chill w nd was whipping stinging pellets of snow



about them by the tine they reached the thicket to which the wolf had
| ed Zakath. The trees were sl ender pine saplings, and they grew very
cl ose together. At sonme tine in the not too distant past an aval anche
had cut a swath through the thkket and had piled a junble of Iinbs
and broken trunks against the face of a steep rock cliff. Durnik and
loth went to work inmediately even as the wi nd picked up and the snow
grew thicker. Garion and the others joined in, and before | ong they
had erected a latticed frame for a long | ean-to against the cliff
fece. They covered the frame with tent canvas, tying it securely in
pl ace and weighting it down with |ogs. Then they cleared away the
interior and led the horses into the | ower end of the rode shelter
just as the full force of the stormhit.

The wi nd shrieked insanely, and the thicket seenmed to vanish in: the
swWirling snow.

~'ls Beldin going to be all right?" Durni k asked, |ooking worri ed.
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"You don't have to worry about Beldin," Belgarath said, "He's ridden

out storms before. He'll either go above it or change back and bury
hinmself in a snowdrift until it passes.’
"He'll freeze to death!" Ce' Nedra excl ai med,

“Not under the snow, he won't," Belgarath assured her. "Beldin tends
to ignore weather." He | ooked at the she-wolf, who sat on her
haunches at the opening of the lean-to staring out at the swirling
snow. "One is grateful for your warning, little sister," he said
formally.

"One is a nmenmber of your pack now, revered |eader," she replied with
equal formality. "The well-being of all is the responsibility of
all."

"Wsely said, little sister."
She wagged her tail but said nothing el se.

The blizzard continued for the rest of the day and then on into the
ni ght while Garion and the others sat around the fire Durni k had
built. Then, about nidnight, the wind died as quickly as it had cone.
The snow continued to sift down anong the trees until norning, and
then it, too, abated. It had done its work, however. The snow outside
the lean-to reached above Garion's knees. "W're going to have to
break a trail, I"'mafraid," Durnik said soberly." "It's a quarter of
a mle back up to that caravan track, and there are all sorts of

t hi ngs hi dden under this fresh snow. This is not a good tine—er

pl ace—to start breaking the

horses' |egs."
"What about my carriage?" Ce' Nedra asked him
"I"'mafraid we'll have to |eave it behind, Ce' Nedra. The snow s just

too deep. Even if we could get it back up onto the road, the carriage
horse wouldn't be able to drag it through the drifts.”



She sighed. "It was such a nice carriage, too." Then she | ooked at
Silk with a perfectly straight face. "I certainly want to thank you
for lending it to ne, Prince Kheldar," she told him "IVe finished
with it now, so you can have it back."

It was Toth who broke the initial trail up the steep slope to the
caravan track. The others followed behind him tranpling the trai

wi der and searching for hidden | ogs and branches with their feet. It
took nearly two hours to plow out the trail back to the caravan
track, and they were all panting fromthe exertion at this high

al titude.

They started back down toward the | ean-to where the | adies waited
with the horses, but about hal fway down, the wolf suddenly |aid back
her ears and snarl ed.
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"What is it?" Garion said.

"The creature," she grow ed. "He hunts."”

"Get ready!" Garion shouted to the others. "That animal is out
there!" He reached back over his shoulder and drew Iron-grip's sword.

It came out of the thicket on the far side of the aval anche track

Its shaggy coat was clotted with snow, and it shuffled along in a
brutish half crouch. Its face was hideous and chillingly famliar. It
had pigli ke eyes sunk beneath heavy brow ridges. Its lower jaw jutted
out, and two nmassive yellow tusks curved up over its cheeks. It
opened its nmouth and roared, pounding on its vast chest with its
fists and rising to its full height. It was al nost eight feet tall

"That's inpossiblel"” Belgarath exclai ned.
"What is it?" Sadi demanded.

"It's an Eldrak," Belgarath said, "and the only place the Bdrakyn
live is in U goland."

“I think you' re wong, Belgarath," Zakath disagreed. "That's what's
call ed an ape-bear. There are a few of themin these nountains."

"Do you gentl emen suppose we could discuss its exact species sone
other time?" Silk suggested. "The nmmin question now is whether we
fight or run."

"We can't run in this snow," Garion said grimy. "W're going to have
to fight it."’

"I was afraid you m ght say that,"

“"The main thing is to keep it away fromthe | adies,” Durnik said. He

| ooked at the eunuch. "Sadi, would the poison on your dagger Kil
it?"



Sadi | ooked dubi ously at the shaggy beast. "I'msure it would," he
said, "but that tiling is awfully large. It would take awhile for the
poi son to work."

"That's it, then," Belgarath decided. "The rest of us will keep its
attention and give Sadi tine to get around behind it. After he stabs
it, we'll fall back and give the poison tine to take effect. Spread
out, and don't take any chances." He blurred into the formof a wolf.

They moved into a rough half circle, their weapons at the ready as
the nonster continued to roar and pound on its chest at the edge of
the trees, working itself up into a frenzy. Then it bnbered forward
with the snow spraying out fromits huge feet. Sadi edged his way
uphill, his small dagger held | ow even as
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Bel garath and the she-wolf darted in to tear at the beast with their
fangs.

Garion's nmnd was working very clearly as he advanced through the
deep snow, swinging his sword threateningly. He saw that this
creature was not as quick as Grul the Eldrak had been. It was not
able to respond to the sudden darting attacks of the wolves, and the
snow around it was soon spotted with its blood. It roared in
frustration and rage and made a desperate rush at Durni k. Toth,
however, stepped in and drove the tip of his heavy staff squarely
into the beast's face. It howed in pain and spread its huge arns
wide to catch the big mute in a crushing enbrace, but Garion slashed
it across one shoulder with his sword even as Zakath ducked under the
ot her shaggy arm and gashed it across the chest and belly with
whi pl i ke sword strokes.

The creature bellowed, and its blood spurted fromits wounds.
“"Any tinme now, Sadi," Silk said urgently, ducking and feinting and
trying to get a clean throw with one of his heavy daggers.

The wol ves continued their harrying attacks on the animal's flanks
and |l egs as Sadi cautiously advanced on the raging beast's back.
Desperately the creature flailed about with its huge arns, trying to
keep its attackers away.

Then, with al nost surgical precision, the she-wolf |unged in and
ri pped the heavy nuscle at the back of the beast's left knee with her
fangs.

The agoni zed shriek was dreadful —all the nore so because it was
strangely human. The shaggy beast toppled backward, clutching at its
mai med | egq.

Garion reversed his great sword, grasping the crosspiece of the hilt,
bestrode the writhing body and rai sed the weapon, intending to drive
the point full into the shaggy chest.



"Please!" it cried, its brutish face twisted in agony and terror.
"Please don't kill nme!"

CHAPTER TWO

It was a Golim The huge beast lying in the bl oodstai ned snow
bl urred and changed even as Garion's friends nmoved mwith their
weapons ready to deliver the last fatal strokes.

"Wait!" Durnik said sharply. "It's a man!" They stopped, staring at
the dreadfully wounded priest lvine in the snow J &

Garion bleakly set the point of his sword under the Grolims chin. He
was terribly angry. "All right," he said in a cold voice, Ttfk—-and
think you'd better be very convincing. Who out you up to this?" e F
"I't was Naradas,"
tenpleatHem | . "

the Golirn groaned, "archpriest of the

"The henchman of Zandramas?" Garion demanded. "The «ne with white
eyes?"
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"Yes. | was only doi ng what he comanded. Pl ease don't

kill nme."

"Why did he tell you to attack us?"

"I was supposed to kill one of you."

"Whi ch one?"

"He didn't care. He just said to make sure that one of you

died."

"They're still playing that tired old game,"” Silk noted, sheathing
hi s daggers. "Grolins are so uni magi native."

Sadi | ooked inquiringly at Garion, holding up his slimlittle knife
suggestively.

“No!" Eriond said sharply.

Garion hesitated. "He's right, Sadi," he said finally. "W can't just
kill himin cold blood."

"Alorns." Sadi sighed, rolling his eyes up toward the clearing sky.
"You do know, of course, that if we | eave himhere in this condition,
he'll die anyway. And if we try to take himalong, he'll delay us—ot



to mention the fact that he's hardly the sort to be trusted."

"Eriond," Garion said, "why don't you go get Aunt Pol? We'd better
get those wounds of his tended before he bleeds to death." He | ooked
at Bel garath, who had changed form again. "Any objections?" he asked.

"I didn't say anything."

"I appreciate that."
"' You should have killed him before he changed formon you,'' a
fam Iiar harsh voice came fromthe thicket behind them Beldin was
sitting on a |log, gnawi ng at sonething that was uncooked and stil
had a few feathers clinging to it.

"l suppose it didn't occur to you to give us a hand?" Bel garath asked
acidly.

*'You were doing all right." The dwarf shrugged. He bel ched and
tossed the remains of his breakfast to the she-wolf.

"One is grateful,"” she said politely as her jaws crunched into the
hal f -eaten carcass. Garion could not be sure that Beldin understood,
t hough he guessed that the gnarled little man probably did.

"What's an Etdrak doing here in Mllorea?" Bel garath asked.

"It's not exactly an Eldrak, Belgarath,” Beldin replied, spitting out
a few soggy feathers.

“"All right, but how did a Mallorean Groli meven know what an El drak
| ooks Iike?"

“You weren't listening, old man. There are a few of those

things up here in these nountains. They're distantly related to the
El drakyn, but they're not the sane. They're not as big, for one
thing, and they're not as smart."

"I thought all the monsters lived in U gol and."

"Use your head, Belgarath. There are Trolls in Cherek, Al-groths
range down into Arendia, and the Dryads live in southern Thl nedra.
Then there's that dragon. Nobody knows for sure where she |ives.
There are nonsters scattered all over. They're just a little nore
concentrated in U go, that's all."

"l suppose you're right," Belgarath conceded. He | ooked at Zakat h.
"What did you call the thing?"

"An ape-bear. It's probably not too accurate, but the people who live
up here aren't very sophisticated."”

"Where's Naradas right now?" Silk asked the injured Golim

"l saw him at Bal asa,
went fromthere."

the Golimreplied. "I don't know where he



"Was Zandramas with hi nP"

"I didn't see her, but that doesn't nmean she wasn't there. The Holy
Sorceress doesn't show herself very often anynore."

"Because of the lights under her skin?" the weasel-faced little man
asked shrewdly.

The Golims face grew even nore pale. "W're forbidden to discuss
t hat —even anobng oursel ves, ' he replied in a frightened tone of
voi ce.

"That's all right, friend." Silk snmled at himand drew one of his
daggers. "You have my perm ssion.”

The Grolimswall owed hard and then nodded.

"Stout fellow " Silk patted himon the shoul der. "When did those
lights start to appear? ' '

"I can't say for sure. Zandramas was off in the west with Naradas for
a long tine. The lights had started to appear when di e came back. One
of the priests at Hem | used to gossip a great deal. He said it was
some kind of plague."

"Used to?"
"She found out about what he'd said and had his heart cut out."
"That's the Zandramas we' ve cone to know and | ove, al

Aunt Pol came up along the path tranpled through the snow, followed
by Ce' Nedra and Vel vet. She tended the Grolinls wounds wi thout
conment while Dumik and Torn went back to the lean-to and |l ed out the
horses. Then they untied the tent
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canvas and broke down the frame. When they |led the horses up to the
pl ace where the wounded Grolimlay, Sadi went to hi saddl e and opened
the red | eather case. "Just to be on the safe side," he nuttered to
Garion, taking out a little vial, Garion raised one eyebrow.

“I't won't hurt him" the eunuch assured him "It'Il make him
tractabl e, though. Besides, since you're in this humanitarian nood,
it should al so nunb the pain of his wounds."

"You don't approve, do you?"' Garion said. "That we didn't kill him |
mean?"

“I think it's inprudent, Belgarion," Sadi said seriously. "Dead

enenm es are safe enem es. Live ones can conme back to haunt you. It's
your deci sion, though."
“I'"l'l make a concession," Garion said. "Stay close to him If he
starts getting out of hand, do whatever seens appropriate.'' Sad



smled faintly. "Mich better,"” he approved. "We'l|l teach you the
rudi ments of practical politics yet."

They led the horses up the steep hill to the caravan route and

nmount ed. The howl i ng wi nd that had acconpani ed the blizzard had
scoured nost of the snow fromthe track, although there were deep
drifts in sheltered places where the road curved behi nd bands of
trees and rock outcroppings. They made good tinme when the road was in
the open, but it was slow going when they canme to the drifts. Now
that the storm had passed, the sunlight on the new snow was dazzli ng,
and even though he squinted his eyes nearly shut, Garion found that
after about an hour he was beginning to develop a splitting headache.

Silk reined in. "I think it's tine for a precaution or two," he
announced. He took a light scarf frominside his cloak and bound it
across his eyes. Garion was suddenly rem nded of Relg and the way the
cave-born zeal ot had al ways covered his eyes when out in the open.

"“A blindfold?" Sadi asked. "Have you suddenly becone a seer, Prince
Khel dar ?"

“I"'mnot the sort to have visions, Sadi," Silk replied. "The scarf is
thin enough so that | can see through it. The idea is to protect the
eyes fromthe glare of sunlight on the snow.'' "It is rather bright,

isn't it?" Sadi agreed. "It is indeed, and if you look at it |ong

enough, it can blind you—at |east tenporarily." Silk adjusted the
covering on his eyes. "This is a trick the reindeer herders in
northern Drasnia cane up with. It works fairly well."

"Let's not take any chances," Belgarath said, also covering
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his eyes with a piece of cloth. He sniled. "Maybe this is how the
Dal asi an wi zards struck the Golinms blind when they tried

t ogot oKel I . "

“I"d be terribly disappointed if it was that sinple," Velvet said,
tying a scarf across her eyes. "I like to have my magic nice and
i nexplicable. Snow blindness would be such a prosaic thing."

They plowed on through the drifts, clinmbing now toward a hi gh pass
between two towering peaks. It was m dafternoon when they reached the
pass. The track wound up between mmssive boul ders, but straightened
out when they reached the sunmit. They stopped to rest the horses and
to took out over the vast wilderness that |lay beyond the pass.

| ot h unbound his eyes and gestured to Durnik. The smth pulled down
his protective scarf, and the big nute pointed. Durnik's face was
suddenly filled with awe. "Look!" he said in a hal f-choked whi sper
The rest of them al so uncovered their eyes.

"Belar!" Silk gasped. "Nothing can be that big!"

The peaks around themthat had seemed so enornpous shrank into



i nsignificance. Standing quite alone in solitary splendor rose a
nmount ai n so huge and high that the mnd could not conmprehend it. It
was perfectly symmetrical, a steep, white cone with sharply sl oping
sides. Its base was enornmous, and its summt soared thousands of feet
above nearby peaks. An absolute cal mseenmed to surround it, as if,
havi ng achi eved everything dial any nountain could, it sinply
exi st ed.

" '"It's the highest peak in the world,'' Zakath said very quietly.
"The scholars at the University of Ml cene have calculated its height
and conpared that with the heights of peaks on the western continent.
It's thousands of feet higher than any other nmountain."

"Pl ease, Zakath," Silk said with a pained | ook, "don't tell me how
hi gh. "

Zakat h | ooked puzzl ed.

* * As you nmmy have noticed, | '"mnot really a very |arge person.
| Mmensity depresses nme. | '11 admit that your nountain is bigger flan
| am | just don't want to know how ruch bigger."

Tbth was gesturing to Durnik again.

"He says that Kell lies in the shadow of that mountain,” the unith
sai d.

"That's a little unspecific, Goodman," Sadi said wyly. "I'd
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guess that about half the continent lies in the shadow of that
thing."

Bel din cane soaring in again.' '"Big, isn't it?" he said, squinting at
the huge white peak | oomng into the sky.

"We noticed," Belgarath replied. "What's on up ahead?"

"A fair anpunt of downhill going—at |east until you get to the sl opes
of that nonster there.”

"l can see that from here."

"Congratulations. | found a place where you can get rid of your
Golim Several places, actually.”

"Exactly how do you nean 'get rid of,' uncle?" Polgara
asked suspiciously.

"There are quite a few high cliffs alongside this track on the way
down," he replied blandly. "Accidents do happen, you know. "

"Qut of the question. | didn't treat his wounds just to keep him



going until you found tine to throw himoff a cliff.’
"Pol gara, you're interfering with the practice of ny religion.”
She rai sed one eyebrow.

"I thought you knew. It's an article of the faith: '"Kill every Golim
you cone across.' "

"I mght even consider converting to that religion," Zakath
sai d.
"Are you absolutely certain you re not Arendish?" Garion said to him

Bel di n sighed. "Since you're going to be such a spoilsport for this,
Pol, | found a group of sheephenders bel ow the snow line."

"Shepherds, uncle,"” she corrected.

"It means the sanme thing. If you really look at it, it's even the
same word, "

"Shepherd sounds nicer."
“Nicer." He snorted. "Sheep are stupid, they snell bad, and they
taste worse. Anybody who spends his life tending themis either
defective or degenerate.”

"You're inrare formthis afternoon,” Bel garath congratul ated him

"It's been a great day for flying," Beldin explained with a broad
grin.' 'Do you have any idea of how nuch warm ai rcones up off new
snow when the sun hits it? | flew up so high once that | started
getting spots in front of ny eyes.'1
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"That's stupid, uncle," Polgara snapped. "You should never go up
where the air's that thin."

"We're all entitled to a little stupidity now and nmen." He shrugged.
“And the dive fromthat height is unbelievable. Wiy don't you join
me, and |I'Il show you."

"WI!lIl you never grow up?"
"I doubt it, and | certainly hope not." He | ooked at Bel garath. "I
think you'd better go down a mle or so and rmake canp."”

"It's early yet."

"No. Actually it's late. That afternoon sun is quite warm even up
here. All this snow s starting to get soft. |1Ve seen three aval anches
al ready. If you make a wong guess up here, you might get down a | ot
qui cker than you want to."



“Interesting point there. We'll get down out of this pass and set up
for the night."’

“I"l'l go on ahead." Beldin crouched and spread his arns. "Are you
sure you don't want to cone al ong, Pol ?"

"Don't be silly."
He left a ghostly chuckl e behind himas he soared away.

They set up for the night on a ridge line. Although it exposed them
to the constant wind, it was free fromthe danger of aval anche.
Garion slept poorly that night. The wind that raked the exposed ridge
set the taut canvas of the tent he shared with Ce'Nedra to thrummi ng
and the noise intruded itself upon himas he tried again and again to
drift off. He shifted restlessly.

"Can't you sleep either?" Ce' Nedra said in the chill darkness.
"It's the wind," he replied.
"Try not to think about it."

"I don't have to think about it. It's like trying to sleep inside a
big drum"”

"You were very brave this norning, Garion. | was terrified when
heard about that nonster.'’

"We've dealt with nonsters before. After a while, you get used to
it." . "My, aren't we getting blase"?"

"It's an occupational trait. Al of us mghty heroes have it. ;
Fighting a nonster or two before breakfast helps to sharpen the
Nappetite. "

"A*-. "YouVechanged, Garion." «f.V "Not really."
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"Yes, you have. When | first met you, you' d never have said anything

like that."

"When you first net ne, | took everything very seriously." "Don't you
take what we're doing seriously?" She said it al nobst accusingly.
' "Of course | do. It's the little incidental things along the way I

sort of shrug off. There's not nuch point in worrying about sonething
after it's already over, is there?"

"Well, as long as neither of us can sleep anyway— And she drew him
to her and kissed himrather seriously.

The tenperature plunged that night, and when they arose, the snow,
whi ch had been dangerously soft the previous afternoon, had frozen,



and they were able to proceed with little danger of aval anche.
Because this side of the summt had taken the full force of the w nd
during the blizzard, the caravan track had little snow on it, and

t hey made good tinme going down. By nidafter-noon they passed the | ast
of the snow and rode down into a world of spring. The nmeadows were
steep and | ush and speckled with wildflowers bending in the nountain
breeze. Brooks, which canme directly out of the faces of glaciers,

purl ed and danced over gl eam ng stones, and soft-eyed deer watched in
gentl e astoni shnment as Garion and the others rode by.

A few niles below the snow | ine, they began to see herds of sheep
grazing with witless concentration, consum ng grass and wil dfl owers
with indiscrimnate appetite. The shepherds who watched themall wore
sinmpl e white snocks, and they sat on hillocks or rocks in dreany
contenplation while their dogs did all the work.

The she-wolf trotted sedately beside Chretienne. Her ears twitched
occasional ly, however, and she watched the sheep, her tawny eyes
i ntent.

"One advises against it, little sister,” Garion said to her in the

| anguage of wol ves.

"One was not really considering it," she replied. "One has
encountered these beasts before—and the man-thi ngs and dog-thi ngs
that guard them It is not difficult to take one of them but the
dog-t hi ngs grow excited when one does, and their barking disturbs
one's neal.'' Her tongue lolled out in a wolfish sort of grin. "One
coul d make the beasts run, however. All things should know to whom
the forest belongs."

"The pack-1eader woul d di sapprove, one is afraid.” "Ah," she agreed.
"Per haps the pack-|eader takes hinmself too seriously. One has
observed that quality in him?"
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"What did she say?" Zakath asked curiously.

"She was thinking about chasing the sheep,” Garion replied, "not
necessarily to kill any of thembut just to nake themrun. | mnk it
amuses her."

"Amuses? That's an odd thing to say about a wolf."

“"Not really. Wlves play a great deal, and they have a very refined
sense of hunor."

Zakath's face grew thoughtful. "You know sonething, Gar-ion?" he
said. "Man thinks he owns the world, but we share it with all sorts
of creatures who are indifferent to our overlord-ship. They have
their own societies, and | suppose even their own cultures. They
don't even pay any attention to us, do they?"

"Only when we inconveni ence them"



"That's a crushing blow to the ego of an enperor." Zakath sniled
wyly., "We're the two nost powerful men on earth, and wol ves | ook
upon us as nho nore than a mnor inconvenience."
"It teaches us hunmlity,"”
soul . "

Garion agreed. "Humlity is good for the

" Per haps. "

It was eveni ng when they reached the shepherds' encanpnent. Since a
sheep canp is a nore or |ess permanent thing, h is usually nmore wel
organi zed than the hasty encanpnents of travelers. The tents were

| arger, for one thing, and they were stretched over pole frames. The
tents lined either side of a street made of logs laid tightly side by
side. The corrals for the shepherds' horses were at the | ower end of
the street, and a | og dam had backed up a nmountain brook to forma
sparkling little pond that provided water for the sheep and horses.
The shadows of evening were settling over the little valley where the
canp lay, and blue colums of snoke rose straight up fromthe
cookfires into the cal mand w ndl ess air.

Atall, lean fellow with a deeply tanned face, snowy white hair, and
the sinple white snock that seened to be the common garb of these
shepherds cane out of one of the tents as Garion and Zakath reined in
just outside the canp. "We have been advised of your com ng," he
said. H s voice was very deep and quiet. "WII you share our evening
meal with us?" Garion | ooked at himclosely, noting his resenbl ance
to Yard, the man whomthey had net on the Isle of Verkat, half a
worl d away. There could be no question now that the Dais and the
slave race in Cthol Miurgos were rel ated.

"We woul d be honored,'' Zakath responded to the invitation. "W do
not wi sh to inpose, however."
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"It is no inposition. I amBurk. | will have sone of ny nmen care for
your nmounts."

The others rode up and stopped.
"Wel conme all," Burk greeted them "WII you step down? The evening
nmeal is al nost ready, and we have set aside a tent for your use." He
| ooked gravely at the she-wolf and inclined his head to her. It was
evi dent that her presence did not alarm him

"Your courtesy is nobst becom ng," Pol gara said, disnounting, "and
your hospitality is quite unexpected this far fromcivilization."

“"Man carries his civilization with him Lady," Burk replied.

"We have an injured man with us," Sadi told him "a poor traveler we
came across on our way over the nountain- W gave himwhat aid we
could, but our business is pressing, and |I'mafraid our pace is
aggravating his injuries."”



"You may | eave himwith us, and we will care for him" Burk | ooked
critically at the drugged priest slunmped in his saddle. "AGolim?"
denoted. "lIs your destination perhaps Kell?"

"We have to stop there," Belgarath said cautiously.

"This Grolimwould not be able to go with you then."
"We've heard about that," Silk said, sw nging down from his horse.
"Do they really go blind when they try to go to Kell? "

“I'n a manner of speaking, yes. W have such a one here in our canp
with us now. W found hi mwandering in the forest when we were
bringing the sheep up to sumer pasture.”

Bel garath's eyes narrowed slightly. "Do you suppose | might be able
to talk with hin?" he asked. "I've made a study of such things, and
I''m al ways eager to get additional information."

"Of course," Burk agreed. "He's in the last tent on the right."
"Garion, Pot, cone along," die old man said tersely and started al ong
the log street. Oddly, the she-wolf acconpani ed them

"Why the sudden curiosity, father?" Pol gara asked when they were out
of earshot.

"I want to find out just how effective this curse the Dais have laid
around Kell really is. If it's something that can be overcone, we
m ght run into Zandranas when we get there after all.”

They found the Grolimsitting on the floor in his tent. The harsh
angul arity of his face had softened, and his sightless eyes had | ost
the burning fanaticismcommon to all Golinms. H s face i nstead was
filled with a kind of wonder.
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"How is it with you, friend?" Bel garath asked him gently.
"I amcontent,” the Golimreplied. The word seenmed peculiar com ng
fromthe mouth of a priest of Torak.

"Why is it that you tried to approach Kell? Didn't you know about the
curse?"

"It is not a curse. It is a blessing.”
"A bl essing?”

"I was ordered by the Sorceress Zandramas to try to reach the holy
city of the Dais," the Grolimcontinued. "She told ne mat | woul d be
exal ted should | be successful." He smled gently. "It was in her
mnd, | think, to test the strength of the enchantment to deternine
if it mght be safe for her to attenpt the journey."



"I gather that it wouldn't be."

"That is difficult to say. Great benefit mght cone to her if she
tried.”

“I'd hardly call going blind a benefit.
"But | amnot blind."
"I thought that's what die enchantnment was all about."

"Ch, no. | cannot see the world around nme, but that is because | see
sonmet hi ng el se—sonething that fills my heart with

j oy.
"Ch? What's that?"

"I see the face of God, ray friend, and will until the end of ny
days. "

CHAPTER THREE

It was always there. Even when they were in deep, cool forests they
could feel it loomng over them still and white and serene. The
mountain filled their eyes, their thoughts, and even their dreans.
Silk grew increasingly irritable as they rode day after day toward
that gl eamng white enornity. "How can anyone possibly get anything
done in this part of the world with that thing there filling up half
the sky?" he burst out one sunny afternoon

"Perhaps they ignore it, Kheldar," Velvet said sweetly.

"How can you ignore sonething that big?" he retorted. "I wonder if it
knows how ostentatious—and even vul gar—t is.”

"You're being irrational," she said. "The nmountain doesn't care how
we feel about it. It's going to be there long after we're all gone.”
She paused. "Is that what bothers you, Khel dar? Coning across

sonmet hing permanent in the mddle of a transient |ife?"
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"The stars are permanent,"” he pointed out- "So's dirt, for that
matter, but they don't intrude the way that beast does." He | ooked at
Zakat h. "Has anybody ever clinbed to the top of it?" he asked.

"Why woul d anybody want to?"

"To beat it. To reduce it." Silk laughed. "That's even nore
irrational, isn't it?"

Zakat h, however, was | ooking speculatively at the | oom ng presence
that filled die southern sky. "I don't know, Kheldar," he said. "I've



never considered the possibility of fighting a nountain before. It's
easy to beat nmen. To beat a nountain, though—ow that's sonething
el se. "’

"Whuld it care?" Eriond asked. The young man so sel dom spoke that he
seenmed at tinmes to be as nute as Toth. He had of |ate, however,
seened even nore withdrawn. "The nountain m ght even wel cone you." He
smled gently. "I'd imagine it gets lonesone. It could even want to
share what it sees with anyone brave enough to go up there and | ook."

Zakath and Sil k exchanged a | ong, al nost hungry |ook. "You'd need
ropes," Silk said in a neutral sort of tone.

"And probably certain kinds of tools, as well," Zakath added. "Things
that would dig into the ice and hoid you while you clinbed up
hi gher. "'

“"Durnik could figure those out for us."

" "WIIl you two stop that?'' Polgara said tartly.' 'W have other
things to think about right now "

"Just specul ation, Polgara,"” Silk said lightly. "This business of
ours won't |ast forever, and when it's over—well, who knows?"

They were all subtly changed by the nmountain. Speech seened | ess and
| ess necessary, and they all thought |ong thoughts, which, during
quiet times around the canpfire at night, they tried to share with
each other. It became sonehow a tine of cleansing and healing, and
they ah" grew cl oser together as they approached that solitary

i mensity.

One night Garion awoke with a light as bright as day in his eyes. He
slipped out fromunder the blankets and turned back the flap of the
tent. A full noon had arisen, and it filled the world with a pale

| um nescence. The nmountain stood stark and white agai nst the starry
bl ackness of the night sky, glowing with a cool incandescence that
seenmed al nost alive

A novenent caught his eye. Aunt Pol emerged fromthe tent she shared
wi th Durni k. She wore a white robe that seemed
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al nost a reflection of the moon-washed mountain. She stood for a
monment in silent contenplation, then turned slightly. "Dur-nik," she
nmur mured softly, "come and | ook."

Durni k emerged fromthe tent. He was bare-chested, and his silver
anulet glittered in the noonlight. He put his arm about Polgara's

shoul ders, and the two of them stood drinking in the beauty of this
nost perfect of nights.



Garion was about to call out to them but something stayed his
tongue. The nonent they were sharing was too private to be intruded
upon. After quite sonme tinme, Aunt Pol whispered something to her
husband, and, sniling, the two of themturned and went hand in hand
back into their tent.

Quiedy Garion let the tent flap drop and went back to his bl ankets.

Slowy, as they continued in a generally southwesterly direction, the
forest changed. When they were still in the mountains, the trees had
been evergreens interspersed here and there with aspens. As they
approached the | oW ands at the base of the huge nmountain, they

i ncreasingly cane across groves of beech and elm And then at |ast
they entered a forest of ancient oaks.

As they rode beneath the spreadi ng branches in sun-dappl ed shade,
Garion was sharply rem nded of the Whod of the Dryads in southern

Tol nedra. One glance at his little wife's face revealed that the
simlarity was not lost on her either. A kind of dreamy contentnent
came over her, and she seened to be listening to voices that only she
coul d hear.

It was about noon on a splendid sumrer day that they overtook another
travel er, a white-bearded man dressed hi clothing made from deerskin.
The handl es of the tools protruding fromthe |unmpy bundl e on the back
of his pack rmule proclained himto be a gold hunter, one of those
vagrant hermts who haunt wildernesses the world over. He was riding
a shaggy nountain pony so stunpy that its rider's feet nearly touched
the ground on either side. "I thought | heard somebody coming up from
behind,"” the gold hunter said as Garion and Zakath, both in their

mail shirts and helnets, drew alongside him "Don't see many in these
woods—what with the curse and all."

"I thought the curse only worked on Grolins," Garion said.

"Most believe it doesn't pay to take chances. Where are you bound?”

"To Kell," Garion replied. There was no real point in making a secret
of it.

"I hope youVe been invited. The folk at Kell don't wel conme strangers
who just take it upon thenselves to go there."

"They know we're coming."

"Ch. It's all right then. Strange place, Kell, and strange people. O
course living right under that nmountain the way they do woul d nmake
anybody strange after a while. If it's all right, I'Il ride along
with you as far as the tunoff to Balasa a couple miles on up ahead.”

"Feel free," Zakath told him "Aren't you missing a good tine to be

| ooki ng for gold, though?"

' "Got nyself caught up in the nmountains last winter," the old fell ow
replied. "Supplies ran out on ne. Besides, | get hungry for talk now
and then. The pony and the nmule listen pretty good, but they don't
answer very well, and the wolves up there move around so nuch that



you can't hardly get a conversation started with them" He | ooked at
the she-wol f and then astoni shingly spoke to her in her own | anguage.
"How is it with you, nother?" he asked. Hi s accent was abom nabl e,

and he spoke haltingly, but his speech was undeni ably that of a wolf.

"How renmarkabl e,” she said with sone surprise. Then she responded to
the ritual greeting. "One is content."

"One is pleased to hear that. Howis it that you go with the man-
t hi ngs?"

"One has joined their pack for a certain tine."
" Ah. "

"How did you manage to |l earn the | anguage of wolves?" Garion asked in
sone amazenent.

"“You recognized it, then." The old fell ow sounded pl eased about that
for sone reason. He | eaned back in his saddle. "Spent nost of ny life
up there where the wolves are,” he explained. "It's only polite to

| earn the | anguage of your nei ghbors."” He grinned. *"Ib be honest
about it, though, at first | couldn't make nmuch out of it, but if you
listen hard enough, it starts to come to you. Spent a winter in a den
with a pack of them about five years back. That hel ped quite a bit."

"They actually let you live with dienP?" Zakath asked.

"It took themawhile to get used tonme," the old man admitted, "but |
made nysel f useful, so they sort of accepted ne."

"Useful ?"

"The den was a little crowded, and | got themthere tools."

He jerked his thunb at his pack nmule. "I dug the den out sone

| arger, and they seened to appreciate it. Then, after a while,

; took to watching over the pups while the rest was out hunting.
38

SEERESS OF KELL

KELL

39

Good pups they was, too. Playful as kittens. Sone tinme later | tried
to make up to a bear. Never had much luck with that. Bears arc a
st andof fi sh bunch. They keep to theirselves nost of the tine, and
deer are just too skittish to try to make friends with. Gve ne

wol ves every tine."

The old gold hunter's pony did not nove very fast, so the others soon
caught up with them



"Any luck?" Silk asked the old gold hunter, his nose twitching with
i nterest.

"Sone," the white-bearded nan answered evasively.
"Sorry," Silk apologized. "I didn't nmean to pry."
"That's all right, friend. | can see that you' re an honest nan."

Vel vet muffled a slightly derisive chuckle.
"It's just a habit | picked up," the fellow continued. "It's not
really too smart to go around telling everybody how much gold you' ve
managed to pick up."

"I can certainly understand that."

"I don't usually carry that nuch with me when | conme down into the
| ow country, though—enly to pay for what | need. | |eave the rest of
it hid back up there in the nountains."

"Why do you do it then?" Dum k asked. "Spend all your tinme | ooking
for gold, I nean? You don't spend it, so why bother?"

“It's something to do." The fellow shrugged. "And it gives ne an
excuse to be up there in the mountains. A man feels sort of frivolous
if he does that without no reason.” He grinned again. "Then, too,
there's a certain kind of excitenment that comes with finding a pocket
of gold in a streanbed. Like sonme say, finding is nore fun than
spendi ng, and gold's sort of pretty to |ook at."

"Ch, it is indeed,” Silk agreed fervently.

The ol d gold hunter glanced at the she-wolf and then | ooked at
Bel garath. "I can see by the way she's acting that you're the |eader
of this group,” he noted.

Bel garath | ooked a bit startled at that.

"He's learned the | anguage,"” Garion expl ai ned.

"How remar kabl e, '
of the wol f.

Bel garath sai d, unconsciously echoing the coment
"I was going to pass on sone advice to these two young fellows, but
you' re the one who probably ought to hear it."

“I''"l'l certainly listen."

"The Dais are a peculiar sort, friend, and they've got sonme peculiar
superstitions. | won't go so far as to say they think of

t hese woods as sacred, but they do feel pretty strongly about them |
woul dn't advise cutting any trees—and don't, whatever you do, kil

anyt hi ng or anybody here.'' He pointed at the wolf. "She knows about
that al ready. YouVe probably noticed that she won't hunt here. The
Dais don't want this forest profaned with blood. |'d respect that, if

| were you. The Dais can be helpful, but if you offend their beliefs,



they can meke things mghty difficult for you."
"I appreciate the information," Belgarath told him

"It never hurts a man to pass on things he's picked up," the old

fell ow said. He | ooked up the track. "Well," he said. "This is as far
as | go. That's the road to Balasa just on up ahead. It's been nice
talking with you." He doffed his shabby hat politely toPolgara, then
| ooked at the wolf. "Be well, nother," he said, then he thunped his
heel s agai nst his pony's flanks. The pony broke into an anbling sort
of trot and jolted around a bend in the road to Bal asa and out of

si ght.

"What a delightful old man," Ce' Nedra said.
"Useful, too," Polgara added. "You'd better get in touch with Uncle
Bel din, father," she said to Belgarath. "Tell himto | eave the
rabbits and pigeons alone while we're in this forest."”

"I"d forgotten about that," he said. "I'Il take care of it right
now." He lifted his face and cl osed his eyes.

"Can that old fellowreally talk with wolves?" Silk asked Garion.

"He knows the | anguage,’
wel |, but he knows it."

Garion replied.' 'He doesn't speak it very

"One is sure he understands better than he speaks," the she-wolf

sai d.

Garion stared at her, slightly startled that she had understood the
conversati on.

"The | anguage of the man-things is not difficult to learn," - she
said. "As the man-thing with the white fur on his face said, one can
learn rapidly if one takes the trouble to |isten. One would not care
to speak your | anguage, however," she added critically. "The speech
of the man-things would place one's tongue in much danger of being
bitten.'

A sudden thought cane to Garion then, acconpanied by an absolute
certainty that the thought was entirely accurate. "G andfather," he
sai d.

“Not now, Garion. |'m busy."

"I owait."

“I's it inportant?"
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"I think so, yes."

Bel garath opened his eyes curiously. "Wat is it?" he asked.



"Do you renenber that conversation we had in Tol Honet h—the norning
it was snow ng?"

"I think so."

"We were tal king' about the way everything that happened seened to
have happened before.'

"Yes, now | renenber."

"You said that when the two prophecies got separated, things sort of
st opped—that the future can't happen until they get back together
again. Then you said that until they do, we'd all have to keep going
through the sane series of events over and over again.”

"Did | really say that?" The old man | ooked a bit pleased. "That's
sort of profound, isn't it? What's the point of this, though? Wy are
you bringing it up now?**

"Because | think it just happened again." Garion |ooked at Silk. "Do
you renenber that old gold hunter we net in Gar og Nadrak when the
three of us were on our way to Cthol M sh-rak?"

Sil k nodded a bit dubiously.

"Wasn't the old fellow we just talked with al nost exactly the sane?"

“Now t hat you nention it.
Bel garath, what does it nean?"

Silk's eyes narrowed. "All right,

Bel garath squinted up at the | eafy branches overhead. "Let ne think
about it for a minute," he said. "There are sone simlarities, al
right," he admitted. "The two of them are the sanme kind of people,
and they both warned us about sonething. | think I'd better get
Bel di n back here. This night be very inportant.’

It was no nore than a quarter of an hour |ater when the bl ue-banded
hawk settled out of the sky and blurred into the m sshapen sorcerer
"What's got you so excited?" he demanded crossly.

"We just net sonebody," Belgarath replied.

* ' Congratul ations. *'

“I think this is serious, Beldin." Belgarath quickly explained his
theory of recurring events.

"It's a little rudinmentary," Beldin growl ed, "but there's nothing
remar kabl e about that. Your hypotheses usually are." He squinted.
"It's probably fairly accurate though—as far as it goes."
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"Thanks," Belgarath said dryly. Then he went on to describe the two

neetings, the one in Gar og Nadrak and the other here. "The
simlarities are a little striking, aren't they?"



" Coi nci dence?"

"Shruggi ng things off as coincidence is the best way | know of to get
in trouble.' *

, "Al'l right. For the sake of argunent, let's say it wasn't

coi nci dence." The dwarf squatted in the dirt at the roadside, his
face twisted in thought. ' "Wy don't we take this theory of yours a
step farther?" he nused. "Let's | ook at the notion that these
repetitions crop up at significant points in the course of events."

"Sort of like signposts?" Durnik suggested.

"Exactly. | couldn't have found a better termmyself. Let's suppose
that these signposts point at really inportant things that are right
on the verge of happening—that they're sort of |ike warnings.'

“I"'mhearing a lot of 'notions' and 'supposes,' " Silk said
skeptically. "I think you' re off into the real mof pure speculation.”

"You're a brave man, Kheldar," Beldin said sardonically. "Sonething
could be trying to warn you about a potential catastrophe, and you
choose to ignore the warning. That's either very brave or very
stupid. OF course I'mgiving you the benefit of the doubt by using
the word 'brave' instead of the other one."

"One for his side," Velvet nmurnured.

Silk flushed slightly. "But how do we know what it is that's going to
happen?" he obj ect ed.

" "We don't,'" Belgarath said. * 'The circunstances just call for
sonme extra alertness, is all. W' ve been warned. The rest is up to
us."

They took sone special precautions when they set up their encanpnent
t hat eveni ng. Pol gara prepared supper quickly, and the fire was

exti ngui shed as soon as they had finished eating. Garion and Silk
took the first watch. They stood atop a knoll behind the canp,
peering into the darkness.

"I hate this," Silk whispered.

"Hat e what ?"

"Knowi ng that sonmething is going to happen wi thout knowi ng what it
is. I wish those two old nen woul d keep their speculations to

t hemsel ves. "

"Do you really like surprises?"

"A surprise is better than living with this sense of dread. MWy
nerves aren't what they used to be."

42

SEERESS OF KELL



"You' re too high-strung sonetines. Look at all the entertainnment
you're getting out of anticipation.”

"I"'mterribly disappointed in you, Garion. | thought you were a nice,
sensi bl e boy."'

"What did | say?"

"Anticipation. In this situation, that's just another word for
"worry,' and worry isn't good for anybody."

"It's just a way to get us ready in case sonething happens."

"I"m al ways ready, Garion. That's how | Ve nmanaged to live so |ong,
but right now | feel alnpst as tightly wound as a lute string."

"Try not to think about it."
, "OfF course," Silk retorted sarcastically. "But doesn't that defeat
t he purpose of the warning? Aren't we supposed to think about it?"

The sun had not cone up yet when Sadi canme back "to their canp,
novi ng very qui edy and going fromtent to tent with a whispering
war ni ng. "There's sonebody out there," he warned after he had
scratched on the flap of Garion's tent.

Garion rolled out fromunder his blankets, his hand automatically
reaching for his sword. He paused (hen. The old gold hunter had

war ned t hem agai nst the sheddi ng of blood. Was this the event for
whi ch they had been waiting? But were they supposed to obey the
prohibition, or to step over it in response to sonme hi gher need?
There was not time now to stand | ocked in indecision, however. Sword
in hand, Garion rushed fromthe tent.

The light had that peculiar steely tint mat comes froma col orl ess
sky before the sun rises. It cast no shadows and what |ay beneath the
broad- spread oaks was not so much darkness as it was a fainter |ight.
Garion noved quickly, his feet avoiding al st on their own the

wi ndrows of years-old dead | eaves and the fallen twi gs and branches
that littered the floor of this ancient forest.

Zakath stood atop the knoll, holding his sword. "Where are they?*'
Garion's voice was not so nuch a whisper as a breath.

"They were conming up fromthe south," Zakath whi spered back
"How many?"

“It's hard to say."

“"Are they trying to sneak up on us?"

"It didn't really look that way. The ones we saw coul d have
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hi dden back there anpng the trees, but they just canme wal ki ng through
the forest."''

Garion peered out into the growing light. And then he saw them They
were dressed all in white—+obes or |ong snmocks—and they made no
attenpts at conceal ment. Their novenents were deliberate and seened
to have a placid, unhurried cal mabout them They cane in single
file, each following the one in front at a di stance of about ten
yards. There was sonething hauntingly fam liar about the way they
nmoved through the forest.

"All they need are the torches,"” Silk said fromdirectly behind
Garion. The little man nmade no attenpt to keep his voice down.

"Be still!" Zakath hissed.
"Why? They know we're here." Silk laughed a caustic little |augh
"Remenber that tine on the Isle of Verkat?" he said to Garion. "You
and | spent a half hour or so crawing through ne wet grass follow ng
Yard and his people, and |'m absolutely sure now that they knew we
were there all the tine. W could have just wal ked al ong behind them
and saved ourselves all the disconfort."

"What are you tal king about, Khel dar?" Zakath demanded in a hoarse
whi sper.

"This is another of Belgarath's repetitions."” Silk shrugged. *
"Garion and | have been through it before.'' He sighed ruefully.
"Life is going to get terribly boring if nothing new ever happens.”
Then he raised his voice to a shout. "We're over here," he called to
the white-robed figures out in the forest.

"Are you nmad?" Zakatii excl ai nmed.

“"Probably not, but then crazy people never really know, do they?
Those people are Dais, and | seriously doubt that any Dal has ever
hurt anybody since the beginning of tine."

The | eader of the strange colum halted at the foot of the knoll and
pushed back the cowm of his white robe. "W have been awaiting you,"
he announced. "The Holy Seeress has sent us to see you safely to
Kell."

CHAPTER FOUR

Ki ng Kheva of Drasnia was irritable that norning He had overheard a
conversation the previous evening between his nother and an enm sary
of King Anheg of Cherek, and his irritation grew out of a sort of
noral dilemma. To reveal to his nother that he had been eavesdroppi ng
woul d of course be quite out of the question, and so he could not

di scuss with her what he had heard until she broached the subject
herself. It seened quite unlikely that she would do so, and so Kheva
was at an inpasse

It should be stated here that King Kheva was not really the sort of
boy who would nornmally intrude on his nother's privacy He was
basically a decent |ad. But he was also a Drasnian. There is a



national trait anmong prasnians which, for want of a better term

m ght be called curiosity. Al people are curious to a certain
degree, but in Drasnians the trait was quite nearly conpul sive. Sone
contended that it was their innate curiosity which
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has made spying their national industry. Qhers maintained with equa
vi gor that generations of spying had honed the Drasnians' natura
curiosity to a fine edge. The debate was nuch |like the endl ess
argunment about the chicken and the egg, and al nost as pointl ess.
Quite early in life, Kheva had trailed unobtrusively al ong behind one
of the official court spies and thereby di scovered the closet hidden
behind the east wall of his nother's sitting room Periodically he
would slip into that closet in order to keep track of affairs of
state and any other nmatters of interest. He was the king, after all
and thus he had a perfect right to the information. He reasoned that
by spying, he could obtain it while sparing his nmother the

i nconveni ence of passing it on to him Kheva was a consi derate boy.

The conversation in question had concerned the mysterious
di sappearance of the Earl of Trellheim his ship Seabird, and a
nunber of other individuals, including Trellheims son Unrak

Barak, Earl of Trellheim was considered in sone quarters to be an
unreliable sort, and his conpanions in this vanishing were, if
anyt hi ng, even worse. The Alorn kings were disquieted by the
potential for disaster represented by Barak and his cohorts roani ng
| oose in the Gods only knew what ocean.

What concerned young Ki ng Kheva, however, was not so rmuch random

di sasters as it was the fact that his friend Unrak had been invited
to participate while he had not. The injustice of mat rankled. The
fact that he was a king seened to automatically exclude himfrom

anyt hing that could even renotely be consi dered hazardous. Everyone
went out of his way to keep Kheva safe and secure, but Kheva did not
want to be kept safe and secure. Safety and security were boring, and
Kheva was at an age where he would go to any lengths to avoid

bor edom

Clad all in red, he made his way through the marble halls of the

pal ace in Boktor that wi nter norning. He stopped in front of a |arge
tapestry and nmade sone show of examining it. Then, at |east
relatively sure that no one was watchi ng—this was Drasnia, after
al | —he slipped behind the tapestry and into the small cl oset

previ ously nentioned.

Hi s nmother was conferring with the Nadrak girl Vella and with
Yar bl ek, Prince Kheldar's shabby partner. Vella al ways nmade King
Kheva nervous. She aroused certain feelings in himw th which he was
not yet prepared to cope, and so he customarily avoi ded her. Yarbl ek
on the other hand, could be quite amusing. H s speech was blunt and
often colorful and | aced with oaths Kheva was not supposed to know

t he neani ng of.
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"They'll turn up, Porenn," Yarblek was assuring Kheva's nother
"Barak just got bored, that's all."

“I wouldn't be so concerned if he'd gotten bored by hinmself," Queen
Porenn replied, "but the fact that this boredom seens to be an
epidenmic worries me. Barak's conpanions aren't the npst stable nmen in
the world."

“I"ve met them" Yarblek grunted. "You m ght just be right." He paced

up and down for a nmonment. "I1'Il have our people keep an eye out for
them "
"Yarbl ek, |'ve got the finest intelligence service in the world."

"Perhaps so, Porenn, but Silk and |I have nore nmen than you do, and
we' ve got offices and warehouses in places Javelin hasn't even heard
of ." He looked at Vella. "Do you want to go back to Gar og Nadrak
with me?" he asked.

“In the wintertinme?" Porenn objected.

"We'll just wear more clothes, that's all." Yarbl ek shrugged.
"What are you going to do there?" Vella asked. "lI'mnot really very
interested in sitting around listening to you tal k business."

" 'l thought we'd go to Yar Nadrak. Javelin's people don't seemto be
havi ng much luck finding out what Drosta's up to." He broke off and

| ooked specul atively at Queen Porenn. "Unless they've picked up
sonmething lately | haven't heard about yet," he added.

"Whuld | keep secrets fromyou, Yarblek?" she asked wi th nock
i nnocence.

“"Probably, yes. If you've got sonething, Porenn, share it with me. |
don't want to make the trip for nothing, and Yar Nadrak's a m serable
place in the winter."

“"Not hing yet," she replied seriously.

Yarbl ek grunted. "I didn't think so. Drasnians | ook too nuch like
Drasnians to be able to nove around in Yar Nadrak wi thout attracting
attention." He glanced at Vella. "Well?" he asked.

"Why not ?" she agreed. "Don't take this personally, Porenn, but this
project of yours—trying to turn ne into a lady-is starting to
distract ne just a (ittle. Wuld you believe mat yesterday | left ny
roomw th only one of nmy daggers? |I think |I need sone fresh air and
stale beer to clear ny head.'

Kheva's mother sighed. "Try not to forget everything |Ve taught you,
Vella."



"I have a very good nenory, and | can tell the difference
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bet ween Boktor and Yar Nadrak. Boktor snells better, for one thing."

"How long will you be gone?" Porenn asked the rangy Yarbl ek.

“"A nonth or two, I'd imagine. | think we'll want to go to Yar Nadrak
by a roundabout route. | don't want to announce to Drosta that |I'm
com ng. "

"All right then," the queen agreed. Then she thought of sonething.
"One last thing, Yarblek."

"Yes?"

“"I"'mvery fond of Vella. Don't make the mi stake of selling her while
you're in Gar og Nadrak. |'d be very put out if you did that."

"Who' d buy her?" Yarbl ek responded. Then he grinned and ski pped out
of the way as Vella automatically went for one of her daggers.

Et ernal Sal m ssra | ooked with some distaste at her current Chief
Eunuch, Adiss. In addition to being inconpetent, Adiss was slovenly.
His iridescent robe was food-spotted, and his scalp and face were
sparsely stubbl ed. He had never, she concluded, been nore than an
opportuni st, and now that he had ascended to the position of Chief
Eunuch and felt nore or |ess secure there, he had given hinself over
to the grossest sorts of debauchery. He consuned staggering
quantities of some of the nbst pernicious drugs available in Nyissa
and frequently came into her presence with the vacant-eyed shanbl e of
a sl eepwal ker. He bathed infrequently, and the conbination of the
climate of Sthiss Thr and the various drugs he used gave his body a
rank, al most rancid, odor. Since the Serpent Queen now sanpled the
air with her flickering tongue, she could not only snell himbut also
taste him

He groveled on the narble floor before the dais, delivering a report
on sone uninportant matter in a whining, nasal voice. Uninportant
matters filled the Chief Eunuch's days. He devoted hinself to petty

t hi ngs, since significant things were beyond his capabilities. Wth
the m ndl ess concentration of a man with severely limted talents, he
expanded the trivial out of all proportion and reported it as if it
wer e of earthshaking i nportance. Most of the tinme, Salm ssra
suspected, he was blithely ignorant of the things that should really
be receiving his full attention.

"That will be all, Adiss," she told himin her sibilant whisper, her
coils nmoving restlessly on her divanlike throne.
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"But, my Queen," he protested, the hal f-dozen or so drugs he had



taken since breakfast nmaking himbrave, "this matter is of utnost
urgency. '’

"To you, perhaps. | amindifferent to it. Hire an assassin to cut off
the Satrap's head and have done with it."

Adi ss stared at her in consternation. "B-but, Eternal Sal-nissra," he
squeaked in horror, "the Satrap is of vital inportance to the
security of the nation.'

"The Satrap is a petty time-server who bribes you to keep hinmself in
of fice. He serves no particular purpose. Renopve himand bring me his
head as proof of your absol ute devotion and obedi ence."

" H- hi shead?"

"That's the part that has eyes in it, Adiss," she hissed
sarcastically. "Don't nake a m stake and bring ne a foot instead. Now
| eave. "

He stunbl ed backward toward the door, genuflecting every step or two.

"Oh, Adiss," she added, "don't ever enter the throne room again
unl ess you' ve bat hed. "

He gaped at her in stupid inconprehension.

"You stink, Adiss. Your stench turns nmy stomach. Now get out of
here. "

He fl ed.

"Ch, ny Sadi," she sighed half to herself, "where are you? Wy have
you deserted nme?"

Urgit, Hi gh King of Cthol Mrgos, was wearing a blue doublet and
hose, and he sat up straight on his garish throne in the Drojim

Pal ace. Javelin privately suspected that Urgit's new wife had a great
deal to do with the High King' s change of dress and denmeanor. Urgit
was not bearing up too well under the stresses of marriage. His face
had a slightly baffled ook on it as if sonething profoundly
confusing had entered his life.

"That is our current assessnment of the situation, your Mjesty,"
Javelin concluded his report. "Kal Zakath has so reduced his forces
here in Cthol Miurgos that you could quite easily sweep theminto the
sea."

"That's easy for you to say, Margrave Khendon," Urgit replied a bit
petulantly, "but | don't see you Alorns conmitting any of your forces
to assist with the sweeping."

"Your Majesty raises a slightly delicate point," Javelin said,
t hi nki ng very fast now. "Although we have agreed fromthe
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start that we have a common eneny in the Enperor of Mllorea, the



eons of enmity between the Alorns and the Mirgos cannot be erased
overnight. Do you really want a Cherek fleet off your coast or a sea
of Al gar horsenmen on the plains of Cthan and Hagga? The Al orn ki ngs
and Queen Porenn will give instructions, certainly, but comranders in
the field have a way of interpreting royal commands to suit their own
preconceptions. Your Miurgo generals mght very well also choose to

m sunder st and your instructions when they see a horde of Alorns
beari ng down on them™"

"That's true, isn't it?" Ugit conceded. "What about the Tol nedran
| egi ons then? There have al ways been good rel ati ons between Tol nedra
and Cthol Miurgos."

Javel in coughed delicately and then | ooked around with some show of
checking for unwanted |isteners. Javelin knew that he nust nove with
some care now. Urgit was proving to be far nore shrewd than any of
them had antici pated. Indeed, he was at tinmes as slippery as an ee
and he seenmed to know instinctively exactly the way Javelin's fine-
tuned Drasnian mnd was working. "I trust this won't go any further
your Majesty?" he said in a half whisper

"You have my word on it, Margrave," Urgit whispered back. "Although
anyone who takes the word of a Miurgo—anda menber of the Urga Dynasty
as wel |l —shows very poor judgnent. Murgos are notoriously
untrustworthy, and all Urgas are quite mad, you know. "

Javelin chewed on a fingernail, strongly suspecting that he was being
out maneuvered. "W've received sonme disquieting information from To
Honeth." " Oh?"

"You know how the Tbl nedrans are—al ways alert for the main chance.”

"Ch, ny goodness, yes." Urgit |aughed. "Some of the fondest nenories
of ny chil dhood cone fromthe tinmes when Taur Urgas, ny |late,

unl amented father, fell to chewing on the furniture when he received
the | atest proposal from Ran Borune." "Now nmind you, your Mjesty,"

Javelin went on, "I'mnot 'Suggesting that Enperor Varana hinself is
in any way involved mthis, but there are sone fairly high-ranking
Tol nedran nobl es whoVe been in contact with Mal Zeth." "e:. "That's

disturbing, isn't it? But Varana controls the |legions. -As long as
he's opposed to Zakath, we're safe.” "That's true—as |long as Varana's
alive."
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"Are you suggesting the possibility of a coup?"
" '"It's not unheard of, your Majesty. Your own ki ngdom gi ves evi dence
of that. The great families in northern Tolnedra are still infuriated
about the way the Borunes and Anadiles pulled a march on them and put
Varana on the inperial throne. If sonmething happens to Varana and
he's succeeded by a Vordue or a Honeth or a Horbite, all assurances



go out the window. An alliance between Mal Zeth and Tol Honeth could
be an absol ute disaster for Mirgo and Alorn alike. Mre than that,

t hough, if such an alliance were kept a secret and you had Tbl nedran
legions in force here in Cthol Murgos and they recei ved sudden

i nstructions to change sides, you'd be caught between an arny of

Tol nedrans and an arny of Malioreans. That isn't ny idea of a

pl easant way to spend a sumrer."

Urgit shuddered.

"Under the circunstances, your Mjesty," Javelin went on snoothly,
"I'"d advise the followi ng course." He began ticking itens off on his
fingers. "One: There's a vastly dimnished Mal -l orean presence here
in Cthol Murgos. Two: An Alom force inside your borders would be
nei t her necessary nor advi sable. You have enough troops of your own
to drive the Malioreans out, and we'd be ill-advised to risk any

acci dental confrontations between your people and ours. Three: The
rather murky political situation in Tol nedra makes it extrenely risky
to contenplate bringing the | egions down here.”

"Wai tam nute, Khendon," Urgit objected. "You cane here to Rak Urga
with all sorts of glowi ng talk about alliances and comonality of
interests, but now when it's time to put troops into the field, you
back down. \Why have you been wasting ny tinme?"

' '"The situation has changed since we began our negotiations, your
Maj esty, " Javelin told him "W did not anticipate a Ml -Iorean

wi t hdrawal of such magnitude, and we certainly didn't expect
instability in Tol nedra."”

"What am/ going to get out of this then?

' "What is Kal Zakath likely to do the m nute he gets word that
you' re marching on his stronghol ds?"

"He'll turn around and send his whol e stinking arny back to Ctho
Mur gos. "

"Through a Cherek fleet?" Javelin suggested. "He tried that after
Thul |l Mardu, renenber? King Anheg and his berserkers sank nost of his
shi ps and drowned his troops by the reginment.'

"That's true, isn't it?" Ugit nmused. "Do you think Anheg

m ght be willing to bl ockade the east coast to keep Zakath's arny
fromreturning?"

"I think he'd be delighted. Chereks take such childlike pleasure in
si nki ng other people's boats."

" "He'd need charts in order to nake his way around the southern tip
of Cthol Mirgos, though,'' Urgit said thoughtfully.

Javel i n coughed. "Ah—we already have those, your Majesty," he said
deprecatingly.

Ugit slammed his fist down on the armof his throne. '
Khendon! You're here as an anmbassador, not as a spy."

"Hang it all,



"Just keeping in practice, your Majesty,"” Javelin replied blandly.
"Now, " he went on, "in addition to a Cherek fleet in the Sea of the
East, we're prepared to line the northern and western borders of
Goska and the northwestern border of Araga with Al gar cavalry and
Drasni an pi kenen. That would effectively cut off escape routes for
the Malioreans trapped in Cthol Miurgos, block Kal Zakath's favorite
i nvasi on route down through M shrak ac Thull, and seal off the

Tol nedran | egions in the event of an acconmodati on between Tol Honeth
and Mal Zeth. That way, everybody defends nore or |less his own
territory, and the Chereks keep the Miiloreans off the continent so
that we can settle it all to our own satisfaction.”

"It also totally isolates Cthol Murgos." Urgit pointed out the one
fact that Javelin had hoped to gl oss over. "I exhaust ny kingdom
pul l'ing your chestnuts out of the fire, and then the Al orns,

Tol nedrans, Arends, and Sendars are free to march in and eliminate
t he Angarak presence on the western continent."”

"You have the Nadraks and Thulls as allies, your Mjesty."
“I'"l'l trade you," Urgit said dryly. "Gve nme the Arends and the
Rivans, and |I'Il gladly give you the Thulls and Nadraks."

“I think it's tinme for me to contact ny government on these matters,
your Majesty. |'ve already overextended ny authority. 1'll need
further instructions from Boktor."

"G ve Porenn ny regards,” Urgit said, "and teil her that | join with
her in wishing a nutual relative well.'

Javelin felt a lot |less sure of hinself as he left.

The Child of Dark had smashed all die mrrors in her quarters in the
GolimTenple at Bal asa that norning. It had begun to touch her face
now. Dimy she had seen the swirling |lights beneath the skin of her
cheeks and forehead and then had broken the mirror that had reveal ed
the fact to her—and all the others, as well. Wen it was done, she
stared in horror at the gash in
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the pal m of her hand. The lights were even in her blood. Bitterly she
recalled the wild joy that had filled her when she had first read the
prophetic words: "Behold: the Child of Dark shall be exalted above
all others and shall be glorified by the light of the stars.' * But
the light of the stars was no hal o or glow ng ninbus. The |ight was a
creepi ng di sease that encroached upon her inch by inch

It was not only the swirling lights, however, that had begun to
consune her. Increasingly her thoughts, her nenories, and even her
dreans were not her own. Again and again she awoke scream ng as the
same dream canme agai n and again. She seenmed to hang bodil ess and
indifferent in sone uni magi nabl e void, watching all unconcerned as a



gi ant star spun and wobbled on its course, swelling and grow ng
redder as it shuddered toward inevitable extinction. The random
wobbl e of the off-center star was of no real concern until it becane
nore and nore pronounced. Then the bodil ess and sexl ess awareness
drifting in the void felt a prickle of interest and then a grow ng
alarm This was wong. This had not been intended. And then it
happened. The giant red star exploded in a place where that explosion
was not supposed to happen; and, because it was in the wong pl ace,
other stars were caught up in it. A vast, expanding ball of burning
energy rippled outward, engulfing sun after sun until an entire

gal axy had been consuned.

The awareness in the void felt a dreadful wench within itself as the
gal axy expl oded, and for a nonment it seenmed to exist in nore than one
pl ace. And then it was no |onger one. "This nust not be," the

awar eness said in a soundl ess voi ce.

"Truly," another soundl ess voice responded.

And that was the horror that brought Zandramas bolt upright and
screaming in her bed night after night—the sense of another presence
when al ways before there had been the perfect solitude of eternal
oneness.

The Child of Dark tried to put those thoughts—enories, if you
will—fromher nmind. There was a knock at the door of her chanber, and
she pulled up the hood of her Grolimrobe to hide her face. "Yes?"
she said harshly.

The door opened, and the archpriest of this tenple entered. "Naradas
has departed, Holy Sorceress," he reported. "You wanted to be told."'

"All right," she said in a flat voice.
"A nessenger has arrived fromthe west," the Archpriest continued.
"He brings news that a western Grolim a Hierarch,
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has | anded on the barren west coast of Finda and now nobves across
Dal asia toward Kell."

Zandramas felt a faint surge of satisfaction. "Welcone to Mallorea,
Agachak, " she al nost purred. "IVe been waiting for you."

It was foggy that nmorning along the southern tip of the Isle of
Verkat, but Gait was a fisherman and he knew t he ways of these

wat ers. He pushed out at first light, steering nore by the snell of
the |l and behind himand the feel of the prevailing current man by
anything else. Fromtine to tine he would stop rowing, pull in his
net, and enpty the struggling, silver-sided fish into the |arge box
beneath his feet. Then he woul d cast out his net again and resune his
rowing while the fish he had caught thunped and fl apped beneath him

It was a good norning for fishing. Gart did not mind the fog. There
were ot her boats out, he knew, but the fog created the illusion that
he had the ocean to hinself, and Gart liked that.



It was a slight change in the pull of the current on his boat that
warned him He hastily shipped his oars, |eaning forward, and began
to clang the bell nounted in the bow of his boat to warn the
approaching ship that he was here.

And then he sawit. It was |ike no other ship Gart had ever seen
before. It was long and it was big and it was lean. Its high bowsprit
was ornately carved. Dozens of oars propelled it hissing through the
wat er. There could be no m staking the purpose for which that ship
had been built. Gart shivered as the oninous vessel slid past.

Near the stern of the ship, a huge red-bearded man in chain mai
stood | eaning over the rail. "Any luck?" he called to Gart.

"Fair," Gart replied cautiously. He did not wish to encourage a ship
with that big a crew to drop anchor and begin hauling in his fish.

"Are we off the southern coast of the Isle of Verkat yet?' ' the |ed-
bearded gi ant asked.

Gait sniffed at the air and caught the faint scent of the land. "15x1
*116 al nost past it now," he told them "The coast takes a bend to
t he northeast about here.'’

A man dressed in gleam ng arnor joined the big red-bearded .fell ow at
the rail. The arnmored man held his hel net under one ann, and his

bl ack hair was curly. "Thy know edge of these waters doth seem
profound, friend," he said in an archaic form of address Gart had

sel dom heard before, "and thy willingness
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to share thy knowl edge with others doth bespeak a seemy courtesy.
Canst thou perchance advise us of the shortest course to Mallorea?"

"That woul d depend on exactly where you wanted to go in Mllorea,"
Gart replied.

"The cl osest port," the red-bearded man sai d.

Gart squinted, trying to recall the details of the nmap he had tucked
on a shelf at home. "That would be Dal Zerba in southwestern

Dal asia," he said. "If it were me, |'d go on due east for another ten
or twenty | eagues and then conme about to a northeasterly course.”

“And how | ong a voyage do we face to reach this port thou hast
menti oned?" the arnored man asked.

Gart squinted at the long, narrow ship al ongside him "That depends

on how fast your ship goes," he replied. "It's three hundred and
fifty |l eagues or so, but you have to swi ng back out to sea again to
get around the Turimreef. It's very dangerous, |I'mtold, and no one

tries to go through it."

"Peradventure we might be the first, ny Lord," the arnored man said
gaily to his friend.



The gi ant sighed and covered his eyes with one huge hand. "No,
Mandoral | en," he said in a mournful voice. "If we rip out my ship's
bottomon a reef, we'll have to swimthe rest of the way, and you're
not dressed for it."

The huge ship began to slide off into the fog.

"What kind of a ship is that?" Gart called after the di sappearing
vessel .

"A Cherek war boat," the runbled reply canme back with a note of
pride. "She's the largest afloat."

"What do you call her?" Gart shouted between his cupped hands.
"Seabird, "the reply canme ghosting back to him
CHAPTER FI VE

It was not a large city, but its architecture was at a |l evel of

sophi stication Garion had never seen before. It nestled in a shallow
val l ey near the foot of the vast white peak, |ooking sonmehow as if it
were resting in the mountain's lap. It was a city of slender white
spires and marbl e col onnades. The | ow buil di ngs spaced anong the
spires often had entire walls of glass. There were w de | awns around
the buil dings and groves of trees with nmarbl e benches beneath them
Formal gardens were spaced about the | awns—boxy hedges and beds of
flowers lined by low, white walls. Fountains played in the gardens
and in the courtyards of the buil dings.

Zakath gaped at the city of Kell in stunned amazenment. "I never even
knew this was here!" he exclai nmed.

"You didn't know about Kell?" Garion asked him

"l knew about Kell, but | didn't knowit was like this.""
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Zakath made a face. "It makes Mal Zeth |look |like a collection of
hovel s, doesn't it?"

"Tol Honeth, as well —-and even Mel cene," Garion agreed.

“I didn't think the Dais even knew how to build a proper house," the
Mal | orean said, "and now they show nme sonething like this."

Tom had been gesturing to DurniKk.



"He says that it's the oldest city in the world,"” the snmith supplied.
"It was built this way long before the world was cracked. It hasn't
changed in al nost ten thousand years."

Zakat h sighed. "They've probably forgotten howto do it, then. | was
going to press sonme of their architects into service. Mal Zeth could
use a bit of beautifying."

Toth gestured again, and a frown appeared on Durnik's face. "I can't
have gotten that right," he nuttered.

"What did he say?"

"The way | got it was that nothing the Dais have ever done has ever
been forgotten." Durnik |ooked at his friend. "Is that what you
meant ?" he asked.

Tom nodded and gestured again.

Durni k's eyes went wi de. "He says that every Dal alive today knows
everything that every Dal who's ever lived knew. "

"They nmust have very good schools then," Garion suggested.

Toth only smiled at that. It was a strange smile, tinged slightly
with pity. Then he gestured briefly to Durnik, slid down fromhis
horse, and wal ked away.

"Where's he going?" Silk asked.

"To see Cyradis,” Durnik replied.

“Shouldn't we go with hin®"

Dum k shook his head. "She'll cone to us when she's ready.'

Like all the Dais Garion had ever seen, the inhabitants of Kell wore
sinmple white robes with deep cow s attached to the shoul ders. They
wal ked quietly across the lawns or sat in the gardens in groups of
two or three engaged in sober discussion. Sonme carried books or
scrolls. OGthers did not. Garion was sonehow reni nded of the

Uni versity of Tol Honeth or the one at Melcene. This conmunity of
schol ars, he was convi nced, however, was engaged in studies far nore
profound than the often petty research that filled the |ives of the
prof essors at those exalted institutions.

The group of Dais who had escorted themto this jewellike city |ed
them along a gently curving street to a sinple house on

the far side of one of the formal gardens. An ancient, white-TObed
man | eaned on a long staff in the doorway. Hi s eyes were very bl ue,
and his hair was snowy white. "W have |ong awaited your coming," he
said to themin a quavering voice, "for The Book of Ages has foretold
that in the Fifth Age the Child of Light and his conpany woul d cone
to us here at Kell to seek guidance."

“And the Child of Dark?" Belgarath asked him disnounting. "WII she
al so cone here?"



“"No, Ancient Belgarath,"the elderly man replied. "She may not cone
here, but will find direction el sewhere and in a different manner. |
am Dalian, and | ambid to greet you."

"Do you rule here, Dalian?" Zakath asked, also disnmounting.

“No one rules here, Enperor of Mallorea," Dalian said, "not even
you. "

"You seemto know us," Bel garath noted.

"We have known you all since the book of the heavens was first opened
to us, for your nanes are written large in the stars. And now 1 will
take you to a place where you may rest and await the pleasure of the
Holy Seeress," He | ooked at the oddly placid she-wolf at Garion's
side and the frolicking puppy behind her. "Howis it with you, little
sister?" he asked in formal tones.

"One is content, friend," she replied in the | anguage of wol ves.

"One is pleased that it is so," he replied in her own tongue.
"Does everyone in the whole world except ne speak wol f?" Silk asked
with some asperity.

"Whul d you like |l essons?" Garion asked.
"“Neverm nd. "

And then with tottering step the white-haired man | ed them across the
verdant lawn to a |large marble building with broad, gleaning steps at
the front. "This house was prepared for you at the beginning of the
Third Age, Ancient Belgarath,” the old nman said. "Its first stone was
laid on the day when you recovered your Master's Orb fromthe City of
Endl ess Ni ght."

"That was quite sonetine ago," the sorcerer observed.

"The Ages were long in the beginning," Dalian agreed. "They grow
shorter now. Rest well. We will attend to your nmounts." Then he
turned and, |eaning on his staff, he went back toward his own house.

"Soneday a Dal is going to conme right out and say what he neans
wi thout all the cryptic babble, and the world will cone
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to an end,"” Beldin growed. "Let's go inside. If this house has been
here for as long as he said it has, the dust's likely to be knee-deep

in there, and it's going to need to be swept out."

"Tidi ness, uncle?" Polgara |aughed as they started up the marble
steps. "From you?"

"I don't mnd a certain anpunt of dirt, Pol, but dust nmakes ne



sneeze."

The interior of the house, however, was spotless. Gossanmer curtains
hung at the wi ndows, billowing in the sweet-scented summer breeze,
and the furniture, although oddly constructed and strangely alien-

| ooki ng, was very confortable. The interior walls were peculiarly
curved, and there were no corners anywhere to be seen

They wandered about this strange house, trying to adjust thensel ves
toit. Then they gathered in a | arge, donmed central room where a
smal | fountain trickled water down one wall

"There isn't any back door," Silk noted critically.

"Were you planning to | eave, Khel dar?" Vel vet asked him

“"Not necessarily, but |I like to have that option open if the need
shoul d arise."

“You can always junp out a wi ndow if you have to."

"That's amateurish, Liselle. Only a first-year student at the acadeny
di ves out of w ndows."

"I know, but sometinmes we have to inprovise."

There was a peculiar murmuring sound in Garion's ears. At first he

t hought it might be the fountain, but sonmehow it didn't quite sound
like running water. "Do you think they'd mnd if we went out and had
a |l ook around?" he asked Bel garat h.

"Let's wait a bit before we do that. W were sort of put here. |
don't know yet if that means we're supposed to stay or what. Let's
feel things out before we take any chances. The Dais here—and
Cyradis in particul ar—have sonething we need. Let's not offend
them" He | ooked at Dumi k. "Did Toth give you any hints about when
she'll be com ng here?"

" "Not really, but | got the inpression it wouldn't be too |ong."'
"That's not really too hel pful, brother mne," Beldin said. "The Dais
have a rather peculiar notion of time. They keep track of it in ages
rat her than years.'

Zakath had been rather closely examining the wall a few yards from
the trickling fountain. "Do you realize that there's no nortar

hol ding this wall together?"

Durnik joined him took his knife fromits sheath, and probed at the
sl ender fissure between two of the narble slabs. "Mrtise
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and tenon," he said thoughtfully, "and very tightly fit, too. It mnust
have taken years to build this house."



"And centuries to build the city, if it's all put together that
way, " Zakat hadded. "Where did they learn howto do all this? And
when?"

"Probably during the First Age," Belgarath told him
"Stop that, Belgarath," Beldin snapped irritably. "You sound just the
way they do.'

"I always try to follow | ocal customns."
"I still don't know any nore than | did before," Zakath conpl ai ned.

"The First Age covered the period of time fromthe creation of man
until the day when Torak cracked the world," Belgarath told him "The
beginning of it is alittle vague. QurMasterwas never very specific
about when he and his brothers made the world. | expect that none of
them want to talk about it because their Father disapproved. The
cracking of the world is iairly well pinpointed, though.”

"Were you around when it happened, Lady Pol gara?" Sadi asked
curiously.

“No," she replied. "My sister and | were born a while later."
"How | ong awhil e?"

"Two t housand years or so, wasn't it, father?"

"About that, yes."

“I't chills my blood, the casual way you people shrug off eons." Sad
shudder ed.

"What makes you think they learned this style of building before the
cracki ng of the worl d?" Zakath asked Bel garat h.

"I'Ve read parts of The Book of Ages," the old man said. "It fairly
wel | docunents the history of the Dais. After the world was cracked
and the Sea of the East rushed in, you Angaraks fled to Mallorea. The
Dai s knew that eventually they'd have to come to ternms with your
peopl e, so they decided to pose as sinple fanners. They di smantl ed
their cities—all except this one.”

"Why woul d they | eave Kell intact?"

"There was no need to take it apart. The G olins were the ones they
were really worried about, and the Golins can't cone here.”

"But other Angaraks can,'' Zakath noted shrewdly.' 'Howis it that
none of them has ever reported a city like this to the bureaucracy?"
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"They' re probably encouraged to forget," Polgara told him



He | ooked at her sharply.

“It's not really that difficult, Zakath. A hint or two can usually
erase nmenories." An expression of irritation crossed her face. "What
is that murnuring sound?" she denmanded.

"I don't hear anything," Silk said, |ooking slightly baffl ed.
"You nust have your ears stopped up, then, Kheldar."

About sunset, several young woren in soft white robes brought supper
to them on covered trays.

"I see that diings are the same the world over," Velvet said wyly to
one of the young women. "The nmen sit around and tal k, and the wonen
do the work."'

"Ch, we don't mind," the girl replied earnestly. "It's an honor to
serve.'' She had very large dark eyes and |lustrous brown hair

"That's what makes it even worse," Velvet said. "First they make us
do all the work, and then they persuade us that we like it."

The girl gave her a startled | ook, then giggled. Then she | ooked
around guiltily and bl ushed.

Bel din had seized a crystal flagon al nbst as soon as the young wonen
had entered. He filled a goblet and drank noisily. Then he began to

choke, spraying a purplish liquid over half the room "Wat is this
stuff?" he demanded i ndi gnandy.

“It's fruit juice, sir," the young woman with the dark hair assured
himearnestly. "It's very fresh. It was pressed only this norning."

“"Don"t you let it set long enough to fernment?"

“You nean when it goes bad? Ch, no. We throw it out when that
happens. "

Hegroaned. "What about ale? Or beer?”
"What are those?"

"I knew there was going to be sonething wong with this place," the
dwarf grow ed to Bel garath.

Pol gara, however, had a beatific smle on her face.

"What was that all about?" Silk asked Vel vet after the Dal -asian
wonen had left. "Ail that chitchat, | nean?"

"Groundwork," she replied nysteriously. "It never hurts to open
channel s of comuni cation."

"Wonen, " He sighed, rolling his eyes toward the ceiling.

Garion and Ce' Nedra exchanged a qui ck | ook, both of them renenbering
how often each of them had sai d approxi mately
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the sane thing in the sanme tone early in their marriage. Then they
bot h | aughed.

"What's so funny?" Silk asked suspi ciously.

“Not hi ng, Kheldar," Ce'Nedra replied. "Nothing at all."

Garion slept poorly that night. The murmuring in his ears was just
enough of a distraction to bring himback fromthe edge of sleep over
and over again. He arose the next norning sandy-eyed and out of

sorts.

In the large round central room he found Durni k. The snmith had his
ear pressed against the wall near the fountain. -

"What's the trouble?" Garion asked him

"I"'mtrying to pinpoint that noise,” Durnik said. "It mght be
sonmething in the plunbing. The water in this fountain has to cone
from somewhere. Probably it's piped in, and then the pipe runs under
the floor or up through the walls."

"Wbul d wat er running through a pipe nmake that sort of noise?”

Dum k | aughed. "You never know what sort of sounds are going to cone
out of the plunmbing, Garion. | saw a whol e town abandoned once. They
all thought the place was haunted. The noi se turned out to be com ng
fromthe municipal water supply."”

Sadi cane into the roomonce again wearing his iridescent silk robe.

"Colorful," Garion observed. For the past several nonths, the eunuch
had been wearing a tunic, hose, and Sendarian hal f-boots.

Sadi shrugged. "For sone reason | feel honesick this norning." He
sighed. "I think | could live out my life in perfect contentnent if |
never saw anot her nmountain. \What are you doi ng, Goodman Durni k? Stil
exam ni ng the construction?"

“"No. I'mtrying to track down die source of that noise."

"What noi se?"

"Surely you can hear it."

Sadi cocked his head to one side. "I hear sonme birds just outside the
wi ndow, " he said, "and there's a stream sonewhere nearby, but that's

about all."

Garion and Durni k exchanged a | ong, specul ative |look. "Silk couldn't
hear it yesterday either," Durnik recalled.

"Why don't we get everybody up?" Garion suggested.



"That m ght make some of thema little unhappy, Garion."
"They'll get over it. | think this mght be inportant."”
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There were sonme surly | ooks directed at Garion as the others filed
in.

"What's this all about, Garion?" Belgarath asked in exasperation
"It's what you might call an experinment, G andfather."

"Do your experinments on your own tinme."

"My, aren't we cross this norning?" Ce' Nedra said to the old man.

"I didn't sleep very well.'

"That's strange. J slept like a baby."

"Durnik," Garion said, "would you stand over there, please?" He
pointed to one side of the room "And Sadi, you over there." He
pointed to the other side. "This will only take a few minutes,'' he
told themall. "I"mgoing to whisper a question to each of you, and
want you to answer yes or no."

"Aren't you being just a bit exotic?" Betgarath asked sourly.

"I don't want to contam nate the experinment by giving all of you the
chance to talk it over."

"It's a sound scientific principle,” Beldin approved. "Let's hunor
him He's stirred up ny curiosity.”

Garion went from person to person, whispering a single question: "Can
you hearthat murmuring sound?" Depending on the answer, he asked each
of themto join either Sadi or Durnik. It did not take Iong, and the
result confirmed Garion's suspicions. Standing with Durnik were

Bel garath, Pol gara, Beldin, and—sonmewhat surprisingly—Eriond.
Standing with Sadi were Silk, Velvet, Ce' Nedra, and Zakath.

"Now do you suppose you could explain all this rigama-role?"
Bel garat h asked.

"I asked everybody the same question, Grandfather. The people
standing with you can hear that sound. The people over there can't."”

"Of course they can. It kept nme awake half the night."
“Maybe that's why you're so dense this norning." Beldin grunted.
"Good experinment, Garion. Now, why don't you explain it to our fuzzy-

headed friend?"

"I't's not difficult, Grandfather," Garion said deprecatingly. "It's



probably so sinple that you're overlooking it. The only people who
can hear the sound are those with what you used to call 'talent.’
Ordinary people can't.”

“I"l'l be honest, Belgarath,"Silk said. "I can't heara sound."”

“And |'ve been hearing it ever since we first caught sight of Kell,k"
Durni k added.
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“"Now isn't that interesting?" Beldin said to Belgarath. "Shall we
take it a few steps further, or did you want to go back to bed?"

"Don't be absurd," Belgarath replied absendy.

"All right, then," Betdin continued, "we've got a sound that ordinary
peopl e can't hear, but that we can. | can think of another right
of fhand, as well, can't you?"

Bel garat h nodded. "The sound of soneone using sorcery."

"This is not a natural sound, then," Durnik nmused. He suddenly
| aughed. "I'mglad you worked this out, Garion. | was right on the
verge of tearing up the floor."

"What on earth for?" Polgara asked him
"I thought the noise was comng froma water pipe sonmewhere.”

"This isn't sorcery, though," Belgarath said. "It doesn't sound the
same and it doesn't feel the same."

Bel din was scratching thoughtfully at his natted beard. "How does
this idea strike you?" he said to Belgarath. "The people here have
enough concentrated power to deal with any Grolimor group of Golins
who night conme along, so why go to the trouble of Iaying down that
curse of theirs?

"I don't quite follow you."
"* Alarge proportion of Grolins are sorcerers, right? So they 'd be
able to hear this sound. What if that enchantnent is there to keep
the Golinms far enough away so that they won't hear it?'

"Aren't you getting a little exotic, Beldin?" Zakath asked
skeptical ly.

“Not really. Actually, I'msinplifying. A curse designed to keep away
people you're not really afraid of doesn't make sense. Everybody's

al ways thought that the curse was there to protect Kell itself, and
that doesn't meke any sense either. Isn't it sinpler to assune that
there's sonething nore inportant that has to be protected?”

"What is there about this sound that would nmake the Dais so concerned
about having it overheard?" Vel vet asked, soundi ng perpl exed.



"All right," Beldin said. "What is a sound?”

"Not that again." Belgarath sighed.

“I"'m not tal king about the noise in the woods. A sound is just a
noi se unless it's nmeaningful. Wat do we call a neani ngful sound?"

"Talk, isn't it?" Silk ventured.

"Exactly."
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"I don't understand,"” Ce' Nedra confessed. "What are the Dais saying
that they want to keep secret? Nobody understands what they're saying
anyway. "

Bel di n spread his hands hel pl essly, but Durnik was pacing up and
down, his face creased with thought. "Maybe it's not so nmuch what

they' re sayi ng, but how "

"And you accuse ne of being obscure,” Beldin said to Bel -garath.
"What are you getting at, Durnik?"

"I"'mgroping," the smth admtted. "The noise, or sound-whatever you
want to call it—sn't a signal that sonmebody's turning people into
frogs." He stopped. "Can we really do that?" he asked.

"Yes," Beldin said, "but it's not worth the trouble. Frogs multiply

at a ferocious rate. |I'd rather have one person who irritated ne
instead of a nmillion or so aggravating frogs."

"All right, then," Durnik continued. "It's not the noise that sorcery
makes. "

"Probably not," Bel garath agreed.

"And | think Ce'Nedra's right. Nobody really understands what the
Dai s are sayi ng—except for other Dais. Half the time | can't foll ow
what Cyradis is saying fromone end of a sentence to the other."

"What does that |eave?" Beldin asked intently, his eyes alight. "I'm
not sure. |I've got the feeling though that '"How is nore inportant
than "What.' " Durnik suddenly | ooked slightly enbarrassed. "I'm

tal king too nmuch," he confessed. "I'msure that some of the rest of

you have nore inportant things to say about this than | do."

“I don't really think so," Beldin told him "I think you' re right on
the edge of it. Don't lose it.""'

Durni k was actually sweating now. He covered his eyes with one hand,



trying to collect his thoughts. Garion noticed that everyone in the
room was al nost breathlessly watching his old friend | abor with a
concept that was probably far beyond the grasp of any of the rest of
t hem

"There has to be something that the Dais are trying to protect," the
smith went on, "and it has to be sonething that's very sinple—for
them at | east —but sonething they don't want anybody else to
understand. | wish Toth were here. He m ght be able to explainit.""'
Then his eyes went very wide. "Wiat is it, dear?" Pol gara asked.

"It can't be that!" he exclaimed, suddenly very excited. "It couldn't
be! "

"Durni k!" she said in exasperation.

"Do you renmenber when Toth and | first began to talk to each other—n
gestures, | nmean?" Durni k was suddenly tal king very fast and he was
al nost breathless. "W'd been working together, and a man who works
with sonmeone el se begins to know exactly what the other one is

doi ng—and even what he's thinking." He stared at Silk. "You and
Garion and Pol use that finger-Ilanguage,"” he said.

"Yes."

"You' ve seen the gestures Toth makes. Wuld the secret |anguage be
able to say all that much with just a few waves of the hand—the way
he does it?"

Garion already knew the answer.
Silk's voice was puzzled. "No," he said. "That would be inpossible."

"But | know exactly what he's trying to say,"” Durnik told them "The
gestures don't mean anything at all. He does it just to make me—to
give ne sone rational explanation for what he's really doing."

Durni k's face grew awed. "He's been putting the words directly into
my m nd—wi thout even talking. He has to, because he can't tal k. What
if that's what this nmurnmuring we hear is? What if it's the sound of
the Dais talking to one another? And what if they can do it over |ong
di stances?"

"And overtine, too," Beldin said in a startled voice. "Do you
remenber what your big, silent friend said when we first got here? He
said that nothing the Dais have ever done has ever been forgotten and
that every Dal alive knows everything that every Dal who's ever |ived
knew. "

"You' re suggesting an absurdity, Beldin," Bel garath scoffed.
“"No. Not really. Ants do it. So do bees."
"We aren't ants—er bees."

"I can do al nobst anything a bee can do." The hunchback shrugged.
"Except make honey—and you coul d probably build a fairly acceptable
anthill."



"W Il one of you please explain what you're tal king about?" Ce' Nedra
asked crossly.

"They're hinting at the possibility of a group m nd, dear," Pol gara
said quite calmy. "They're not doing it very well, but that's what
they're groping toward." She gave the two old nmen a condescendi ng
sort of smile. "There are certain creatures—usually insects—that
don't have very nuch intelligence individually, but as a group
they're very wise. A single bee isn't too
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bri ght, but a beehive knows everything that's ever happened to it."

The she-wol f had conme padding in, her toenails clicking on the marble
floor, with the puppy scanpering along behind her. "Wlves do it, as
well," she supplied, indicating that she had been |istening at the
door.

"What did she say?" Silk asked.

"She said that wolves do the same thing," Garion translated. Then he
remenbered sonething. "I was talking with Hettar once, and he said
that horses are the sane way. They don't think of thenselves as

i ndi vi dual s—enly as parts of the herd."

" "Would it really be possible for people to do sonmething |ike
t hat ?" Vel vet asked incredul ously.

"There's one way to find out," Polgara replied.

“No, Pol," Belgarath said very firmy. "It's too dangerous. You could
be drawn into it and never be able to get back out."

“"No, father," she replied quite calmy. "The Dais may not let ne in,
but they won't hurt nme or keep me in if |I want to | eave.'

"How do you know t hat ?"

"I just do." And she closed her eyes.

CHAPTER SI X

They stood watching her apprehensively as she lifted her flaw ess
face. Eyes closed, she concentrated. Then a strange expression camne
to her features

"Wel | ?" Bel garath asked.

"Quiet, father. I"'mlistening."

He stood drumming his fingers inpatiently on the back of a chair, and
the others watched breathl essly.

At | ast Pol gara opened her eyes with a vaguely regretful sigh. "It's
enornmous, " she said very quietly. "It has every thought these people



have ever had—and every nmenory. It even renenbers the begi nning, and
every one of themshares init."

"And so did you?" Belgarath asked her.

"For a nonent, father. They let ne catch a glinpse of it. There are
parts of it that are blocked off, though."

"We m ght have guessed that," Beldin said, scowing. "They're not
going to provide access to anything that would
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give us the slightest advantage. They've been perched on that fence
since the begi nning of tine."

Pol gara sighed again and sat on a | ow divan.
“Are you all right, Pol?" Durnik asked with some concern.

"I"'mfine, Durnik," she replied. "It's just that for a nonent | saw
sonmething |I've never experienced before, and then they asked nme to
| eave. "

Silk's eyes narrowed slightly. "Do you think they'd object if we |eft
this house and had a | ook around?”

“No. They won't mnd."

"I"d say that's our next step then," the little man suggested. "W
know that the Dais are the ones who are going to make the fina
choi ce—at least Cyradis is—but this oversoul of theirs is probably
going to provide her some direction."

"That's a very interesting term Kheldar," Beldin noted.
"What is?"
"Oversoul. How did you come up with it?"

"I"ve always had a way with words."

"There nmay be sone hope for you after all. Soneday we'll have to have
along talk."'

"I shall place myself at your disposal, Beldin," Silk said with a
florid bow. "Anyway," he continued, "since the Dais are going to
decide things, | think we ought to get to know them better. If
they're leaning in the wong direction, maybe we can sway them back."



"Typically devious," Sadi nurnured, "but probably not a bad idea. W
shoul d split up, though. We'll be able to cover nore ground that
way. "

"Ri ght after breakfast," Belgarath agreed.

"But, Grandfather,"” Garion protested, inpatient to be off.
“I'"'m hungry, Garion, and | don't think well when |I'm hungry-"
"That m ght explain a lot," Beldin noted blandly. "W should
have fed you nore often when you were younger."

"You can be terribly offensive sonetinmes, do you know t hat ?"

"Why, yes, as a matter of fact | do." The same group of young wonen
brought breakfast to them and Vel vet drew aside the |arge-eyed gir
with the glossy brown hair and spoke with her briefly. Then the bl ond
girl returned to the table. "Her name is Onatel," she reported, "and
she's invited Ce' Nedra and ne to visit the place where she and the

ot her

young wonen wor k. Young wonen talk a great deal, so we mght pick up
sonet hi ng useful .""'

"Wasn't Onatel the nane of that seeress we net on the |Isle of
Ver kat ?" Sadi asked.

"It's a comon name anong Dal asi an wonen, " Zakath told him "Onate
was one of their npbst honored seeresses.”

"But the Isle of Verkat is in Cthol Mirgos," Sadi pointed out.

“It's not all that strange," Belgarath said. "W've had sone fairly
strong hints that the Dais and the slave race of Cthol Miurgos are
closely related and keep in nore or |ess constant contact. This is
just sone additional confirmation.”

The norning sun was warm and bright as they enmerged fromthe house
and strolled off in various directions. Garion and Zak-ath had
renoved their arnor and left their swords behind, al-though Garion
prudently carried the Orb in a pouch tied to his belt. The two of
t hem wal ked across a dewy | awn toward a group of |arger buildings
near the center of the city.

"You' re always very careful with that stone, aren't you, Gar-ion?"
Zakat h asked.

"I"'mnot sure that careful is the exact word," Garion replied, "but
then again, maybe it is—n a broader sense. You see, die Orb is very
dangerous, and | don't want it hurting people by accident."”

"What does it do?"

"I"'mnot really sure. |IVe never seen it do anything to anybody—except
possi bly Torak—but that m ght have been the sword."



“And you're the only one in the world who can touch the Orb?"

"Hardly. Eriond carried it around for a couple of years. He kept
trying to give it to people. They were nostly Al orns, so they knew
better than to take it."

"Then you and Eriond are the only people who can touch it?"
"My son can," Garion said. "I put his hand on it right after he was
born. It was very happy to neet him"

"A stone? Happy?"

"I't's not |ike other stones." Garion smled. "It can be a little
silly now and then. It gets carried away by its own enthusiasm |
have to be very careful about what | think sonmetines. If it decides I
really want sonmething, it mght just take independent action." He

| aughed. "Once | was specul ating about the tine
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when Torak cracked the world, and it proceeded to tell nme howto
patch it."

"You' re not serious!"

"Oh, yes. It has no conception of the word "inpossible." If | really

wanted it to, it could probably spell out ny name in stars.” He felt

a small twitch in the pouch at his belt. "Stop that!" he said sharply
to the Orb. "That was just an exanple, not a request."

Zakath was staring at him
"Whul dn't that | ook grotesque?" Garion said wyly. " *Bel-garion'
running fromhorizon to horizon across the night sky?"

"You know sonething, Garion," Zakath said. "I've always believed that
sonmeday you and | would go to war with each other. Wuld you be
terribly disappointed if | decided not to show up?”

“I think I could bear it." Garion grinned at him "If nothing el se,
could always start w thout you. You could drop by fromtine to tine
to see how things were going. Ce' Nedra can fix you supper. O course,
she's not a very good cook, but we all have to nake a few sacrifices,
don't we?"

They | ooked at each other for a nmonment and then burst out | aughing.
The process that had begun at Rak Urga with the quixotic Uigit was
now conpl ete. Garion realized with a certain anmount of satisfaction
that he had taken the first few steps toward ending five thousand
years of unrelenting hatred between Al orn and Angar ak.

The Dais paid little attention to themas they strolled along narble
streets and past sparkling fountains. The inhabitants of Kell went
about their activities quietly and contenplatively, their eyes |ost
in thought. They spoke but little, since speech anong them was



| argel y unnecessary.

"It's an eerie sort of place, isn't it?" Zakath observed. "I'm not
used to cities where nobody does anything."

"Ch, they're doing something, all right."

"You know what | nean. There aren't any shops, and nobody's even out
sweepi ng the streets.”

"It is alittle odd, | suppose."” Garion | ooked around. "What's even
odder is that we haven't seen a single seer since we got here. |

t hought this was the place where they lived."

"Maybe they stay indoors."
"That's possible, | suppose.”

Their norning stroll gained themlittle information. They tried
occasionally to strike up conversations with the white-robed cit-
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i zens, and although the Dais were unfailingly polite, they
volunteered little in the way of talk. They answered questions that
were put to them and that was about all

"Frustrating, wasn't it?" Silk said when he and Sadi returned to the
house that had been assigned to them "I|'ve never net a group of
people so disinterested in talk. | couldn't even find anybody willing
to discuss the weather.'

"Did you happen to see which way Ce' Nedra and Liselle went?" Garion
asked him

"Sonmepl ace over on the other side of town, | think. | inagine they'l
come back when those young wonen bring us our |lunch.'

Garion | ooked around at the others. "Did anybody happen to see any of
t he seers?" he asked.

"They aren't here," Polgara told him She sat by a w ndow nendi ng one
of Durnik's tunics. ' 'One old womman told nme they have a specia
place. It's not inthe city."

"How did you manage to get an answer out of her?" Silk asked.

"I was fairly direct. You have to push the Dais a bit when you want
i nformation."

As Silk had predicted, Velvet and Ce' Nedra returned with the young
wonen who were bringing their nmeals to them

"You have a brilliant wife, Belgarion," Velvet said after the
Dal asi an women had | eft. "She sounded for all the world as if there
weren't a brain in her head. She spent the norning babbling."



"Babbl i ng?" Ce' Nedra obj ect ed.
"Weren't you?"
"Well, | suppose so, but 'babbling' is such an unflattering word."

"I presunme there was a reason for it?" Sadi suggested.

"Of course," Ce'Nedra said. "I saw fairly soon that those girls
weren't going to be very talkative, so | filled up the spaces. They
began to |l oosen up after a bit. | talked so that Liselle could watch

their faces." She smiled smugly. "It worked out fairly well, even if
| do say it myself.'

"Did you get anything out of then" Pol gara asked.

"A few things," Velvet replied. "Nothing all that specific, but a few
hints. | think we should be able to get a bit nore this afternoon.”

Ce' Nedra | ooked around. "Where's Durni k?" she asked. "AndEriond?"
"Where el se?" Pol gara sighed.
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"Where did they find any water to fish in?"

"Durnik can snmell water from several mles away," Polgara toid her in
a resigned tone of voice, "and he can tell you what kind of fish are
init, how many, and probably even what their names are."

“I"ve never cared all that much for fish nyself," Beldin said.

"l don't know that Dumi k does either, uncle."”

"Why does he bother diemthen?"

She spread her hands hel plessly. "How should | know? The npotives of
fishermen are dreadfully obscure. | can tell you one thing, though.”

"Ch? What's that?"

"You' ve said a number of tinmes diat you want to have sone | ong
conversations with him™"

"Yes, | do."

"You' d better learn how to fish then. Otherw se, he probably won't be
around. "

"Has anybody conme by to give us any kind of word about Cyradis?"
Garion asked,

“Not a soul," Beldin replied.



"We don't really have tine for an extended stay," Garion fretted.

" 'l might be abJe to stir an answer out of sonebody,'' Zakath

of fered. "She commanded ne to present myself to her here at Kell." He
wi nced slightly. "I can't believe | just said that. Nobody's
commanded nme to do anything since | was about eight years ol d.

Anyway, you know what | nmean. | could insist that sonebody take nme to

her so 1 can obey her orders."

"I think you mght choke on that one, Zakath," Silk said lightly.
"Obey is a difficult concept for someone in your position. "'

"He's an irritating little fellow, isn't he?" Zakath said to Garion.
"“IVe noticed."

"Why, your Majesties,'
thing to suggest."”

Vel vet said, all wi de-eyed i nnocence, "what a

"Well, isn't he?" Zakath said pointedly.

"Of course, but it's not nice to talk about it.

Silk | ooked slightly offended. "Wuld you people |ike for me to go
away so you can talk freely?"

"Ch, that won't be necessary, Kheldar," Velvet said with a dinpled
smle.

They gained little nmore in me way of information that after-
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noon, and die frustration of the fruitless quest made them all
irritable. "I think perhaps we should follow up that idea of yours,"
Garion said to Zakath after supper. "First thing tonorrow norning,
why don't we go see that old nman, Dalian? We'll tell himright out
that you're supposed to present yourself to Cyradis. | think it's
time to start pushing a little.”

"Ri ght," Zakath agreed.

Dal i an, however, proved to be as unresponsive as all the rest of the
citizens of Kell. "Be patient, Enperor of Mallorea," he advised. "The
Holy Seeress will conme to you at the proper tine."

“And when is that?" Garion asked bluntly.
"Cyradis knows,'and that's all mat's really inportant, isn't it?"

“If he wasn't so old and feeble, |I'd shake sone answers out of him?"
Garion nuttered as he and Zakath wal ked back to the house.

" "If this goes on much longer, | nmight just ignore his age and
infirmty," Zakath said. "I"mnot in the habit of having ny questions
evaded this way."



Vel vet and Ce' Nedra were approaching the house fromthe other
direction as Garion and Zakath reached the broad narble steps. The
two young wonen were wal ki ng qui ckly, and Ce' Nedra's expression was
triunmphant.

"I think we managed to get sonething useful at last," Velvet said.

"Let's go inside so we can tell everyone at once."

They gathered again in the doned room and the blond giri spoke to
them quite seriously. "This isn't too precise,”" she admtted, "but |
think it mght be all we're likely to get out of these people. This
norni ng, Ce' Nedra and | went back to that house where those young
wonmen wor k. They were weaving, and that's the sort of thing that
tends to nmeke people a little less than alert. Anyway, that girl with
the large eyes, Onatel, wasn't there, and Ce' Nedra put on her npst
enpt y- headed expressi on and—

"I npst certainly did not," Ce'Nedra said indignhantly.

"Ch, but you did, dear—and it was absolutely perfect. She stood there
all wide-eyed and i nnocent and asked the young wonen where we coul d
find our 'dear friend,' and one of themlet sonmething slip that she
probably wasn't supposed to have. She said that Onatel had been
summned to serve in 'the place of the seers.' Ce' Nedra's eyes

went —+f possi bl e—even nore
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vacant, and she asked where that night be. Nobody answered, but one
of them | ooked at the mountain."

"How can you avoid | ooking at that nmonster?" Silk scoffed. "I'ma
l[ittle dubious about this, Liselle."

"The girt was weaving, Kheldar. |Ve done that nyself a few tines, and
I know you have to keep your eyes on what you're doing. She | ooked
away in response to Ce' Nedra's question, and then she jerked her eyes
back and tried to cover her m stake. |Ve been to the acadeny, too,
Silk, and | can read people alnpst as well as you can. That gir

m ght as well have screanmed it out |loud. The seers are sonewhere up
on that mountain.”

Silk nade a face. "She's probably right, you know," he adnmitted.
"That's one of the things they stress at the acadeny. |f you know
what you're | ooking for, nost people's faces are |ike open books." He
squared his shoulders. "Well, Zakath," he said, "it looks as if we'l
get to clinmb that nountain a little sooner than we'd expected."”

"I don't think so, Kheldar," Polgara said firmy. "You could spend
half a lifetinme poking around in those glaciers and still not find
the seers.”

"Have you got a better idea?"

"Several, actually. "She rose to her feet. "Conme along, Gar-ion," she



said. "You, too, uncle."

"What are you up to, Pol?" Belgarath asked.
"We're going to go up and have a | ook."

"That's what | suggested already," Silk objected.

"There's one di fference, though, Kheldar," she said sweetly. "You
can't fly."

"Well," he said in an offended tone, "if you're going to be that way
about it."

"'l am Silk. It's one of the advantages of being a wonan. | get to
do all sorts of unfair things, and you have to accept them because
you're too polite not to."

"One for her side," Garion mnurnured.

"You keep saying that," Zakath said, puzzled. "Wy?"

“It's an Alorn joke," Garion told him

"Why don't you save yourself a bit of time, Pol?" Belgarath
suggested. "See if you can get sone confirmation fromthat group m nd
before you go swooping off."

"That's a very good idea, father," she agreed. She closed her eyes
and lifted her face. After a nmonment she shook her head. "They won't
et me back in." She sighed.

"That's a kind of confirmation in itself." Beldin chuckl ed.
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"I don't exactly follow that," Sadi said, rubbing his freshly shaved
scai p.

"The Dais may be wi se," the hunchback told him "but they're not very
shrewd. These two girls of ours have picked up sone information. |f
the informati on wasn't correct, there wouldn't be any reason to keep
Pol out. Since they did keep her out, it indicates that we're on to
sonmething. Let's go outside of town," he suggested to Polgara, "so
that we don't give away any secrets."

"I don't really fly all that well, Aunt Pol," Garion said dubiously.
"“Are you sure you need nme?"

"Let's not take chances, Garion. |If the Dais go out of their way to
make this place inaccessible, we mght need to use the Orb to break
through. We'll save tine if you conme along with it in the first

pl ace. "

"Ch," he said, "maybe you're right."



"Keep in touch," Belgarath said as the three of them started out the
door.

“Naturally," Beldin grunted.

Once they were out on the |awn, the dwarf squinted around. "Over

there, | think," he said, pointing. "That thicket on the edge of town
shoul d hi de what we're doing."

“"AH right, uncle," Polgara agreed.

"One other thing, Pol," he added, "and |I'mnot trying to be
of f ensi ve. "

"That's a novelty."

“"You're in good formthis norning." He grinned. "Anyway, a nmountain
like that one breeds its own weat her—and nost particularly, its own
wi nds. "

"Yes, uncle, | know. "

**| know how fond you are of snow ow s, but the feathers are too
soft. If you get into a high wind, you could end up com ng back
naked. "

She gave hima long, |evel |ook.

"Do you want all your feathers bl own off?"

"No, uncle, as a matter of fact, | don't."

"Why don't you do it my way, then? You m ght even find that you |ike
bei ng a hawk."

"Bl ue banded, | suppose?”
"Well, that's up to you, but you do | ook good in blue, Pol."

"You' re inpossible." She |laughed. "All right, uncle, we'll do it your
way. '’
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"“I"D change first," he offered. "Then you can use nme as a nodel to
make sure you get the shape right."

"l know what a hawk | ooks |ike, uncle.”

"Of course you do, Pol. I"'mjust trying to be hel pful."
"You're too kind."

It felt very strange to nmaeke a shape other than dial of a wolf.

Garion | ooked hinself over carefully, making frequent conparisons to
Bel di n, who perched fierce-eyed and nagnificent on a branch overhead.



"Good enough," Beldin told him "but next tinme nake your tai
feathers a little fuller. You need themto steer with."

“"All right, gentlenen," Polgara said froma nearby linb, "let's get
started.”

“I'l'l lead," Beldin said. "lIVe had nore practice at this. If we hit a
downdraft, sheer away fromthe nmountain. You don't want to get banged
up agai nst those rocks. *' He spread his wings, flapped a few tines,
and flew off.

The only time Garion had been aloft before had been on the |ong
flight fromJarviksholmto Riva after Geran had been abducted. He had
flown that tinme as a speckled falcon. The bl ue-banded hawk was a much
bi gger bird, and flying over nmountain terrain was nmuch different from
flying over the vast open expanse of the Sea of the Wnds. The air
currents eddied and swirled around the rocks, making them

unpredi ctabl e and even dangerous.

The three hawks spiraled upward on a rising colum of air. It was an
effortless way to fly, and Garion began to understand Beldin's
intense joy in flight.

He al so discovered that his eyes were incredibly sharp. Every detali
on the nountainside stood out as if it were directly in front of him
He coul d see insects and the individual petals of wildflowers. H's
talons twitched involuntarily when a snmall nountain rodent scurried
across a rockfall.

"Pay attention to what we're here for, Garion," he heard Aunt Pol's
voice in the silences of his mnd

"But— The yearning to plunmet down with his talons spread wi de was
al nost irresistible.

“No buts, Garion. You've already had breakfast. Just |eave the poor
little creature alone."'

“"You're taking all the fun out of it for him Pol," Garion heard
Bel di n protest.

"We're not here to have fun, uncle. Lead on."

The buffeting was sudden, and it took Garion by surprise. A
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vi ol ent downdraft hurled himtoward a rocky slope, and it was only at
the last instant that he was able to veer away fromcertain di saster
The downdraft pushed himthis way and that, wenching at his w ngs,
and it was suddenly acconpanied by a pelting rainstorm huge, icy

drops that pounded at himlike |arge wet hamrers.

"It isn't natural, Garion!" Aunt Pol's voice cane to himsharply. He
| ooked around desperately, but he could not see her



"Where are you?" he called out.
“"Never nmind that! Use the Orb! The Dais are trying to keep us away!"

Garion was not entirely positive that the Orb could hear himin that
strange place to which it went when he changed form but he had no
choice but to try. The driving rain and howing wi nd currents nmade
settling to earth and resum ng his own shape unthi nkable. "Mke it
stop!" he called out to the stone, "the wind, the rain, all of it!"

The surge he felt when the Orb unl eashed its power sent him
staggering through the air, flapping his wi ngs desperately to hold
hi s bal ance. The air around hi m seened suddenly bright bl ue.

And then the turbul ence and the rain that had acconpanied it were
gone, and the colum of warm air was back, rising undisturbed into
the summrer air.

He had | ost at |east a thousand feet in the downdraft, and he saw
Aunt Pol and Bel din, each over a nmle away in opposite directions. As
he began again to spiral upward, he saw that they also were rising
and veering through the air toward him "Stay on your guard,” Aunt
Pol's voice told him "Use the Ob to nuffle anything else they try
to throw at us."

It took themonly a few minutes to regain the height they had | ost,
and they continued upward over forests and rockslides until they
reached that region on the flanks of the nmountain above the tree |ine
and below the eternal snows. It was an area of steep neadows with
grass and wi |l dfl owers nodding in the nmountain breeze.

"There!" Beldin's voice seened to crackle. "It's a trail.'
"Are you sure it's not just a gane trail, uncle?" Polgara asked him

"It's too straight, Pol. A deer couldn't walk in a straight line if
his Iife depended on it. That trail is man-made. Let's see where it
goes." He tilted on one wing and swooped down toward the well -
travel ed track stretching up one of the nmeadows toward a gap in a
rocky ridge. At the upper end of the nmeadow,
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he flared his wings. "Let's go down," he told them "It might be
better if we follow the rest of the way on foot.'

Aunt Pol and Garion followed himdown, and the three of them blurred
back into their own forns. "It was touch and go there for a while,"
Bel din said. "I came within a few feet of bending ny beak on a
rockslide." He | ooked critically at Pol-gara. "Wuld you like to
revi se your theory about the Dais not hurting anybody?"

"We'l |l see."

“I wish | had nmy sword,"” Garion said. "If we run into trouble, we're



pretty much defensel ess.”

"I don't know if your sword would be rmuch use against the kind of
trouble we're likely to conme up against,"” Beldin told him "Don't
| ose contact with the Orb, though. Let's see where this goes." He
started up the steep trail toward the ridge.

The gap in the ridge was a narrow pass between two | arge boul ders.
Toth stood in the center of the trail, nutely bl ocking their way.

Pol gara | ooked himcoolly in the face. "We will go to the place of
the seers, Toth. It is foreordained."

Toth's eyes grew nmonmentarily distant. Then he nodded and stepped
aside for them

CHAPTER SEVEN

The cavern was vast, and there was a city inside. The city | ooked
much |i ke Kell, thousands of feet bel ow, except, of course, for the
absence of | awns and gardens. It was dim since the blindfol ded seers
needed no light, and the eyes of their nmute gui des had, Garion

surm sed, becone adjusted to the faint Iight.

There were few people abroad in those shadowy streets, and those they
saw as Toth led theminto the city paid no attention to them Beldin
was nuttering to hinself as he stunped al ong.

"What is it, uncle?" Polgara asked him

"Have you ever noticed how nmuch sonme people are slaves to
convention?" he replied.

"I don't quite see what you're getting at."

"This town is inside a cave, but they still put roofs on the houses.
Isn't that sort of an absurdity? It isn't going to rain in here."
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"But it will get cold—particulaily in the winter. If a house has no
roof, it's alittle hard to keep the heat in, wouldn't you say?" He
frowned. "I guess | didn't think of that," he admtted. The house to

which Toth led themwas in the very center of this strange
subterranean city. Although it was no different fromthose around it,
its location hinted that the inhabitant was of sonme inportance. Toth
entered without knocking and led themto the sinple room where
Cyradis sat waiting for them her pale young face illum nated by a

si ngl e candl e.



"You have reached us nore quickly than we had expected," she said. In
a peculiar way her voice was different fromthe way it had sounded in
their previous neetings. Garion uneasily felt that the seeress was
speaking in nore than one voice, and the result was startlingly

chor al

"You knew that we could cone, then?" Polgara asked her. "Of course.
It was but a question of tine before you would conplete your
threefold task." "Task?"

"It was but a sinple endeavor for one as powerful as thou art,
Pol gara, but it was a necessary test." "I don't seemto recall—=

"As | told thee, it was so sinple that doubtless thou hast forgotten
it."

"Remind us," Beldin said gruffly.

"Of course, gentle Beldin." She smiled. "You have found this place;
you have subdued the elenments to reach it; and Polgara hath spoken

correctly the words that gained you entry." “"Mre riddles,"” he said
sourly.

"Ariddle is sonmetinmes the surest way to nake the mnd receptive." He
grunted.

"It was necessary for the riddle to be solved and the tasks to be
conpleted ere | could reveal to you that which nust be reveal ed." She
rose to her feet. "Let us depart fromthis place then, and go down
even unto Kell. My guide and dear conpanion will bear the great book
that must be delivered into the hands of Ancient Belgarath.'

The mute giant went to a shelf on the far side of the dimy |it room
and took down a | arge book bound in black | eather. He tucked it under
his arm took his mistress by the hand, and | ed them back out of the
house.

"Why the secrecy, Cyradis?" Beldin asked the blindfol ded

girl. "Why do the seers hide up here on the mountain instead of
staying at Kell?"

"But this is Kell, gentle Beldin."
"What's that city down in the valley, then?"

"Also Kell." She smled. "It hath ever been thus anmong us. Unlike the
cities of others, our communities are w despread. This is the place
of the seers. There are nmany other places on this nmountai n—+he pl ace
of the wizards, the place of the necromancers, the place of the

di viners—and all are a part of Kell."

"'*Trust a Dal to come up with an unnecessary conplication.'’
"The cities of others are built for different purposes, Beldin. Sone

are for comerce. Sone are for defense. Qur cities are built for
study. "'



"How can you study if you have to walk all day in order to talk with
your col | eagues?’

"There is no need for wal king, Beldin. We can speak to each other
whenever we choose. |Is this not the way in which thou and Anci ent
Bel garath converse?"

"That's different,"” he grow ed.
“I'n what way?"
"Qur conversations are private."

"We have no need of privacy. The thoughts of one are the thoughts of
all."

It was shortly before noon when they enmerged fromthe cavern into the
warm sunlight again. Gently guiding Cyradis, Toth |ed them back to
the gap in the ridge and down the steep path that crossed the high
nmeadows. After about an hour of descent, they entered a cool green
forest where birds caroled fromthe treetops and insects whirled like
specks of fire in the slanting colums of sunlight.

The trail was still steep, and Garion soon di scovered one of , (he

di sadvant ages of wal ki ng downhill for any extended period of tinme. A
| arge and painful blister was forming atop one of the toes on his
left foot, and a few twinges fromhis right clearly indicated that he
woul d soon have a matched set. He gritted his teeth and |inped on.

It was nearly sunset when they reached the gleamng city in the
valley. Garion noticed with a certain satisfaction that Bel din was
also linping as they wal ked along the marble street that led to the
house Dalian had | odged themin. ; The others were eating when they
entered. As it chanced to happen, Garion was |ooking at Zakath's face
when the Mallo-rean saw that Cyradis was with them His oiive-skinned
face
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pal ed slightly, a pallor nmade nore pronounced by the short black
beard he had grown to conceal his identity. He rose to his feet and

bowed slightly. "Holy Seeress,"” he said respectfully.

"Enperor of Mallorea," she responded. "As | prom sed thee in cloud-
dark Darshiva, | surrender nyself up to thee as thy hostage.'

"There's no need to talk of hostages, Cyradis," he replied with a
slightly enbarrassed flush. ' 'I spoke in haste in Darshiva, before
clearly understood what it is that | amto do. | amcomitted now. "'

"I am nonethel ess, thy hostage, for it is thus preordai ned, and
nmust acconpany thee unto the Place Which Is No Mre to face the task



that awaits nme."

"You nust all be hungry," Velvet said. "Come to the table and eat."
"I must conplete one task first, Huntress," Cyradis told her. She
hel d out both hands, and Toth placed the heavy book he had carried
down fromthe mountain in them "Ancient Belgarath,” she said in that
strangely choral voice, "thus do we commend into thy hands our holy
book as the stars have instructed us to do. Read it carefully, for
thy destination is revealed in its pages.'

Bel garath rose quickly, crossed to her, and took the book, his hands
trembling with eagerness. "I thank you, Cyradis. | know how precious
the book is, and | will care for it while it is in my hands and
return it once I've found what | need." Then he went to a smaller
tabl e near the wi ndow, sat, and opened the heavy vol une.

“"Move over," Beldin told him stunping to the table and draw ng up
anot her chair. The two old nmen bent their heads over the crackling
pages, oblivious to all around them

"WIIl you eat now, Cyradis?" Polgara asked the blindfolded girl.
"Thou art kind, Polgara," the Seeress of Kell replied. "I have fasted
since thine arrival here in preparation for ms neeting, and mne
hunger weakens ne."

Pol gara gently led her to the table and seated her between Ce' Nedra
and Vel vet.

“I's nmy baby well, Holy Seeress?" Ce' Nedra asked urgently.

"He is well, Queen of Riva, although he doth yearn to be returned to
t hee. "

"I"'msurprised he even renmenbers nme." Ce'Nedra said it with sone
bitterness. "He was only a baby when Zandramas stole him'' She
sighed. "There's so nuch | Ve missed—so many things |I' 11 never
see.'' Her lower lip began to trenble.

Garion went to her and put his arms confortingly around her. "It's
going to be all right, Ce' Nedra," he assured her

"WIlIl it, Cyradis?" she asked in a voice near to tears. "WII
everything really be all right again?”

"That | cannot say, Ce' Nedra. Two courses stand before us, and not
even the stars know upon which we will place our feet.'

"How was the trip?" Silk asked, nore, Garion thought, to get past an
unconfortabl e noment than out of any burning curiosity.

“"Nervous," Garion replied. "I don't fly very well, and we ran into
some bad weat her.'

Silk frowmed. "But it's been absolutely clear all day."

“Not where we were, it wasn't." Garion glanced at Cyradis and deci ded



not to nake an i ssue of the near-disastrous down-draft. "Is it al
right to tell them about the place where you live?" he asked her

"Of a certainty, Belgarion." She snmled. "They are of thy conpany,
and thou shoul dst conceal nothing fromthem"

"Do you renmenmber Mount Kahsha in Cthol Mirgos?" Gar-ion asked his
friend.

"I Ve been trying to forget."

"Well, the seers have a city that's sort of like the one the Dagash
built at Kahsha. It's inside a very |arge cave."

"I"'mglad | didn't go there, then."
Cyradis turned her face toward him a concerned little frown touching

her forehead. "Hast thou not yet mamstered this unreasoning fear of
t hi ne, Khel dar?"

“Not noticeably, no—and I'd hardly call it unreasoning. Believe ne,
Cyradis, | have reasons—+ots and | ots of reasons." He shuddered.
"Thou rmust summon up thy courage, Kheldar, for the time will surely

come when thou must enter a place such as thou bol dest in dread.”
“"Not if |I can helpit, I won't."

"Thou nust, Kheldar. No choice is open to thee."

Hi s face was bl eak, but he said nothing.

"Tell me, Cyradis," Velvet said then, "were you the one who
interrupted the progress of Zith's pregnancy?”

"Thou art shrewd to have perceived the pause in that nost natural of
events, Liselle," the Seeress told her, "but nay, it was not |I. The
wi zard Vard on the Isle of Verkat bade her to wait until her task at
Ashaba was conpl eted. "

"Vard is a wizard?" Pol gara asked in sonme surprise. "l can usually
detect them but in his case, | didn't sense a thing."
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"He is nost subtle,"” Cyradis agreed. "Things stand so in Cthol Mirgos
that great care nust be exercised in the practice of our arts. The
Golins in the land of the Murgos are ever alert to the disturbances
such acts inevitably cause.”

"We were quite put out with you on Verkat," Durnik told her. "That
was before we understood the reason for what you did. I'mafraid



treated Toth very badly for a while. He was good enough to forgive
me, though.”

The big nute sniled at himand nade a few gestures.

Durni k | aughed. "You don't really have to do that anynore, loth," he
told his friend. "I finally figured out how you were talking to nme."

loth | owered his hands.

Dum k seened to listen for a monment. "Yes," he agreed. "It's nuch
easier this way—and faster, too—nAow that we don't have to wave our
hands at each other. Oh, by the way, Eriond and | found a pond a
little ways below the city here. It has sone very nice trout init."
loth grinned broadly.

"I thought you mght feel that way." Durnik grinned back

"I"'mafraid we've corrupted your guide, Cyradis," Polgara apol ogi zed.
"Nay, Polgara." The Seeress smiled. "This passion hath been upon him
since boyhood. Ofttines in our travels he hath found excuse to linger
for a tine by sone |lake or stream | do not chide himfor this, for |

am fond of fish, and he doth prepare them exquisitely."

They finished their neal and sat, talking quietly to avoid disturbing
Bel garath and Beldin who still sat poring over the Mllorean Gospels.

"How i s Zandramas going to find out where we're all going?" Garion
asked the Seeress. "Since she's a Golim she can't conme here.”

“"That | may not tell thee, Child of Light. She will, however, arrive
at the appointed place at the proper tine."

"Wth nmy son?"
"As it hath been foretold."

“I"'mlooking forward to that neeting." He said it bleakly. ' "There
are a great many things Zandranmas and | have to settle.'

"Let not thy hatred blind thee to thy tasks," she told himquite
seriously.

“And what is my task, Cyradis?"
"That thou wilt know when it doth face thee."
"But not before?"

“Nay. Thy performance of that task would be marred shoul dst thou
consider it overlong."

"And what is nmy task, Holy Seeress?" Zakath asked her. "You said you
woul d instruct me here at Kell."

"I nmust reveal that to thee in private, Enperor of Mallorea. Know,



however, that thy task will begin when thy conpani ons have conpl et ed
theirs, and it will consune the balance of thy life.'

"As long as we're tal king about tasks," Sadi said, "perhaps you could
explain mne to ne."

"You have already begun it, Sadi."

"Am | doing it very well?"

She sniled. "Passing well, yes."

"'l might do alittle better if | knew what it is.'

"Nay, Sadi. Even as Belgarion's, thy task would be nmarred shoul dst
t hou know of it."

"I's this place we're going to very far?" Durnik asked her

“Many | eagues, and there is yet much to be done.

“I'l'l need to talk with Dalian about supplies, then. And | nmink ["'1l]
want to check the horses' hooves before we start. This mght be a
good tine to get them shod again."”

"That's inpossible!l" Belgarath suddenly burst out.

"What is it, father?" Aunt Pol asked him

“It's Korim The meeting is supposed to take place at Korim?"
"Where's that?" Sadi asked in puzzlement.

“It's no place," Beldin growed. "It's not there anynore. It was a
nmount ai n range that sank into the sea when Torak cracked the worl d.
The Book of Atom nmentions it as The High Places of Korim which are
no nore."' "

"There's a certain perverted logic to it," Silk observed. "That's
what these assorted prophecies have neant all along when they tal ked
about a Place Which Is No More."

Bel di n tugged thoughtfully at one ear. "There's sonething el se,
too," he noted. "You renmenber the story Senji told us back at

Mel cene? About the scholar who stole the Sardion? H s ship was | ast
seen founding the southern tip of Gandahar, and it never canme back
Senji said he thought that it had gone down in a stormoff the

Dal asi an coast. It's beginning to sound as if he was right. W have
to go where the Sardion is, and |'ve got the unconfortable feeling
that it's resting on top of a mountain that sank into the sea over
five thousand years ago."
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CHAPTER EI GHT



The Queen of Riva was in a pensive nood as they set out fromthe
glowing marble city of Kell. A peculiar kind of |anguor seened to
come over her as they rode through the forest to the west of Kell, a
| anguor that grew nore pronounced with each passing mile. She took no
part in the general conversation, but was content nerely to listen

"I don't see how you can be so calmabout this, Cyradis," Belgarath
was saying to the blindfol ded Seeress as they rode along. ' ' Your

task will fail the same as ours will if the Sardion is lying at the
bottom of the sea. And why are we nmaking this side trip to Perivor?"

"It is there that the instruction thou received fromthe Holy Book
will be nade clear to thee, Ancient Belgarath.”

"Couldn't you just explain it to me yourself? We're a little pressed
for time, you know. "

“"That | may not do. | may not give thee any aid that | do not
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also give to Zandramas. It is thy task—and hers—to unravel this
riddle. To aid one of thee and not the other is forbidden.'

"Sonmehow | thought you might look at it that way," he said glumy.

"Where's Perivor?" Garion asked Zakat h.
" '"It's an island off the south coast of Dalasia,' * the Mllorean
replied. "The inhabitants there are very strange. Their |egends say
that they're descendants of sonme people fromthe west who were aboard
a ship that was bl own off course and wecked on the island about two
t housand years ago. The island's of little value, and the people
there are fearsone fighters. The general opinion in Mal Zeth has

al ways been that the place wouldn't be worth the trouble it would
take to subdue it, and Urvon didn't even bother to send Golins
there."''

"If they're so savage, won't it be sort of dangerous for us to go
t here?"

“No. Actually they're civil and even hospitable—as |ong as you don't
try to land an arnmy there. That's when things start to take a turn
for the worse.'

"Have we really got the tine to go to this place?" Silk asked the
Seeress of Kell.

“"Anmple tinme, Prince Kheldar," she replied. "The stars have told us
for eons that the Place Which Is No More awaits the com ng of thee
and thy conpani ons, and that thou and thy conpanions will conme there
upon the day appointed for die nmeeting."

"And so will Zandramas, | suppose?"

She sniled a gentle little snle. "How can there be a neeting if the
Child of Dark be not also present?" she asked him



"I think | detected a faint glimer of hunmor there, Cyradis,'' he
bantered. "lIsn't that a bit out of character for one of the seers?"

"How little you know us, Prince Kheldar." She snmiled again. "Ottines
we have been convul sed with |laughter at sone nessage wit large in
the stars and at the absurd | engths to which others go to ignore or
avoid that which is preordained. Subnmit to the instruction of the
heavens, Khel dar. Spare thyself the agony and turmoil of trying to
evade thy fate.'

“"You throw the word 'fate' around awfully lightly, Cyradis," he said
di sapprovingly.

"Hast thou not come here in response to a fate |laid down for thee at
t he begi nning of days? Al thy concern with comrerce
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and espi onage have been but a diversion to occupy thee until the
appoi nted day."

"That's a polite way to tell someone he's been behaving like a
child."

"We are all children, Kheldar."

Bel di n cane soaring through the sun-dappled forest, avoiding tree
trunks with deft shifts of his wings. He settled to earth and changed
form

"Troubl e?" Bel garath asked him

“"Not as rmuch as |'d expected." The dwarf shrugged. "And that worries
me a bit."

"Isn't that a tittle inconsistent?"

"Consistency is the defense of a small m nd. Zandramas couldn't go to
Kell, right?"

"As far as we know. "

"Then she has to follow us to the neeting place, right?"
"Unl ess she's found sone other way to find out where it is."

"That's what worries me. If she had to follow us, wouldn't it be

| ogical for her to have ringed this forest with troops and Golinms to
find out which way we were goi ng?"

"l suppose so, yes."

"Well, there's no arny out there—enly a few patrols, and they're just
goi ng through the notions."

Bel garath frowned. "What's she up to?"

"My point exactly. |I'd guess that she's got a surprise in store for



us sonewhere."
"Keep your eyes open, then. | don't want her slipping up behind ne."
“I't mght sinplify things if she did."

"I doubt it. Nothing about this entire affair has been sinple, and
don't expect things to change at this stage."

“I"l'l go scout ahead." The dwarf blurred and soared away.

They made their encanpnent that evening beside a spring that gushed
out of an outcropping of nobss-covered rock. Bel garath seened noody
and out of sorts, so the rest of them avoided him as they worked at
tasks they had repeated so many tinmes that they had becone habit ual
"You're very quiet this evening," Garion said to Ce' Nedra as they sat
by the fire after supper. "What's the nmatter?”

" 'l just don't feel like talking." The peculiar |ethargy that had
come over the little queen had not dim nished as the day wore on, and
she had actually found herself dozing in her saddle several tines
during the late afternoon.
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"You |l ook tired," he observed.

"I am a bit. We've been traveling for a long tinme now | think it
m ght be starting to catch up with nme."

"Why don't you go to bed then? You'll feel better after a good
night's sleep."”

She yawned and held out her arns to him "Carry me," she said.

He | ooked startled. Ce' Nedra enjoyed startling her husband. His face
al ways | ooked so wi de-eyed and boyish. "Aren't you feeling well?" he
asked.

"I'mfine, Garion. I'mjust sleepy, and | want to be babied a bit.
Carry me to the tent, put ne to bed, and tuck me in."

"Well, if that's what you want . . ." He rose, picked her up easily,
and carried her across the encanprment to their tent.

"Garion," she murmured drowsily after he had gently drawn their
bl ankets up around her shoul ders.

"Yes, dear?"

'Please don't wear your nmmil shirt when you conme to bed. It nakes
you snell like an old iron pot."

Ce' Nedra's sleep that night was disturbed by strange dreans. She
seened to see people and places she had not seen or even thought of



in years. She saw | egi onnaires guarding her father's palace, and Lord
Morin, her father's chanberlain, hurrying down a marble corridor.
Then she seened to be at Riva, holding a | ong, inconprehensible
conversation with Brand, the Rivan Warder, while Brand's bl ond niece
sat spinning flax by the wi ndow. Arell seenmed unconcerned about the
dagger hilt protruding from between her shoul der bl ades. Ce' Nedra
stirred, muttering to herself, and i medi ately began to dream again.

She seened then to be a Rheon in eastern Drasnia. Casually she

pl ucked a dagger fromthe belt of Vella, the Nadrak dancer, and just
as casually drove it to the hilt into the belly of black-bearded

U fgar, the head of the Bear-cult. U fgar was speaking sneeringly to
Bel garath as Ce' Nedra sank the knife into him and he did not even
pay any attention to her as she slowmy twisted the blade in his
vitals.

And then she was at Riva again, and she and Garion were sitting naked
besi de a sparkling forest pool while thousands of butterflies hovered
over them

She traveled in her restless dreamto the ancient city of Val Alorn
in Cherek, and then went on to Boktor for the funeral of King Rhodar
And once again she saw the battlefield at Thul
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Mar du, and once nore the face of her self-appointed protector,
Brand's son O ban.

There was no coherence to the dream She seenmed to go from place to
pl ace without effort, nmoving through time and space | ooking for
sonet hi ng, al though she could not renmenber what it was she had | ost.

When she awoke the next norning, she was as tired as she had been the
previ ous evening. Every novenent was an effort, and she kept yawning.

""What's the matter?" Garion asked her as they dressed. "Didn't you
sl eep wel | ?"

“"Not really," she replied. "I kept having the strangest dreans."

"Do you want to tal k about thenf? Sonetines that's the best way to put
themto rest so they don't keep com ng back night after night."

"They didn't make any sense, Garion. They just kept junping around.
It was alnost as if someone were noving nme fromplace to place for
some reason of her own.'

"Her? Was this sonmeone a woman?"

"Did | say "her'? | can't inmmgine why. | never saw this person."

Ce' Nedra yawned again. "I hope whoever it was got finished with it,
though. I'd rather not go through another night |like that." Then she
gave hima sly, sidelong glance through her eyelashes. ' 'There were
some parts of the dreamthat were rather nice, though," she said.
"Once we were sitting by that pool back at Riva. Do you want to know



what we were doi ng?"

A slow blush crept up Garion's neck. "Uh, no, Ce' Nedra. | don't
really think so."

But she told himanyway—n great detail—until he finally fled from
the tent.

Her restless night increased the peculiar |assitude that had |ain on
her since they had left Kell, and she rode that nmorning in a half
doze that, try though she m ght, she could not seemto shake off.
Garion spoke with her several tines to warn her that she was all ow ng
her horse to stray, and then, apparently seeing that she just
couldn't keep her eyes open, he took her reins fromher hands and | ed
her horse.

About midnmorning, Beldin rejoined them "I think you' d better take
cover," he tersely told Belgarath. "There's a Darshivan patrol com ng
along this trail."

"Are they searching for us?"

"Who knows? |f they are, they're not being very serious
KELL
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about it. Go back into the woods for a couple hundred yards and | et
themride on by. I'lIl keep an eye on them and |l et you know when
t hey' ve passed."”

"All right." Belgarath turned aside fromthe trail and | ed the rest
of them back into the conceal ment of the forest.

They di snounted and waited tensely. Soon they heard the jingling of
the sol diers' equiprment as they rode along the forest trail at a
trot.

Even in this potentially dangerous situation, Ce' Nedra sinply could
not keep her eyes open. Dimy she could hear the whispered
conversations of the others until she finally dozed oif again.

And t hen she cane awake—er at |east partially so. She was wal ki ng

al one through the forest, her nind all benmused. She knew that she
shoul d be al arned at being separated fromthe others, but oddly, she
was not. She wal ked on, not so nuch goi ng anywhere m particul ar as
foll owi ng sone sort of subtle summoning.

Then at | ast she reached a grassy clearing and saw a tall blond girl
standi ng anong the wildftowers and hol di ng a bl anket -w apped bundl e
in her arns. The girl's blond braids were coiled at her tenples, and
her conpl exion was |ike new mlk. It was Brand' s niece, Arell. "Good
nor ni ng, your Majesty," she greeted the Queen of Riva. "lVe been
waiting for you."

Somet hing deep in Ce' Nedra's mind tried to scream at her that this
was wrong—that the tall Rivan girl could not possibly be here. But



Ce' Nedra could not remenber why, and the nonent passed. "Good
norning, Arell," she said to her dear friend. "What on earth are you
doi ng here?"

"I cane to help you, Ce' Nedra. Look at what |Ve found." She turned
back the coner of the blanket to reveal a tiny face.

"My baby!" Ce' Nedra exclained, alnost overconme with joy. She ran
forward, her arms extended hungrily, and took the sleeping infant
fromher friend and held himto her body, her cheek pressed agai nst
his soft curls. "How did you possibly find hin?" she asked Arell
"WeVe been | ooking for himfor the |longest tinme now "

"I was traveling alone through this forest,” Arell replied, "and

t hought | snelled the snmoke of a canpfire. | went to investigate and
I found a tent set up beside a little stream | |ooked inside the
tent, and there was Prince Geran. There was no one el se around, so
pi cked hi mup and cane | ooking for you."

Ce' Nedra's nmind was still trying to scream at her, but she
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was too deliriously happy to pay any attention. She held her baby,
rocki ng back and forth and crooning to him

"Where is King Bel garion?" Arell asked.

"Back there soneplace." Ce' Nedra gestured vaguely.
"You should go to himand | et himknow that his son is safe.”
"Yes. He'll be very happy."

"I have sonmething that | really have to attend to, Ce' Nedra," Arell
said. "Do you think you'll be able to find your way back al one?"

"Ch, I"'msure | could, but couldn't you conme along? His Majesty is
sure to want to reward you for restoring our son to

us."
Arell smiled. "The happiness on your face is all the reward | need,
and this matter | nust take care of is extrenmely inportant. | may be
able to join you later, however. Which way will you be traveling?'
"South, | think," Ce' Nedra replied. "W have to get to the seacoast."”
" d]?l'

"Yes. We're going to an island—Perivor, | think the nanme is."

"There's supposed to be a neeting of some kind very soon, isn't
there? |Is Perivor the place where it's going to happen?"

"Ch, no." Ce' Nedra |aughed, still cuddling her baby. "W're just



going to Perivor to get sone nore information about it. W'll be
going on fromthere."

"* 1 may not be able to join you at Perivor,'' Arell said, frowning
slightly. "Perhaps you could tell nme where the neeting's supposed to
take place. I"'msure |'lIl be able to neet you there.”

"Let ne see," Ce' Nedra pondered. "What did they call it? Ch, now I
remenber. It's soneplace that's called Korim"

"Korin?" Arell exclaimed in astonishment.
"Yes. Belgarath seemed dreadfully upset when he first found out about

it, but Cyradis told himthat everything would be all right. That's
why we have to go to Perivor. Cyradis says that there's sonething

there that will nake everything clear. It seens to ne that she said
sonmet hi ng about a chart or sonething.'' She laughed a bit giddily.
"To be honest with you, Arell, |IVe been so sleepy for the last few

days that | can barely keep track of what the people around ne are
sayi ng. "

"Of course," Arell said absendy, her face creased in thought. ' 'Wy
woul d Perivor be the key?'' she nused to herself.' 'Wat could
possibly be there to explain an absurdity? Are you abso-
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lutely certain the word was Korinf? Perhaps you m sunderstood."

"That was the way | heard it, Arell. | didn't read it for nyself, but
Bel garath and Bel din kept tal king about 'the Hi gh Places of Korim
Which Are No More,' and isn't the nmeeting supposed to be at the Place
Which I's No More? | mean, it does sort of fit together, doesn't it?"

"Yes," Arell replied, frowning strangely. "Now that | think about it,
it does." Then she strai ghtened, snoothing her gown. "I'Il have to

| eave you now, Ce' Nedra," she said. "Take your baby back to your
husband. G ve himny regards." Her eyes seenmed to glint in the
sunlight. "G ve ny best to Polgara, as well," she added. There seened
to be sonething slightly malicious in the way she said it. She turned
then and wal ked away, crossing the flowery neadow toward the dark
edge of the forest.

"Good-bye, Arell," Ce'Nedra called after her, "and thank you so much
for finding ny baby."

Arell neither turned nor answered.

Garion was frantic. Wen he first discovered that his wife was

m ssing, he leaped into his saddl e and rode Chretienne off into the
forest at a gallop. He had gone three hundred yards before Bel garath
finally caught up with him "Garion! Stop!" the old man shout ed.
"But, Grandfather!" Garion shouted back. "IVe got to find Ce' Nedra!"

"Where do you plan to start |ooking? Or are you just going to ride



around in circles trusting to [ uck?"
" But —

"Use your head, boy! We have another way that's much faster. You know
what she snells like, don't you?"

"Of course, but—

"Then we have to use our noses. Get down off that horse and send him
back. We'll change formand follow her trail. It's faster and a great
deal nore certain.”

Garion felt suddenly very foolish. "I wasn't thinking, | guess," he
conf essed.

"I didn't think you were. Get rid of that horse."

Garion slid down and sl apped Chretienne sharply on the runp. The big
gray bolted back toward where the others were still conceal ed. "What
on earth was she thinking of?" Garion funed.

"I"'mnot sure if she was," Belgarath grunted. "She's been
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acting strangely for the past few days. Let's get on with this. The
qui cker we find her, the quicker we can get her back to the others.
Your aunt can get to the bottomof this." The old man was al ready
blurring into the shape of the huge silver wolf. " You l|lead,"” he
growl ed at Garion. "Her scent is nmore famliar to you." -

Garion changed and cast back and forth until his nose caught
Ce' Nedra's familiar fragrance. "She went this way," he cast his
t hought to Bel garath.

"How fresh is the trail?" the old wolf asked.
" "It can't be much nore than a half hour old,'' Garion replied,
bunchi ng hinself to run.

"Good. Let's go find her." And the two of themran snmoothly through
the woods, their noses to the ground in the manner of hunting wol ves.

They found her after about a quarter of an hour. She was comi ng
happi |y back through the forest, crooning softly to a bundle she was
carrying tenderly in her arns.

"Don't startle her," Belgarath warned. "There's something very w ong
here. Just go along with anything she telis you." The two of them
shi mered and changed.

Ce' Nedra gave a little cry of delight when she saw them "Oh,
Garion!" she exclaimed, running toward them "Look! Arell found our
baby!"’



"Arel |l ? But Arell's—

"Just let it lie!l" Belgarath snapped under his breath. "Don't send
her into hysterics!"

"Why—dh—that's wonderful, Ce' Nedra," Garion said, trying to make it
sound natural

"It's been so long,"" Ce' Nedra said, her eyes brinmng with tears,
"and he | ooks just the sanme as he did before. Look, Garion. Isn't he
beauti ful ?"

She turned back the bl anket, and Garion saw that what she was hol di ng
so tenderly was not a baby, but a bundle of rags.

Part Two
PERI VOR
CHAPTER NI NE

Eternal Sal m ssra had di spensed with the services of Adiss, her Chief
Eunuch, that norning. Stunned into forgetful-ness by a nassive dose
of one of his favorite drugs, Adiss had shanbled into the throne room
to make his daily report. When he had conme to within a dozen feet of
the dais, Salm ssra had detected fromhis rank odor that he had

di sobeyed her command that he never enter her presence unbat hed.

Col d-eyed, she had watched the eunuch prostrate hinmself on the marble
fl oor before the throne to deliver his report in a slurred voice. The
report had never been finished. At a sibilant command fromthe
Serpent Queen, a small green snake had enmerged from beneath the

di vanli ke throne, purring quietly, and Adiss had received a suitable
reward for his disobedience

And now Eternal Sal m ssra coiled pensively on her throne idly
contenplating her reflection in the mrror. The troubl esone business
of selecting a new Chief Eunuch still lay before her
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and she was not really in the nood for it. She decided finally to
forgo the chore for a tinme to give the pal ace eunuchs the opportunity
to scranmble for the position. That scranble usually resulted in a
nunber of fatalities, and there were really too many eunuchs in the
pal ace anyway.

From under the throne there was an irritated grunbling. Her pet green
snake was obviously distressed about sonething. "What is it, Ezahh?"
she asked him

' "Can't you have them washed before you ask ne to bite them

Sal mi ssra?" Ezahh replied plaintively. "You m ght have at |east
war ned me what to expect." Although Ezahh and Sal mi ssra were of

di fferent species, their |anguages were to sone degree conpati bl e.



"“I"'msorry, Ezahh. It was inconsiderate of ne, | suppose." In rather
sharp contrast to her dealings with humans, whom she held nore or

I ess in general contenpt, the Serpent Queen was unfailingly polite to
other reptiles—particularly the venonous ones. This is considered the
course of wisdomin the world of snakes.

"It was not entirely your fault, Salm ssra." Ezahh was al so a snake,
and he was also very polite. "I just wish there was some way to get
the taste out of my nouth.'’

"I could send for a saucer of nmilk. That m ght help."

"Thank you, Salmi ssra, but the taste of himm ght curdle it. What I'd
really like is a nice fat nmouse—alive, preferably."

“I"'l'l see to it at once, Ezahh." She turned her triangular face
around on her slender neck. "You," she hissed to one of the chorus of
eunuchs kneeling in adoration at one side of the throne, "go catch a
mouse. My little green friend is hungry."

"At once, Divine Salmssra," the eunuch replied obsequiously. He
junmped to his feet and backed toward the door, genuflecting at every
ot her step.

"Thank you, Salmnssra,”
things, aren't they?"

Ezahh purred. "Humans are such trivia

"They respond only to fear," she agreed, "and to lust."

"That raises a point," Ezahh noted. "Have you had time to consider
the request | nade the other day?

"I have sonme peopl e |ooking," she assured him "but your species is
very rare, you know, and finding a female for you night take sone
time."

"I can wait, if necessary, Salrnissra,"” he purred. "W are all very
patient." He paused. "I'mnot trying to be offensive,
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but if you hadn't chased Sadi away, you wouldn't have to take the
trouble. His little snake and | were on very good terns."

"I noticed that on occasion. You m ght even be a father by now "

The green snake slid his head out from under the throne and regarded
her. Like all snakes of his kind, he had a bright-red stripe down his
green back. "What's a father?" he asked in a dull, incurious tone.
"It's a difficult concept,"
some reason.'

she replied. "Humans make much of it for

'Does any real creature care about the perverse peculiarities of
humans?"



"I certainly don't—at |east not anynore."
"You were always a serpent at heart, Salmissra.”

"Why, thank you, Ezahh," she said in a pleased hiss. She paused, her
restless coils rubbing dryly against each other. "I must select a new
Chi ef Eunuch," she mused. "It's a bothersone thing."

"Why trouble yoursel f? Select one at random Hunmans are all alike,
after all."

"Most of them yes. |'ve been attenpting to |ocate Sadi, however. I'd
like to persuade himto come back to Sthiss Tor."

"That one is different," Ezahh agreed. "One mi ght al nost believe that
he is somewhat akin to us."

"He does have certain reptilian qualities, doesn't he? He's a thief
and a scoundrel, but he still nanaged the pal ace better than anyone
el se has ever been able to. If | hadn't been nolting when he fel
into disgrace, | nmight have forgiven him?"

"Sheddi ng one's skin is always a trying procedure," Ezahh agreed. "If
you don't mind a bit of advice, Salmssra, you should probably make
the humans stay away fromyou at those tines."

"I need a few of themaround nme. If nothing else, it gives me soneone
to bite."

"Stick to mice," he advised. "They taste better, and at |east they
can be swall owed."' *

" "If | can persuade Sadi to return, it may just solve both our

probl enms, " she hissed dryly. "I'll have soneone to run the pal ace
wi t hout bothering me, and you'll get your little playmate back."
"Interesting notion, Salmssra." He | ooked around. "ls that human you

sent out to fetch ny nmouse raising it frominfancy?' ' be asked.
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Yarbl ek and Vella slipped into Yar Nadrak | ate one snowy evening just
before the gates were closed for the night. Vella had |eft her

| avender satin gowns at Boktor and had reverted to her traditiona
tight leather garb. Because it was winter, she wore in addition a
sabl e coat that would have cost a fortune in Thl Honeth. "Wy does
this place always snmell so bad?l' she asked her owner as they rode

t hrough snow- cl ogged streets toward the riverfront.

"Probably because Drosta let the contract for the sewer systemout to
one of his cousins." Yarbl ek shrugged, pulling the collar of his
shabby felt coat up around his neck. "The citizens paid a great dea
in taxes for the system but Drosta's cousin turned out to be a
better embezzler than he was an engineer. | think it runs in the
famly. Drosta even enbezzles fromhis own treasury."”



"Isn'"t that sort of absurd?" "We have an absurd sort of Kking,
Vella.” ''" | thought the pal ace was over that way.'' She pointed
toward the center of town.

"Drosta won't be in the palace at this tine of night," Yarblek told
her. "He gets |onesonme when the sun goes down, and he usually goes
out | ooking for conpanionship." "He could be anywhere, then."

"I doubt it. There are only a few places in Yar Nadrak where he's

wel come after dark. Qur king isn't widely loved." Yarbl ek pointed up
alittered alley. "Let's go this way. We'll stop by the office of our
factor and get you sonme suitable clothing." "Wat's wong with what
"' mwearing?" "Sable attracts attention in the part of town we're
going to visit, Vella, and we're trying to be inconspicuous."”

The office in Yar Nadrak of Silk and Yarblek's far-flung comercia
enpire was in a loft over a cavernous warehouse filled with bal es of
furs and deep-piled Mallorean carpets. The factor was a squi nty-eyed
Nadrak naned Zel mit, who was probably al npst as untrustworthy as he

| ooked. Vella had never really liked himand she customarily | oosened
her daggers in their sheaths whenever she cane into his presence,
maki ng very sure that he saw her doing so to be certain that there
woul d be no m sunderstandi ngs. Technically, of course, Vella was one
of Yarbl ek's possessions, and Zehnit had a reputation for making
rather free with things that bel onged to his enpl oyer.

"How s busi ness?" Yarbl ek asked as he and Vella entered the cluttered
little office.
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"We're getting by," Zelnmit said in a rasping voice.

"Specifics, Zelmt,
teeth itch.”

Yar bl ek said brusquely. "GCeneralities make ny

"We've found a way to bypass Boktor and evade Drasnian custons."
"That's useful ."

"It takes a bit longer, but we can get our furs to Tol Honeth without
payi ng Drasnian duties. Qur profits in the fur market are up by sixty
percent."

Yar bl ek beanmed. "If Silk ever comes back through here, | don't think
you really need to tell himabout it," he cautioned. "Sonetines he
breaks out in a rash of patriotism and Porenn is his aunt, after
all."

"I wasn't really thinking of telling him W still have to carry the
Mal | orean carpets through Drasnia, though. The best market for those
is still the great fair in central Arendia, and we can't pay anybody

enough to get himto freight them across U go-land." He frowned.
"Soneone's cutting the prices on us, though. Until we can find out
what's going on, it might not be a bad idea to curtail our inports.”



"Did you nmanage to sell off those genstones | brought back from
Mal | or ea?"

“Naturally. We snuggled them out and sold them here and there on our
way south."'’

"Good. It always depresses the market when you show up in one place
with a bushel basket full of them Do you know if Drosta's in the
usual place tonight?"

Zelmt nodded. ' 'He went there just before sundown.'

Vella's going to need a sort of nondescript cloak," Yarblek said
t hen.

Zelmt squinted at the girl.

Vel | a opened her fur coat and put her hands on the hilts of her
daggers. "Why don't you go ahead and try it now, Zelmt?" she said.
"Let's get it over with."

"I wasn't really planning anything, Vella," he said innocently. "I
was just sizing you up, that's all."

"I noticed," she said dryly. "Did that cut on your shoul der ever
heal ?"

"It aches a little in danp weat her," he conpl ai ned.
"You shoul d have kept your hands to yourself."

“I think I Ve got an old cloak that'Il fit you. It's a little shabby,
t hough. "
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"So much the better,"” Yarblek said. "W're going to the One-Eyed Dog
and we'd like to sort of blend in."

Vel l a renoved her sable and laid it across a chair. "Don't | ose track
of this, Zelmt," she warned. "I'mfond of it, and |'"m sure we'd both
hat e what woul d happen if it accidentally wound up on a caravan bound
for Tol Honeth."

"You don't have to threaten him Vella," Yarblek said mldly,

"That wasn't a threat, Yarblek," she retorted. "I just wanted to be
sure that Zelmt and | understood each other."

“I"l'l get that cloak," Zelnmt offered.
"Do that," she said.

The cl oak was not so rmuch shabby as it was tattered, and it snelled
as if it had never been washed. Vella pulled it on over her shoul ders



with some rel uctance.

"Put the hood up," Yarblek told her.

“I'"l'l have to wash my hair if | do,"

" So?"

"Do you know how long it takes hair like mne to dry in the
wintertime?"

"Just do it, Vella. Wiy do you always argue with ne?" "It's a matter
of principle."

He sighed mournfully. "Take care of our horses,” he told Zelmt.
"We'lIl wal kthe rest ofthe way." And then he led Vella out of the
of fice. When they reached the street, he took a Ilength of clinking
chain with a | eather collar on one end out of a side pocket of his
overcoat. "Put this on," he told her

"I haven't worn a chain or collar in years," she said.

"It's for your own protection, Vella," he said wearily. "We're going
into a very rough part of town, and the One-Eyed Dog is the roughest
pl ace down there. |If you're chai ned, nobody will bother you—dnless he
wants to fight with me. If you' re loose, some ofthe nen in the tavern
m ght m sunderstand. "

"That's what my daggers are for, Yarblek."

"Pl ease, Vella. Oddly enough, | sort of like you, and | don't want
you getting hurt.”

"Affection, Yarblek?" She | aughed. "I thought the only thing you
really |iked was noney."

“I"'mnot a conplete scoundrel, Vella."

“"You'll do until the real thing conmes along," she said, fastening the
col l ar around her neck. "As a matter of fact, | sort of like you,
too."

Hi s eyes wi dened, and he grinned.
“Not that rmuch, though,"” she added.
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The One-Eyed Dog was perhaps the foul est tavern Vella had ever
entered and Vella had been in a | arge nunber of |ow dives and shabby
taverns in her life. Since the age of twelve, she had always relied
on her daggers to ward off unwanted attentions. Although she had

sel dom been obliged to kill anyone—except for a few enthusi asts—she
had nonet hel ess established a reputation for being a girl no sensible
man woul d attenpt. Sonetinmes that rankled a bit, though, since there



were tunes when Vella m ght have wel coned an attenpt. A nick or two
in some uninportant places upon an ardent admirer would sustain her
honor, and then-—well, who knows?

"Don't drink any of the beer here," Yarbl ek cautioned as they
entered. "The vat is open, and there are usually a few drowned rats
floating around in it." He wapped her chain around his hand.

Vel l a | ooked around. "This is really a revolting place, Yarblek," she
told him

"YouVe been spending too much tine with Porenn,"” he said. "You're
starting to get delicate.”

"How woul d you like to have ne gut you?" she offered.

“"That's my girl." He grinned. "Let's go upstairs."
"What's up there?"
"The girls. Drosta doesn't cone here for rat-flavored beer."

"That's disgusting, you know?"

"You' ve never nmet Drosta, have you? Disgusting only begins to
describe him He even turns ny stonmach.”

"“Are you planning to just walk in on hin? Aren't you going to snoop
around a bit first?"

"' You've been in Drasnia too long,'' he replied as they started up
the steps. "Drosta and | know each other. He knows better than to try
to He to me. |1'Il get to the bottomof this right away, and then we

can get out of this stinking town."

"I think you're starting to get delicate, as well."

There was a door at the end of the hall, and the pair of Nadrak

sol diers standing at either side of it proclainmed by their presence

that King Drosta | ek Thun was i nside.

"How many so far?" Yarbl ek asked them as he and Vella stopped in
front of the door.

"Three, isn't it?" one ofthe soldiers asked the other

"I lost count." The other soldier shrugged. "They all |ook the sane
to me. Three or four. | forget."

"I's he busy right now?" Yarbl ek asked.
"He's resting.”
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"He nmust be getting old. He never used to have to rest after only



three. Do you want to tell himI'mhere? |'ve got a business
proposition for him'" Yarbl ek suggestively shook Vella's chain.

One of the soldiers eyed Vella up and down. "She m ght be able to
wake himup at that." He |eered.

"And | can put himback to sleep just as fast,"
her shabby cloak to reveal her daggers.

Vel | a sai d, opening

"You're one of those wild wonen fromup in the forest, aren't you?"
the other soldier asked. "W really shouldn't let you in there with
himw th those daggers."

"Would you like to try to take them away from nme?"

“"Not ne, girl," he replied prudently.

"Good. Resharpening a dagger is very tedious, and |'ve been hitting
bone a great deal lately,’

The other sol dier opened the door. "It's that Yarblek fell ow again,
your Mpjesty,” he said. "He's got a girl he wants to sel

you. "
"I just bought three," a shrill voice replied with an obscene
gi ggl e.

“"Not |ike this one, your Myjesty."

"It's so nice to be appreciated," Vella murnured.

The sol dier grinned at her

"Yarbl ek, get in here!"™ King Drosta's high-pitched voice

commuanded.

"Ri ght away, your Mjesty. Conme along, Vella." Yarbl ek tugged on her
chain and led her into the room

Drosta | ek Thun, King of Gar og Nadrak, lay half dressed on a runpled
bed. He was by far the ugliest man Vella had ever seen. Even the
hunchbacked dwarf Bel din was handsonme by conpari son. He was scrawny
and had bul ging eyes. His face was pockmarked, and his beard
scraggly. "You idiot!" he snapped at Yarblek. "Yar Nadrak is overrun
with Mallorean agents. They know that you're Prince Kheldar's partner
and that you practically live in Porenn's pal ace."

"Nobody saw nme, Drosta,"” Yarblek said, "and even if they did, | Ve
got a perfectly legitimte reason to be here.'' He shook Vella's
chai n.

"Do you really want to sell her?" Drosta saki, eyeing the

girl.



"Hardly, but we can tell anybody curious about it that we

couldn't agree on a price."

"Why are you really here, then?"

"Porenn's a little curious about your activities. Javelin's got
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some spies in your palace, but you' re sneaky enough to hide what
you're doing fromthem | thought |I'd save sonme tine and cone right
to the source.”

"What makes you think |Ve been up to sonething?”

“You usually are."

Drosta | aughed shrilly. "That's true, | suppose, but why shoul d
tell you?"

"Because if you don't, I'lIl set up canp in the palace, and the
Mal | oreans will think you're crossing them?"

"That's bl ackmail, Yarblek," Drosta accused.

"Sone people call it that, yes."

Drosta sighed. "All right, Yarblek," he said, "but this is for
Porenn's ears only, and | don't want you and Sil k taking advant age of
it. 1'Ve been trying to nend ny fences with Zakath. He was very angry
when | switched sides at Thull Mardu. It's only a question of tine
until he subdues all of Cthol Mirgos, and | don't want himto get the
i dea of coming north [ ooking for me. |Ve been negotiating with
Brador, the chief of his bureau of internal affairs, and weVe al nost
reached an acconmodation. | get to keep ny skin if | allow Brador's
agents to pass through Gar og Nadrak to infiltrate the west. Zakath's
pragmati c enough to forgo the pleasure of having nme skinned alive if
["museful to him"

Yar bl ek | ooked at him skeptically. "All right, Drosta, what else?
That's hardly enough to keep Zakath from peeling you like an apple.”

"Sonetines you're too smart for your own good, Yarblek."

"Gve, Drosta. | don't want to have to spend the next nmonth here in
Yar Nadrak bei ng conspi cuous.”

Drosta gave up. "I've cut the inport duties on Mallorean carpets.
Zakat h needs tax revenue to continue the war in Cthol Mirgos. If |
cut those duties, Mllorean nerchants can undersell you and Silk in
the marketplaces to the west. The whole plan is to make nyself so
i ndi spensable to his Inperial Mjesty that he'll |eave ne alone."

" 'l was wondering why our profits in carpets have been falling
of f," Yarblek rmused. "That's all?" he asked.



"I swear it is, Yarblek."
"Youroaths tend to be a little worthless, my King."

Drosta had been | ooking at Vella appreciatively. "Are you absolutely
positive you don't want to sell this girl?" he asked.

"You couldn't really afford ne, your Majesty,"” Vella told
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him "and sooner or later your appetite would get the better of you.
I'd have to take steps at that point."

"You wouldn't actually draw a knife on your own king, would

you?"

"Try me."

"Ch, one other thing, Drosta," Yarblek added. "From now on, Silk and
I will be paying the sane inport duties you're charging the

Mal | oreans. "

Drosta's eyes bulged even nore. "That's out of the question!" he
al nost screanmed. "What if Brador found out about it?"

"We'll just have to nmake sure he doesn't, then, won't we? That's ny
price for keeping nmy nouth shut. If you don't cut those fees, |l
just have to let it be known that you have. You'll stop being so

i ndi spensable to Zakath at that point, won't you?

"You' re robbing ne, Yarblek."

"Busi ness is business, Drosta," Yarblek said blandly.

Ki ng Anheg of Cherek had journeyed to Tol Honeth to confer with
Enper or Varana. When he had been admitted to the inperial apartnents,
he got right to the point. "W've got a problem Varana," he said.

" d]?l'

"You know ny cousin, the Earl of Trell heinP"

"Barak? Of course."

"He hasn't been seen for quite sonmetine. He's off with that oversized
ship of his and he's got sonme friends with him™"

"It's a free ocean, | suppose. Who are these friends?"
"Cho-Hag's son Hettar, that M nbrate Mandorallen, and Lelldorin the
Asturian. He also has his own son Unrak al ong and the U go fanatic

Rel g."

Varana frowned. "That's a dangerous group," he noted.



"I couldn't agree nore. It's sort of like a natural disaster | ooking
for a place to happen.™

"Any ideas about what they're doing?"

“If | knew which way they're going, | could nmake a few
guesses. "

There was a polite tap on the door. "There's a Cherek out here, your
I nperial Majesty,'' one of the guards outside the door announced.

"He's a sailor, | think, and he says he needs to talk with King
Anheg. "

"Send himin," the enperor instructed.

It was Grel di k, and he was slightly drunk. * "I think I Ve solved
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your problem Anheg. After | dropped you off on that pier, | wandered

around on the docks for a while to see what kind of infornmation
could pick up.”

"I n taverns, | see."

“You don't find sailors in tearoonms. Anyway, | cane across the
captain of a Tol nedran nmerchantman. He'd picked up a cargo of
Mal | or ean goods, and he was com ng south across the Sea of the East
toward the southern end of Cthol Mirgos."

"That's very interesting, but | don't quite see the point."

"He saw a ship, and when | described Seabird to him he agreed that
it had been the ship he saw. '’

"That's a start, anyway. Were's Barak goi ng?"
"Where el se? MaUorea, of course.”

After about a week's voyage, the Seabird nmade port at Dal Zerba on

t he sout hwest coast of the Mallorean continent. Barak asked a few
questions and then led his friends to the offices of Silk's factor in
the port city.

The factor was a very thin man, not so nuch undernouri shed as he was
emaci at ed.

"We're trying to | ocate Prince Kheldar," Barak runbled to him "It's
a matter of sonme urgency, and we'd appreciate any information you
nm ght be able to give us as to his whereabouts.”

The factor frowned. "The last | heard was that he was in Mel cene on
the other side of the continent, but that was over a nonth ago, and
Prince Khel dar noves around a great deal."



"That's Silk, all right," Hettar rurnured.

"Do you have any guesses about where he mi ght have gone from
Mel cene?" Barak asked.

"This office is fairly new," the factor said, "and |I'm sort of at the
tail end of the route of any couriers.” He nade a sour face. "The
factor up at Dal Finda was a bit put out when Khel dar and Yarbl ek set
up this office. | guess he felt that | mght be in conpetition with
him Sonetines he forgets to pass things on to nme. His office has
been wel|l established for sone tinme, so the couriers always stop
there. If anybody in this part of Dal asia knows anythi ng abut

Khel dar's | ocation, he would."

"All right. Where's Dal Finda, then?"

“"Upriver about forty |eagues."”

"Thanks for the help, friend. Do you happen to have a map of this
part of Mallorea?

"I believe | could find one for you, yes."
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"I'"d appreciate it. We're not fanmiliar with this part of the
world."

"So we go upriver?" Hettar said when Silk's factor was out
of the room | ooking for the map.

"If it's the only place where we can find out where Garion and the
others are, we'll have to," Barak replied.

The current in the Finda River was sluggish, and the oarsnmen nade
good tine as they rowed upstream They reached the river town |ate
the foll owing day and went imediately to Silk's offices there.

The factor here was al npst the reverse of the man in Dal Zerba. He
was bul ky nore than fat and he had huge neaty hands and a florid
face. He was not particularly cooperative. "How do | know you're the
prince's friends?" he demanded suspiciously. "lI'mnot going to revea
his | ocation to conplete

strangers.”

"Are you trying to be difficult?" Barak asked.

The factor | ooked at the big red-bearded nan and swal | owed hard. "No,
but sometimes the prince wants hi s whereabouts kept secret.”

"Probably when he's planning to steal something,"” Hettar

added.



"Steal ?" the factor objected in a shocked voice. "The prince
is a respectabl e busi nessnan. "

"He's also a liar, a cheat, a thief, and a spy," Hettar told him
“Now, where is he? We'd heard that he'd been in Melcene awhil e back
Where did he go fromthere?"

"Can you describe hin" the factor countered.

"Short," Hettar replied, "sort of thin. He's got a face like a rat
and a long, pointed nose. He's got a clever mouth and he thinks he's
funny."

"That's a fair description of Prince Kheldar," the factor conceded.
"We have heard that our friend standeth in a certain anount of
danger," Mandorallen said. "W have sailed many | eagues to offer our
assi stance. "

"I was sort of wondering why nost of you were wearing arnor. Oh, al
right. The last | heard was that he was bound for a place called
Kell.""

"Show e, " Barak said, unfolding his nmap.

"It's over here," the factor said.

"I's that river navigabl e?"
"As far north as Bal asa."
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' 'Good. W can sail around the southern end of the continent and go
up that river. How far back fromthe main channel is this Kel

pl ace?"

" "A league or so fromthe east bank. It's at the foot of a very big
mountain. |1'd be careful, though. Kell's got a very peculiar
reputation. The seers live there, and they don't particularly wel cone
strangers.”

"We'l|l have to chance it," Barak said. "Thanks for your help, friend.
We' Il give Khel dar your regards when we catch up with him*"

They set out downriver the followi ng norning. There was enough of a

breeze so that the sails were able to aid the oarsnen, and they nade
excellent tinme. It was shortly before noon when they heard a nunber

of cracking detonations conming from somewhere just ahead.

“Met hinks we will encounter a stormere |ong," Mandorallen said.

Barak frowned. "The sky's perfectly clear, Mandorallen," he
di sagreed, "and that doesn't sound exactly right for thunder." He



rai sed his voice. "Ship oars and | ower the sail," he conmanded his
sailors, swinging his tiller over sharply so that Seabird coasted to
t he bank.

Hettar, Relg, and Lelldorin cane up from below "Wy are we
st oppi ng?'' Hettar asked.

"There's sonething peculiar going on just up ahead," Barak replied.
"I think we'd better go have a | ook before we blunder into anything."

"You want nme to get the horses?"

"I don't think so. It's not very far, and nmen on horseback are kind
of conspicuous. '

"You're starting to sound |ike Silk."

"WeVe been together for quite a while. Unrak!" he shouted to his son,
who had been riding in the bow "W're going to go see what that
noise is all about. You're in charge here until we get back."

"But, father!" the red-haired boy protested.

"That's an order, Unrak!" Barak thundered.

"Yes, sir." Unrak sounded slightly sullen.

The Seabird swung slowy around in the current and bunped gently
agai nst the brush-covered riverbank. Barak and the others junped from
the rail to the bank and started cautiously inland.

There were nore of those strange detonations that did not sound
exactly like thunder.
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"Whatever it is, it's comng fromjust up ahead,"” Hettar said
quietly.

"Let's stay out of sight until we find out what's going on," Barak
said. "We've heard that kind of sound before—at Rak Cthol when

Bel garath and Ctuchi k were fighting."

"Sorcerers, thinkest thou?" Mandorall en suggested.

“I"'mnot positive, but |I'm beginning to have sone strong suspi ci ons
in that direction. | think we'd better stay under cover until we can

see just who or what is out there."

They crept to the edge of a clunp of scrubby trees and | ooked out at
an open field.

A nunber of bl ack-robed figures lay snoking on the turf. CQhers
huddl ed fearfully near the edge of the field.

"“Murgos?" Hettar sounded startl ed.



“Met hinks not, my Lord," Mandorallen said. "If thou wilt | ook
closely, thou wilt see that the hoods of their cloaks are lined in

di verse colors. Those colors do indicate rank anong the Golins. Thou
wert wise, nmy Lord of Trellheim to advise caution."”

"What's making them snmoke |i ke that?" Lelldorin whispered, nervously
fingering his bow

As if in answer to his question, a black-robed and hooded figure rose
at the top of a knoll and gestured al nost contenptuously, A ball of

i ncandescent fire seened to leap fromthe figure's hand, sizzled
across the open field, and struck one of the frightened Golins ful
in the chest with another of those cracking detonations. The Golim
shri eked and, clutching at his chest, fell to the earth.

"l guess that explains the noise," Relg observed. "Barak," Hettar
said quietly, "that one on top of the knoll is a woman." "Are you
sure?"

"I'Ve got very good eyes, Barak, and | can tell the difference
bet ween a man and a woman. "

' '"So can |, but not when they're all wapped up in cloaks |ike
that."

' 'Look at her elbows the next tine she raises her arms. Wonen's

el bows are hinged differently fromours. Adara says it has to do with
carrying babies.”

"Did you fear to come al one, Agachak?" the woman atop the little hil
demanded with contenpt. Then she flicked another fireball, and
another Grolimcrunpled to the ground.
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"I fear nothing, Zandramms," a hollow voice canme fromthe trees at
the edge of the field.

“Now we know who they are," Hettar said. "But why are they fighting?"
"Zandranmas is a woman?" Lelldorin asked in amazenent.

Hettar nodded. "Queen Porenn found out about it some tine back. She
sent word to the Alorn kings, and Cho-Hag told ne."

Zandramas al nost casually felled the three renmaining Golins. "Wll
Agachak, " she said then, "will you conme out of hiding now? Or nust |
come and find you?"

A tall, cadaverous-|ooking Golimstepped out of the trees. "Your
fire will have no effect on me, Zandramas," he said, advancing toward
t he hooded woman.

"I wasn't thinking of fire, Agachak," she al nost purred. "This will



be your fate." She suddenly seemed to blur and shimer, and then
standing in the place she had occupi ed was an enornous, hideous
beast. It had a |l ong, snakelike neck and huge bat w ngs.

"Belar!" Barak swore. "She just turned into a dragon!"

The dragon spread her wings and flapped into the air. The cadaverous
Grolimshrank back, then raised both arms. There was a shocki ng
sound, and the dragon was suddenly encased in a sheet of green fire.
The voice that came thundering fromthe dragon's mouth was still the
voi ce of Zandramas. "You should have paid nore attention to your
studi es, Agachak. If you had, you'd know that Torak made dragons

i mune to sorcery." The dragon hovered over the nowterrified Golim
“Incidental ly, Agachak," she said, "you'll be happy to know that
Urvon is dead. G ve himnmy regards when you see him" And then she
struck, sinking her talons into Agachak's chest. He shrieked once
before a sudden billow of sooty fire burst fromthe dragon's nouth
and engul fed his face. And then the dragon bit his head off.

Lell dorin nmade a retching sound. "Great Chandar!" he gasped in a
revolted voice. "She's eating him"

There was a horrid crunching sound as the dragon conti nued her
ghastly feast. Then at last, with a shrill scream of triunph, she
spread her huge wings and flew off to the east.

"Is it safe to come out now?" a shaking voice asked from nearby.

"You' d better," Barak said om nously, drawi ng his sword.

It was a Thull. He was young, with nuddy-col ored hair and a sl ack-
i pped nout h.
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"What's a Thull doing in Mallorea?" Lelldorin asked the

st ranger.

"Agachak brought me," the Thull replied, trenmbling violently.
"What's your name?" Rel g asked him

“I"'m Nat hel, King of Mshrak ac Thull. Agachak said he'd nmake ne
Overking of Angarak if 1'd help himwi th sonething he had to do here.
Pl ease, don't leave nme alone." Tears were stream ng down his face.
Bar ak | ooked at his conpani ons. They all had expressions of pity on
their faces. "Ch, all right," he said grudgingly. "Conme al ong, |
guess. "

CHAPTER TEN

"What's the matter with her, Aunt Pol ?" Garion was | ooking at
Ce' Nedra, who sat crooni ng over her bl anket-w apped bundl e of rags.

"That's what | need to find out," Pol garasaid. "Sadi, | need sone
Oel."



"Is that really wi se, Lady Pol gara?" the eunuch asked. "In her
present condition . " He spread his thin-fingered hands
suggestively.

"If there's any danger, Aunt Pol — Garion began.
"Orel is relatively harmess,"” she cut himoff. "It stinulates the
heart a bit, but Ce' Nedra's heart is strong. | can hear it beating

hal f a continent away. W need to know what happened ri ght now, and
Oret is the fastest way.'

Sadi had opened his red | eather case and he handed Pol gara one of his
little vials. She judiciously tapped three drops of the yellow |liquid
into a cup and then filled the cup with water
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"Ce' Nedra, dear," she said to the little queen, "you nust be thirsty.
This might help.'' She handed the cup to the red-haired

girl.

"Why, thank you, Lady Polgara." Ce'Nedra drank deeply. " As a matter
of fact, | was just about to ask someone for a drink of water."

"Very snooth, Pol," Beldin whispered.

"Rudi nentary, uncle.”

"Do you have any idea of what they're tal king about?" Zak-
ath asked Garion.

"“Aunt Pol inplanted the notion of thirst into Ce' Nedra's
m nd. "

"You people can actually do that?"
"As she said, it's rudinmentary."
"Can you do it?"

"I don't know. |'ve never tried." Garion's attention was, however,
firmy fixed on his blissfully smiling little wife.

Pol gara calmy waited.
"I think you can begin now, Lady Polgara," Sadi said after
a few m nutes.

"Sadi ," she said absently, "we know each other well enough by now to



skip the formalities, |I'mnot going to choke over 'your Excellency,
so why should you strangle on 'ny Lady'?"

"Why, thank you, Polgara."

“Now, Ce' Nedra," Pol gara said.

"Yes, Aunt Pol ?" the tiny queen said, her eyes slightly unfocused.
"There's a first," Silk said to Beldin.

"She's been living with Garion for quite a while now," the dwarf
replied. "Things do rub off after a bit."

" 'l wonder what Polgara'd do if / called her by that name? *'

" 'l don't recommend experinmentation,'' Beldin told him * "It's up
to you, though, and you'd make a very interesting-|ooking

radi sh. "
"Ce' Nedra," Polgara said, "why don't you tell me exactly
how you got your baby back?"

"Arell found himfor me." Ce' Nedra snmled. "Now | have even nore
reason to love Arell.'*

"We alllove Arell."
"Isn't he beautiful?" Ce'Nedra turned back the bl anket to
reveal her rags.

"He's lovely, dear. Did you and Arell have a chance to talk

at all?"
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"Ch, yes, Aunt Pol. She's doing sonmething that's very inportant.
That's why she couldn't join us just now She said she mght be able
to catch up with us at Perivor—er maybe later at Korim?"

"Then she knew where we're goi ng?"

"Ch, no, Aunt Pol." Ce' Nedra laughed. "I had to teil her. She does so
want to be with us, but she has this inportant thing to do. She asked
me where we were going, and | told her about Perivor and Korim She
seenmed a little surprised about Korim though.”

Aunt Pol's eyes narrowed. "I see," she said. "Dumi k, why don't you
set up a tent? | think Ce' Nedra and her baby should get a little
rest.”

"Ri ght away, Pol," her husband agreed after a quick |ook at her



“Now t hat you mention it, Aunt Pol," Ce' Nedra said happily, "I do
feel alittle tired, and |I'm sure Geran needs a nap. Babies sleep so
much, you know. |'Il nurse him and then he'll sleep. He always

sl eeps after he nurses.”

"Steady," Zakath said quietly to Garion as the Rivan King' s eyes
filled with tears. The Mall orean Enperor put his hand firmy on his
friend s shoul der.

"What's going to happen when she wakes up, though?"

"Polgara can fix it."

After Durnik had set up the tent, Polgara |led the benused gir
inside. After a nonment, Garion felt a slight surge and heard a
whi sper of sound. Then his aunt canme out of the tent carrying
Ce' Nedra's bundle. "Get rid of this," she said, pushing it into

Garion's hands.

"I's she going to be all right?" he asked her

"She's asleep now. She'll wake up in about an hour and, when she
does, she won't renenber that any of this happened. None of us will
mention it to her, and that will be the end of it,"

Garion took the bundl e back into the woods and hid it under a bush.
When he returned, he approached Cyradis. "It was Zandramas, wasn't
it?" he demanded.

"Yes," Cyradis replied sinply.
“And you knew it was going to happen, didn't you?"
"Yes."

"Why didn't you warn us?"

"To have done so woul d have been an interference in an event that had
to occur."”
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"That was cruel, Cyradis."

"Necessary events sonetines are. | tell thee, Belgarion, Zandranmas
could not go to Kelt as thou didst. Therefore, she had to find the
| ocation of the neeting fromone of thy conpanions, else she would
not be at the Place Which Is No More at the proper tine."
"WhyCe' Nedr a?"

"Zandramas, thou wilt recall, hath inposed her will upon thy queen in
times past. It is not difficult for her to reinpose that bond,"

"I"'mnot going to forgive this, Cyradis." "Garion," Zakath said, "let
it go. Ce' Nedra hasn't been hurt, and Cyradis was only doi ng what she



had to do." The Mallorean seenmed peculiarly defensive.

Garion turned and stal ked away, his face livid with anger. Wen

Ce' Nedra awoke, she appeared to have no menmory of the neeting in the
woods and seened to have returned to normal. Durnik struck the tent,
and they rode on.

They reached the edge of the forest about sunset and set up for the
ni ght there. Garion rather studiously avoi ded Zakath, not trusting
hinmself to be civil to his friend after he had junped to the defense
of the blindfolded Seeress. Zakath and Cyradis had engaged in a

| engt hy conversation before they had all left Kell, and now the
Enmperor seened wholly comritted to her cause. Hi s eyes were sonetines
troubl ed, though, and he frequently turned in his saddle to | ook at
her .

That ni ght, however, when they were both on watch, it was no |onger
possible for Garion to avoid his friend.

“"Are you still angry with ne, Garion?" Zakath asked. Garion sighed.
“No, | guess not," he said. "I don't think | was really angry—fust a
little irritated, is all. Mst of all, I'mangry with Zandramas, not

with you and Cyradis. | don't |ike people who play tricks on ny
wife."

"It really had to happen, you know. Zandramas had to find out where
the neeting's going to take place. She has to be there,

too. "

"You' re probably right. Did Cyradis give you any details
about your task?"

"A few. |'mnot supposed to talk about it, though. About al

| can tell you is that sonebody very inportant is coning, and

' m supposed to help him"

"And that's going to take you the rest of your life?" "And probably
the lives of a lot of others, as well."
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"M ne, too?"

"I don't think so. | think your task will be over after the neeting.
Cyradis sort of inplied that you' ve done enough al ready."”

They set out early that norning and rode out onto a rolling plain

al ong the west side of the Balasa River. There were farmvill ages
here and there, villages that |ooked rude, but in which the houses
were really very well constructed. The Dal asian villagers |abored in
the fields with the sinplest of tools.



"And it's all subterfuge," Zakath said wyly. "These people are
probably far nore sophisticated than even the Mel cenes, and they've
gone to a great deal of trouble to hide the feet."

"Whul d thy people or the priests of Torak have | eft them unnol ested
had the truth been known?" Cyradis asked him

"Probably not," he admitted. "The Mel cenes in particular would likely
have pressed nost of the Dais into service in the bureaucracy.'

"That woul d not have been conpatible with our tasks." "I understand
that now. When | get back to Mal Zeth, | think I'Il make sonme changes
in inperial policy toward the Dal asi an Protectorates. Your people are
doi ng sonet hi ng nuch, nuch nore inportant than raising beets and
turnips for die rest of Mallorea.”

“If all goes well, our work will be done once the neeting hath taken
pl ace, Enperor Zakath.''

"But your studies will continue, won't they?" She snil ed.
“Inevitably. The habits of eons die very hard." Belgarath pulled his
horse in beside Cyradis. "Could you be a bit nore specific about what
we' re supposed to be | ooking for when we get to Perivof?" he asked
her .

"It is as | told thee at Kell, Ancient Belgarath. At Perivor thou
nmust seek out the map that will guide thee to die Place Which Is No
More. "

"How is it that the people of Perivor know nore about it than the
rest of the world?' ' She did not reply.

"I gather that this is another one of those things you re not going
to tell me."

“I may not at this time, Belgarath." Beldin canme soaring in. "You'd
better get ready," he said. "There's a patrol of Darshivan sol diers
just ahead." "How many?" Garion asked quickly. "A dozen or so.
They've got a Golimwith them | didn't
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want to get too close, but |I think it's Wite-eyes. They're hiding in
anbush in a grove of trees in the next valley."

"How woul d he know we're com ng this way?" Vel vet asked
in perplexity.

"Zandranmas knows that we're going to Perivor," Polgara replied. "This
is the shortest route.”

"A dozen Darshivans don't really pose much of a threat," Zakath said
confidently. "What's the purpose of this, then?"

"Del ay," Belgarath told him "Zandramas wants to hold us up so that



she can get to Perivor before we do. She can communi cate with Naradas
over |long distances. We can probably expect himto set traps for us
every fewmles all the way to Lengha."

Zakath scratched at his short beard, frowning in concentration. Then
he opened one of his saddl ebags, took out a map, and consulted it.
"We're still about fifteen |eagues from Lengha," he said. He squinted
at Beldin. "How fast could you cover that distance?"

"“A coupl e hours. Why?"

"There's an inperial garrison there. I'lIl give you a nessage to the
garrison conmander with ny seal on it. He'll nobve out with troops and
spring those traps from behind. As soon as we join those forces,

Nar adas won't be bothering us anynore." Then he remenbered sonet hing.
"Holy Seeress,” he said to Cyradis, "back in Darshiva, you told ne to
| eave my troops behind when | cane to Kell. Is that prohibition stil
in effect?" "Nay, Kal Zakath." "Good. I'll wite that nmessage."

"What about the patrol hiding just ahead?" Silk asked Gar-ion. "Or
are we just going to wait here until Zakath's troops arrive?"

"I don't think so. What's your feeling about a little exercise?"
Silk's answering grin was vicious.

"There's still a problem though," Velvet said. "Wth Beldin on his
way to Lengha, we won't have anyone to scout out any other ambushes."”

"Tell the she with yellow hair not to be concerned,” the wolf said to
Garion. "One is able to nove wi thout being seen, or if one is seen,
the man-things will pay no heed."

“It's all right, Liselle," Garion said. "The wolf will scout for us."

"She's a very useful person to have along." Velvet smled.
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"Person?" Silk said. "Well, isn't she?"

He frowned. ""You know, you m ght be right at that. She has a
definite personality, doesn't she?"

The wol f wagged her tail at him and then | oped off.

“"All right, gentlenen," Garion said, |oosening Iron-grip's sword in
its sheath, "let's go pay these |urking Darshivans a visit."

"Won't Naradas cause some probl ens?" Zakath asked, handing his note
to Bel din.

"I certainly hope he tries," Garion replied.

Nar adas, however, proved to no | onger be anobng the Dar-shivan
sol diers hidden in the grove of trees. The skirm sh was short, since



nost of the anbushers seenmed to be much better at running than at
fighting.
"Amat eurs, " Zakath said scornfully, wiping his sword bl ade on the
cl oak of one of the fallen.

"You're getting fairly conpetent with that, you know?" Gar-ion
conplimented him

' "The training | was given when | was young seens to be coning
back," Zakath replied nodestly.

"He handl es that sword al nost the sanme way Hettar handles his saber
doesn't he?" Silk noted, pulling one of his daggers out of a

Dar shivan's chest.

“Much the sanme," Garion agreed, "and Hettar got his training from
Cho-Hag, the finest swordsman in Algaria.”

"Whi ch Taur Urgas discovered the hard way," Silk added.

"I'"d have given a great deal to watch that fight," Zakath said
wistfully.
"So would I,"
time."

Garion said, "but | was busy somewhere el se at the

"Sneaki ng up on Torak?" Zakath suggest ed.
"I don't think 'sneaking' is the right word. He knew | was comning."
“I"l'l go get the | adies and Bel garath," Durnik said.

"Bel din spoke with me," Belgarath told them when he rode up. "Naradas
flew out of this grove before you got here. Beldin considered killing
him but he had that parchnment in his talons.'

"What formdid he take?" Silk asked. "Naradas, | nmean?"

"A raven," Belgarath said with distaste. "Grolins are always fond of
ravens for sone reason.'

Sil k suddenly | aughed. "Renenber the tinme when Asharak the Mirgo
changed into a raven on the plain of Arendia, and
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Pol gara called that eagle down to deal with hinf? U rained bl ack
feathers for al nost an hour."

"Who's Asharak the Murgo?" Zakath asked.

"He was one of Ctuchik's underlings," Belgarath replied.

"Did the eagle kill hinP"



"No," Silk said. "Garion did that later."
"Wth his sword?"
"No. Wth his hand."

"That nust have been a mighty blow. Mirgos are bul ky people.”
"Actually it was only a slap,"” Garion said. "I set fire to him" He
hadn't thought of Asharak in years. Surprisingly, he found that the
menory no | onger bothered him

Zakath was staring at himin horror

"He was the one who killed ny parents,” Garion told him "The action
seenmed appropriate. He burned themto death, so | did the sane thing
to him Shall we ride on?"

The tirel ess she-wol f ranged out ahead of them and | ocated two nore
groups of anbushers before the sun went down. The survivors of the
first, failed anmbush had spread the word, however, and as soon as
these other two groups of Darshivans saw Garion and hi s conpani ons
beari ng down on them they fied in panic.

"Di sappointing," Sadi said after they had flushed out the second
group. He slipped his snmall, poisoned dagger back into

its sheath.

"I expect that Naradas is going to speak quite firmly with those

fell ows when he finds out that he's gone to all this trouble for
nothing," Silk added gaily. "He'll probably sacrifice a goodly nunber
of themjust as soon as he can find an altar.'

They met the nmen of Zakath's inperial garrison from Lengha about noon
the foll owing day. The commander of the garrison rode forward and
stared at Zakath in sone amazement. "Your |nperial Mjesty,"” he said,
"is that really you?"

Zakat h rubbed at his black beard, "Ch, you nean this, Colonel?" He

| aughed. "It was the suggestion of that old nan over there." He

poi nted at Belgarath. "We didn't want people to recognize nme, and ny
face is stanped on every coin in Mallo-rea. Did you have any trouble
on your way north?"

“Not hi ng worth mentioning, your Majesty. W encountered a dozen or so
groups of Darshivan soldiers—dsually hiding in clunps of trees. W
encircled each clunp, and they all surrendered i mediately. They're
very good at surrendering."
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"They run quite well, too, weVe noticed." Zakath smled.

The col onel | ooked at his enperor a bit hesitantly. "I hope you won't

be offended at ny saying this, your Mjesty, but you seemto have



changed since the last time | was in Mal Zeth."

" Oh?"

" 1 Ve never seen you under arns, for one thing.'
"Troubled tines, Colonel. Troubled tines."

"And if you'll forgive ny saying so, your Majesty, | Ve never heard
you | augh before—er even seen you snmle.”

“I'Ve had little reason before, Colonel. Shall we go on to Lengha?"

When they arrived in Lengha, Cyradis, with Toth's assistance, |ed
themdirectly to the harbor, where a strangely configured ship
awai ted them

"Thank you, Colonel," Zakath said to the garrison commander
“"Providing this ship was nost consi derate of you."

"Excuse nme, your Majesty,"
do with the ship."

the col onel replied, "but I had nothing to
Zakath gave loth a startled | ook, and the big nmute smled briefly at
Dumi k.

Durni k frowned slightly. "Brace yourself, Kal Zakath," he said. "The
arrangenents for the ship were nmade several thousand years ago."

Bel garath's face was suddenly creased by a broad smile. "It would
seemthat we're right on schedule then. | do so hate to be late for
an appoi nt nment . "

"Real | y?" Beldin said. "I renenber one tinme when you showed up five
years after you were supposed to."

"Sonet hi ng came up."

"Sonet hing usual ly does. Wasn't that during the period when you were
spendi ng your tine with the girls in Maragor?"

Bel garath coughed and cast a slightly guilty look at his daughter.
Pol gara rai sed one eyebrow but didn't say anything.
The ship was manned by the sane sort of nmute crew as had conveyed

them fromthe coast of Gorut in Cthol Mirgos to the Isle of Verkat.
Once again Garion was struck by that haunting sense of repetition. As

soon as they were on board, the crew cast off all |ines and nade
sail .
"Peculiar," Silk observed. "The breeze is coming in off the sea, and

we're sailing directly into it."

"I noticed that," Durni k agreed.
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"I thought you might have. It appears that normal rules don't apply
to the Dais."

"WIlt thou, Belgarion, and thy friend Zakath acconpany ne to the aft
cabi n?" Cyradis said as they cleared the harbor

"Of course, Holy Seeress," Garion replied. He noticed that as the
three of them noved aft, Zakath took the blindfolded gill's hand to
| ead her, al nost unconsciously duplicating loth's solicitude. A
peculiar notion crossed the mnd of the Rivan King at that point. He
| ooked rather closely at his friend. Zakath's face was strangely
gentle, and his eyes had an odd | ook in them The notion was absurd,
of course, but as clearly as if he had seen directly into the
Mal | orean Enperor's heart, Garion knew that it was absolutely true.
He rather carefully concealed a smle

In the aft cabin stood two gleaning suits of arnor, |ooking for al
the world |i ke those of the knights at Vo M nbre.

"These nust garb you at Perivor," Cyradis told them

"There's a reason, | assune,"” Garion said.

"I ndeed. And when we approach that coast, thou nust each | ower thy
vi sor and under no circunstances raise it whilst we are on that isle
unl ess | give thee |eave."

"And you're not going to tell us what the reason is, are you?'

She sniled gently and | aid one hand on his arm "Know only that it is
needful . "

"I sort of thought she mi ght take that position," Garion said to
Zakath. He went to the door of the cabin. "Dum k," he called, "we're
goi ng to need sone hel p down here."

"We don't have to put it on yet, do we?" Zakath asked him

"Have you ever worn full arnor before?"

“"No. | can't say that | have."

"It takes a bit of getting used to. Even Mandorallen grunted a bit
when he first put his on."

“"Mandoral l en? That M nbrate friend of yours?"

Garion nodded. "He's Ce' Nedra's chanpion.”

"I thought you were."

“I''"'m her husband. Different rules apply." He |looked critically at
Zakath's sword, a rather light and slimbladed weapon. "He's going to

need a bigger sword, Cyradis," he told the Seer-ess.

“I'n that cabinet, Belgarion."



"She thinks of everything," Garion said wyly. He opened the cabinet.
I nsi de, standing al nost to shoul der hei ght, was a nassive broadsword.
He lifted it out with both hands. "Your sword, your Majesty,"” he
said, extending the hilt to Zakath.
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"Thank you, your Majesty." Zakath grinned. As he took me sword, his
eyes suddenly went wide. "Torak's teeth!" he swore, al nost dropping

t he huge weapon. "Do people actually use these things on each other?"

"Frequently. It's a major formof entertainnent in Arendia. |If you
think that one's heavy, you should try nmine." Then Gar-ion renmenbered
sonmet hing. "Wake up," he said rather perenptorily to the Ob

The murmur of the stone was slightly offended.
"Don't overdo this," Garion instructed, "but ny friend®s sword is
just a bit heavy for him Let's nmake it lighter—a little at a tinme."

He watched as Zakath strained to raise the sword. "Alittle nore," he
instructed the O b.

The sword point cane up—sl owy.
"How s that?" Garion asked.

"A bit nore, maybe," Zakath grunted.
"Do it," Garion said to the Ob.

"That's better— Zakath sighed "—but is it really safe to talk to
that stone that way? *'

"You have to be firm It's like a dog or a horse soneti nes—or even a
woman. "

“I will not forget thy remark, King Belgarion," Cyradis said in a
crisp tone.

He grinned at her. "I didn't expect you to, Holy Seeress,"” he said
mldly.

"One for your side," Zakath said.

"You see how useful that is?" Garion |aughed. "I1'Il make an Al om of
you yet."'

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The ship continued to nove agai nst the wi nd, and when they were
perhaps three | eagues out fromthe harbor, the al batross appeared,
ghosting along on notionless, seraphlike wings. It nade one solitary
cry, and Polgara inclined her head in response. Then it took a
position just in advance of the bowsprit as if it were |eading the
vessel .



"I'sn't that peculiar?" Velvet said. "It's just |ike the one we saw on
the way to the Isle of Verkat. *'

“No, dear," Polgara told her. "He's the sanme one."

"That's inpossible, Lady Polgara. That was half a world away."
"Di stance has no nmeaning to a bird with wings like that."
"What's he doi ng here?”

"He has a task of his own."

"Oh? What's that?"
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"He did not choose to tell nme, and it would have been inpolite of ne
to ask.' *

Zakat h had been wal ki ng up and down the deck trying to set his arnor
into place. "This always | ooks so splendid, but it's really very
unconfortable, isn't it?"

' "Not nearly as unconfortable as not having it on when you really
need it," Garion told him

"You get used to it in time, though, don't you?"

“Not appreciably, no.

Al t hough it was some distance to the island of Perivor, the strange
ship with its silent crew nmade good tinme and | anded them on a wooded
coast about noon the follow ng day.

"To be perfectly honest with you," Silk said to Garion as they

unl coaded the horses, "lI'mjust as happy to be off that vessel. A ship
that sails against the wind and sailors who don't swear nake ne
nervous sonehow. "

* "There are a great many things about this entire business that are
maki ng nme nervous," Garion replied.

"The only difference is that I"'mjust an ordinary man. You're a
hero. "

"What's that got to do with it?"
"Heroes aren't allowed to be nervous."
"Who nade up that rul e?"

"It's a known tact. \What happened to that al batross?"



"He flew of f as soon as we canme in sight of land." Garion put his
vi sor down.

"I don't care what Pol gara says about them" Silk said with a
shudder. "IVe known a lot of sailors, and | Ve never heard one of them
wi t h anyt hing good to say about those birds."

"Sailors are superstitious."”

"Garion, nere's sone basis in fact for all superstitions."” The little
man squi nted at the dark woods lining the upper end of the beach

“"Not a very inviting coast, is it? | wonder why the ship didn't put
us down in sone seaport?”

"I don't think anybody really knows why the Dais do anything."

After the horses had been unloaded fromthe ship, Garion and the

ot hers nounted and rode up the beach into the woods. "I think I'd
better cut you and Zakath sonme | ances,” Durnik said to Garion
"Cyradis had sonme reason for putting you two in arnor, and |'ve
noticed that an arnored man usually looks a little undressed wi thout
a lance.'' He dismunted, took his axe, and went back anong the
trees. He returned a tew noments
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later with two stout poles. "I'Il put points on them when we stop for
the evening," he proni sed.

"This is going to be awkward," Zakath said, fumbling with his |ance
and shiel d.

"You do it like this," Garion said, demonstrating. "Buckle the shield
on your left armand hold the reins in your |eft hand. Then set the
butt of the lance in the stirrup beside your right foot and hold it
in place with your free hand."

"Have you ever fought with a | ance?"

"Afewtines, yes. It's fairly effective agai nst another nman wearing
arnmor. Once you knock himoff his horse, it takes himquite anwhile to
get back on his feet again."

Bel di n, as usual, had been scouting ahead. He cane drifting back
ghosting anmong the trees on al nnpst notionl ess wi ngs. "You' re not
going to believe this," he said to Belgarath after he had changed
back into his own form

"What' s that?"

"There's a castle up ahead."

"A what ?"

* A large building. They usually have walls, npats, and



dr awbri dges. "

"1 know what a castle is, Beldin."

"Whay did you ask then? Anyway, the one ahead | ooks alnpst as if it
had been transplanted directly from Arendi a."'

"Do you suppose you could clarify this for us, Gyradis?" Belgarath
asked the Seeress.

"It is really no mystery, Ancient Belgarath,"” she replied. "Sone two
t housand years ago, a group of adventurers fromthe west were

shi pwrecked on the coast of this island. Seeing that there was no way
to make their ship whole again, they settled here and took w ves from
anong the | ocal popul ace. They have retained the custons and nmanners
and even the speech of their honel and."

"Lots of thees and thous?" Silk asked her
She nodded.

"And castles? "

She nodded agai n.

"And die nen all wear arnor? The sane as Garion and Zakath are
wearing? "

"It is even as thou hast said, Prince Kheldar."
He groaned.

"What's the problem Khel dar?" Zakath asked him
PERI VOR
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We've travel ed thousands of |eagues only to find M nbrates again.”
' "The reports | received fromthe battlefield at Thull Mardu al
said that they're very brave. That nmight explain the reputation of
this island."

"Ch, it does indeed, Zakath," the little nman told him "M nbrates are
the bravest people in the worl d—probably because they don't have
brai ns enough to be afraid of anything. Garion's friend Mandorallen
is totally convinced that he's invincible."

"He is," Ce'Nedra said in automatic defense of her knight. "I saw him
kill a lion once with his bare hands."
"I Ve heard of his reputation,” Zakath said. "I thought it was

exagger at ed.

“Not by very much," .Garion said. "I heard himsuggest to Barak and
Hettar once that the three of them attack an entire Tol nedran
| egion.”



"Per haps he was joking."
"M nbrate knights don't know how to joke," Silk told him

"'l will not sit here and listen to you people insult ny knight,'
Ce' Nedra sai d hotly.

"We're not insulting him Ce'Nedra," Silk ioid her. "W're describing
him He's so noble he makes ny hair hurt."

“"Nobility is an alien concept to a Drasnian, | suppose,” she noted.
“Not alien, Ce' Nedra. Inconprehensible.”

"Perhaps in two thousand years they've changed," Durnik said
hopeful ly.

“I wouldn't count on it," Beldin grunted. "In my experience, people
who live in isolation tend to petrify."”

"I needs nust warn ye all of one thing, however," Cyradis said. "The
people of this island are a peculiar mxture. In mny ways they are
even as you have described them but their heritage is also Dal, and
they are conversant with the arts of our people.’

"Oh, fine," Silk said sardonically, "M nbrates who use sorcery.
That's assuming they can figure out which way to point it."

"Cyradis," Garion said, "is this why Zakath and | are wearing arnor?"

She nodded.

"Why didn't you just say so?

"It was necessary for you to find that out for yourselves."
"Well, let's go have a |look," Belgarath said. "W ve dealt
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with M nbrates before, and we've usually managed to stay out of
trouble.”

They rode on through the forest in golden afternoon sunshi ne and,
when they reached the edge of the trees, they saw the structure

Bel din had reported. It stood atop a high pronmontory, and it had the
usual battlenments and fortifications.

"Form dabi e, " Zakath mur nur ed.

"There's no real point in lurking here in the trees,'' Belgarath



told them "W can't get across all that open ground w thout being
seen. @Garion, you and Zakath take the lead. Men in arnmor are usually
greeted with some courtesy."”

“"Are we just going to ride up to the castle?" Silk asked.
"We might as well," Belgarath said. "If they still think Iike
M nmbrates, they'll alnpst be obliged to offer hospitality for the

ni ght, and we need a certain amount of information anyway.'

They rode out onto an open neadow and proceeded at a wal k toward the
grimlooking castle. "You' d better let ne do nost of the tal king when

we get there,” Garion said to Zakath. "I sort of know the dialect.'
"Good idea," Zakath agreed. "I'd probably choke on all the theesand
t hous. "

Frominside the castle a horn blew a brazen note, announcing that
they had been seen, and a few minutes later a dozen gl eam ng kni ghts
rode out across the drawbridge at a rolling trot. Garion noved
Chretienne slightly to the front.

"Prithee, abate thy pace, Sir Knight," the man who appeared to be the
| eader of the strangers said. "I amSir Astellig, baron of this

pl ace. May | ask of thee thy name and what it is that brings thee and
thy conpanions to the gates of ny keep?"

"My name | may not reveal, Sir Knight," Garion replied. "There are
certain reasons, which | will disclose unto thee in due course. My
fell ow knight and | are enbarked with these diverse conpanions on a
guest of gravest urgency, and we have come here in search of shelter
for the night, which shall descend upon us, nethinks, within the next
few hours." Garion was rather proud of the speech

"Thou needst but ask, Sir Knight," the baron said, "for all true
kni ghts are conpelled by honor, if not by courtesy, to offer aid and
shelter to any fellow kni ght engaged in a quest.'

"I cannot sufficiently express our gratitude to thee, Sir Astellig.
We have, as thou canst see, ladies of quality with us whomthe rigors
of our journey have sorely fatigued."

"Let us proceed straightaway to ny keep then, Sir Knights.

Attending to the well-being of ladies is the paramount duty of al
men of gentle birth." He wheeled his horse with a grand flourish and
led the way up the long hill to his castle with his nmen cl ose behind
hi m

"El egant," Zakath comrented admiringly.

"I spent sone time at Vo Mnbre," Garion told him "You can pick up
their speech after a while. About the only problemwth it is that
the sentences are so involved that you sonetines |ose track of what
you' re saying before you get to the bottomend of it."

Baron Astellig |l ed the way across the drawbridge, and they al
di snounted in a flagstoned courtyard. ' 'My servants will see thee



and thy conpanions to suitable quarters, Sir Knight," he said, "where
you may all refresh yourselves. Then, an it please you, join ne in
the great hall and disclose unto ne how | rmay aid thee in thy noble
quest . "

"Thy courtesy is nmost seemy, ny Lord," Garion said. "Be assured that
my brother knight and | will join you straightaway, as soon as we
have seen to the confort of the ladies."

They followed one of the baron's servants to confortable quarters on
the second floor of the main keep

“I"'mtruly amazed at you, Garion," Polgara said. "I didn't mink you
had the faintest idea of howto speak a civilized | anguage.”

"Thank you," he said, "I think."

"Maybe you and Zakath shoul d speak with the baron alone," Belgarath
told Garion. ' 'You' ve covered your own need for anonymty fairly
well, but if the rest of us are around, he mght start asking for

i ntroductions. Feel himout rather carefully. Inquire about |oca
custons, that sort of thing, and ask himabout any incidental wars
going on." He | ooked at Zakath. "What's the capital of the island?"
"Dal Perivor, | think."

"That's where we'll want to go then. \Wwere is it?"

"On the other side of the island.”

“Naturally." Silk sighed.

"You' d better get started,"” Belgarath told the two arnored nen.
"Don't keep our host waiting."

"When this is all over, would you consider hiring himout to nme?"
Zakat h asked Garion as the two of them cl anked down the hall. "You
could make a tidy profit, you know, and |I'd have the nost efficient
government in the world."

"Do you really want a man who's likely to live forever run-
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ni ng your government?'' Garion asked in an anused tone.' 'Not to

mention the feet that he's probably nore corrupt than Silk and Sad
put together? That is a very bad old man, Kal Zakath. He's wi ser than
whol e generations, and he's got a |arge nunber of disgusting

habits."'

"He's your grandfather, Garion," Zakath protested. "How can you talk
about himlike that?"



"Truth is truth, your Mjesty."
"You Alorns are a very strange people, ny friend."
"We've never tried to hide that, ny friend."

There was a clicking of toenails from behind, and the she-wolf
slipped up between them "One wonders where you are bound," she said
to Garion.

"One and one's friend go to speak with the master of this house,
little sister,"” he replied.

“"One will acconpany you and your friend," she said. "If needful, one
may help to prevent mssteps.”

"What did she say?" Zakath asked.

"She's conming along to keep us from maki ng any serious nistakes,"
Garion said.

"A wol f?"

"This is no ordinary wol f, Zakath. |'m beginning to have sone
suspi ci ons about her.'

"One is gratified that even a puppy may show sone senbl ance of
perception.” The wolf sniffed.

"Thank you," he said. "One is happy to gain approval from one so
dearly | oved."

She wagged her tail at him "One requests, however, that you keep
your discovery to yourself."

"Of course," he prom sed.

"What was that all about?" Zakath asked.

"It's a wol fy sort of thing,'
translate.”

Garion said. "It doesn't really

Baron Astellig had renpved his arnmor and sat in a massive chair

before a crackling hearth. "It is ever thus, Sir Knights," he said.
"Stone doth provide protection fromfoes, but it is forever cold, and
the chill of winter is slowto seep away fromits obdurate surface.

Perforce we are required to maintain our fires even when sumrer doth
bathe our isle with its gentle warnth."

"It is, my Lord, as thou sayest," Garion replied. "E en the massive
walls of Vo Mnbre do harbor this oppressive chill."

"And thou, Sir Knight, hath seen Vo M nbre?" the baron

asked in wonder. "I would give all that I own or ever will to behold
that fabled city. What is it truly |ike?"



"Large, ny Lord," Garion said, "and its gol den stones do flash back
the light of the sun as if to shane the heavens by its magnificence."

The baron's eyes filled with tears. "Blessedanm, Sir Knight," he said
in a voice choked with emotion. "This unexpected encounter with a

kni ght of noble purpose and passing fair el oquence hath been the
crown of ny life, for the nenory of Vo M nbre, echoing down through

t he endl ess progression of years, hath sustained those of us in
lonely exile here, though its echoes grow nore renote with each
passi ng season e'en as dearly |oved faces of those gone before us are
remenbered only in a dreamthat fades and dies as cruel eld creepeth
upon us."

"My Lord," Zakath said a bit haltingly, "thy speech hath touched ny
heart. If | have power—and | do—+ will convey thee at sone future
date even unto Vo M nbre and present thee before the throne in the
pal ace there, that we may reunite thee with thy kindred."

"You see," Garion murmured to his friend, "it gets to be habit-
form ng."
The baron wi ped his eyes unashaned. "I note this hound of thine, Sir

Knight," he said to Garion to ease them past an enbarrassi ng nonent,
"a bitch, | perceive—=

"Steady," Garion said firmy to the she-wolf.
"That is a very offensive term" she grow ed.

"He didn't invent it. It's not his fault."

"She is of a lean and |ithesonme configuration,” the baron continued,
"and her gol den eyes do bespeak intelligence far beyond that of the
poor nongrels that do infest this kingdom Canst thou perhaps, Sir
Kni ght, identify her breed?"

"She is a wlf, ny Lord,"” Garion told him

"Awlf! " the baron exclainmed, leaping to his feet. "W nust flee
ere the fearsonme beast fall upon us and devour us."

It was a bit ostentatious, but sonetines things |ike that inpress
peopl e. Garion reached down and scratched the wolf's ears.

"Thou art brave beyond belief, Sir Knight," the baron said alnpost in
wonder .

"She is nmy friend, my Lord," Garion replied. "W are linked by ties
beyond thine i nmagining."

"One advises that you stop that,"
a paw to spare."”

the wolf told him "unless you have
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"You woul dn' (!" he excl ai med, snatching his hand back

"But you're not entirely sure, are you?" She bared her teeth al npost
ina grin.

"Thou speakest the | anguage of beasts?" The baron gasped.

"Of a few, nmy Lord," Garion said. "They each have their own, thou
knowest. | have not yet mastered the speech of the serpent. | think
it has to do with the shape of my tongue."”

The baron suddenly | aughed. "Thou art a droll man, Sir Knight. Thou
hast presented ne here with much to ponder and rmuch at which to
marvel . Now, to the main point. Wat canst thou reveal to nme of thy
quest ?"

"Be very careful here,” the wolf warned Gari on.

Garion considered. "As thou mayest know, ny Lord," he began, "there
is a great evil abroad in the world now " That was fairly safe. There
was always a great evil abroad in the world.

"Truly," the baron agreed fervently.

"It is the sworn task of ny steadfast compani on here and nyself to
confront this evil. Know thou, however, mat runor, |ike a barking
dog, would run before us, announci ng—shoul d they be known—eur
identities to the foul mscreant upon whom we nean to do war. Shoul d,
all forewarned, this vicious eneny |earn of our approach, its mnions
woul d waylay us. Thus it is that we nmust conceal ourselves behind our
visors and refrain fromdeclaring before all the world our
nanmes—whi ch have sone snmirch of honor upon themin diverse parts of
the world.'' Gar-ion was beginning to enjoy this. "W, neither one,
fear any living thing.'' Mndorallen hinself could not have said it
nore confidently. "W have, however, dear conpanions in this quest,
whose |ives we dare not endanger. Moreover, our quest is fraught with
peril ous enchantnments that may even vaunt our prowess. Thus, though
it is distasteful, we nmust, with thieftike stealth, approach this
despi sed nmiscreant that we nmay adm ni ster suitable chastisenment." He
said the last word with sonmething as close to the crack of doom as he
coul d manage.

The baron got the point immed ately. "My sword, and those of ny

kni ghts, are at thine imedi ate disposal, ny Lord. Let us eradicate
this evil for good and all." The baron was a M mbrate to the bone,
all right.

Garion raised one regretful hand. "Nay, my Lord of Astel-lig," he
said. "It may not be so, though | would welconme thee and thy brave
conpanions with all ny heart. This task hath been lain upon nme and
upon ny dear conpanions. To accept thine

aid in this endeavor would be to anger the mnions of the spirit
wor |l d, which, no |less than we, do contend in ms matter. We—all of
us—are but nortal, and the spirit world is a world of immortals. To



defy the commands of die spirits mght well confound the purpose of
those friendly spirits that take our part in this ultimte battle."

"Though it wounds ny heart, Sir Knight," the baron said sadly, "I
nmust agree that thine argunment hath cogency. Know, noreover, that a
ki nsman of mne hath but recently arrived fromthe capital at Da
Perivor and hath advised nme privately of a disturbing turn of events
at court. No nore than a few days ago, a wi zard appeared at the

ki ng's pal ace. Doubtl ess using enchantnents such as thou hast

menti oned, he beguiled our king within the space of a few hours and
gained the king's ear and is now his cl osest advisor. He now doth

wi el d al nost absolute authority in the kingdom Guard yourselves
well, Sir Knights. Should, perchance, this w zard be one of the

m ni ons of your foe, he now hath power to do thee gravest injury."”
The baron made a wy face. "Methinks the beguiling of the king was no
serious task for him It is inproper of me to say it, perhaps, but
his Majesty is not a man of profound intellectual gifts.” This from
aM nbrate*? "This wi zard," the baron continued, "isaw cked man, and
nmust advise thee in the spirit of true conradeship to avoid him?"

"I thank thee, my Lord," Garion said, "but our destiny, and that of
our quest, conpels us to Dal Perivor. If needs be, we will confront
this wizard and rid the kingdom of his influence."

“"May the Gods and the spirits guide thy hand,"” the baron said
fervently. Then he grinned. "Mayhap, an it please thee, | night watch
as thou and thy valiant, laconic conpanion adm nister such

chasti sement as thou seest fit."

"We woul d be honored, ny Lord," Zakath assured him

"Wth that end in view then, nmy Lords, "the baron said, "be advised
that | and diverse nobles journey on the norrow toward the king's

pal ace at Dal Perivor, there to participate in the grand tourney that
our Lord King hath ordai ned to select chanpions of the kingdomto
deal with a certain recurrent problem which hath confronted us. Know,
nor eover, that by centuries-old tradition, m sunderstandi ngs and
frictions are held in the abeyance of general truce during this
period and we nmay expect general tranquility on our journey to the
west. An it please you, ny Lords, may | entreat you to acconpany ne
to the capital ?"

"My Lord," Garion said, bowing with a slight creaking of
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annor, "your suggestion and gracious invitation could not suit our
purposes nore. And now, if we may, we will retire to make our
preparations.'

As Garion and Zakath strode down the long hall, the wolf's toenails
had an alnpost netallic ring to them "One is pleased,” she said. "You

didn't do all that badl y—for a couple of puppies.”

CHAPTER TWELVE



Perivor proved to be a pleasant island with rolling, enerald-green
hills where sheep grazed and with dark plowed fields where

meticul ously straight rows of crops flourished. Baron Astellig | ooked
about with some pride. " It is a fair land,'' he observed, "though
doubtl ess not so fair as far-off Arendia."

"Met hi nks thou woul dst be sonewhat di sappoi nted by Arendia, ny
Lord,"” Garion told him "Though the |and be fair, the kingdomis nuch
marred by civil turnoil and by the misery of the serfs.”

"Doth that sad institution still prevail there? It was abolished here
many centuries ago."

Garion was a bit surprised at that.

"The folk who inhabited this isle ere we cane are a gentl e peopl e,
and our forebears sought wi ves fromanong them At first these common
folk were bound in serfdom as had always been the practice in
Arendi a, but our ancestors soon perceived
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that this was the grossest injustice, since the serfs were kinsmen by
marriage." The baron frowned slightly. "Doth this civil discord thou
spake of truly mar our ancestral honeland to any great extent?"

Garion sighed. "W have sone snalt expectation that it nay abate, ny
Lord. Three great duchies warred with each other for centuries unti
one—M nbre—finally achieved nonminal mastery. Rebellion |urked ever
beneat h the surface, however. Moreover, the barons of southern
Arendi a nmake bl oody war upon each other for the nost trivial of
reasons.’

"War? Truly? Such affairs arise here on Perivor, as well, but we have
attenpted to formalize the conflict to such degree that few are ever
slain.”

"How neanst thou 'formalize,' ny Lord?"

"Such disputes as arise are—except in cases of outrage or gravest

i nsult—ustonmarily settled by tourneys." The baron smiled. "Indeed, |
have known of a nunber of disputes that were counterfeited by the

nmut ual contrivance of the principals nmerely as an excuse to hold such
t our neys—whi ch do-entertain nobles and conmons alike."

"How very civilized, my Lord," Zakath said.
The strain of phrasing such involuted sentences was begi nning to wear

on Garion. He asked the baron to excuse him pleading the need to
confer with his conpanions, and rode back to talk with Bel garath and



t he ot hers.

"How are you and the baron getting along? ' Silk asked him

"Quite well, actually. The intermarriage with the Dais has altered
certain of the nore irritating Arendi sh tendencies."

"Such as?"

"Gross stupidity for one thing. They've abolished serfdom and they
usual ly settle disputes with tournanments rather than open war."
Garion | ooked at the dozing Bel garath. "Grandfather."

Bel garath opened his eyes.

"Do you think weVe managed to get here ahead of Zandra-nas?"
"There's no way to know for sure.”

"I could use the Orb again."

“It's probably better if you don't just yet. If she's on the island,
there's no way to know where she | anded. She may not have cone this
way, so the Ob wouldn't react to her trail. |I'msure she can fee
it, though, and about all we'd succeed in doing

would be to let her know we're here. Besides, the Sardion is in nis
part of the world. Let's not wake it up just yet.'

"You might ask your friend the baron," Silk suggested. "If she's
here, he m ght have heard sonething about her."

"I doubt it," Belgarath said. "In the past she's usually gone to a
great deal of trouble to remain unobserved."”

"That's true," Silk conceded, "and | mnk she'll go to even nore
troubl e now. She m ght have some difficulty trying to explain those
lights under her skin.'

"Let's wait until we get to Dal Perivor," Belgarath decided. "I want
to sort things out there before we do anything irrevocable."

"Do you suppose it would do any good to ask Cyradis?" Garion asked
qui etly, glancing back at the Seeress, who rode in the splendid
carriage the baron had provided for the |adies.

“No," Belgarath said. "She won't be permtted to answer us."

"I think we m ght have a certain advantage in all this," Silk
observed. "Cyradis is the one who's going to nake the choice, and the
fact that she's traveling with us instead of with Zandra-nmas bodes
rather well, wouldn't you say?"

"I don't think so," Garion disagreed. "I don't think she's traveling
with us so much as she's here to keep an eye on Zakath. He has
sonmet hing very inportant to do, and she doesn't want himto stray."

Silk grunted. "Were do you propose to start |ooking for this map



you' re supposed to find?" he asked Bel garat h.
“"Alibrary probably,"” the old nman replied. "This map is another one
of those 'nysteries,' and |I've had a fair degree of luck finding the
others in libraries. Garion, see if you can persuade the baron to
take us to the king's court in Dal Perivor. Palace libraries are
usually the nost conplete.”

"Of course," Garion agreed.
"I want to take a look at this wi zard anyway. Silk, do you have an
office in Dal Perivor?"

“I"'mafraid not, Belgarath. There's nothing here worth trading in."

"Well, no matter. You're a businessman, and there'll be others in the
city. Go talk business with them Tell them you want to check over

shi ppi ng routes. Look at every map you can |ay your hands on. You
know what we're |ooking for."

""You're cheating, Belgarath,"” Beldin grow ed.

"How do you nean?"
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"Cyradis told you that you were supposed to find the nap."

“"I"'monly delegating responsibility, Beldin. It's perfectly
legitimate."

"I don't think she'd see it that way."

You can explain it to her. You 're nuch nore persuasive than

am

They traveled in easy stages, nore to spare the horses, Garion felt,
than for any other reason. The horses of Perivor were not |arge, and
they | abored under the weight of nen in full arnmor. So it was that it
was several days before they crested a hill and | ooked down at the
seaport city which was the capital of Perivor.

"Behol d Dal Perivor," the baron proclainmed, "the crown and the heart
of the isle.”

Garion saw i medi ately that the shipwecked Arends who had arrived on
this shore two thousand years ago had made a conscious effort to
duplicate Vo Mnbre. The city walls were high and thick and yell ow,
and brightly col ored pennons flew fromspires within those walls.

"Where did they find the yell ow stone, nmy Lord?" Zakath asked the
baron. "l have seen no such rock on our journey here.”

The baron coughed a bit apologetically. "The walls are painted, Sir
Kni ght," he expl ai ned.



"What ever for?"

'To serve as a renmenbrance of Vo Mnbre,'' the baron said a bit
sadly. "Qur ancestors were honesick for Arendia. Vo Mnbre is the

j ewel of our ancestral home, and its golden walls speak to our bl ood
even across the endless mles.'

"Ah," Zakath said.

“"As | have prom sed thee, Sir Knight," nme baron said to Garion,

"gladly will | convey thee and thy conpanions forthwith to the king's
pal ace where he will doubtless honor thee and offer thee his
hospitality.'

"Once nore we are in thy debt, nmy Lord,"” Garion replied.

The baron smiled a bit slyly. ' 'l confess it to thee, Sir Knight,
that my notives are not altogether nagnaninmus. | will accrue nuch
credit by presenting at court stranger knights bent on a noble
quest . "

"That's quite all right, my friend." Garion |laughed. "This way
there's sonething for everybody."

The pal ace was al nost identical to that in Vo Mnbre, a fortress
within a fortress with high walls and a stout gate.
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"At least this time | don't think my grandfather will have to grow a
tree," Garion nurnured to Zakath.

"Do what ?"

"When we first went to Vo Mnbre, the knight in charge of the pal ace
gate didn't believe Mandorall en when he introduced G andfather as

Bel garath the Sorcerer, so Grandfather took a twig fromhis horse's
tail and made an apple tree grow right there in the square in front
of the palace. Then he ordered the skeptical knight to spend the rest
of his |ife taking care of it. *'

"Did the knight actually do it?"
"I assune so. Mnbrates take those kinds of commands very seriously.”
"Strange people.”

"Ch, yes, indeed. | had to force Mandorallen to marry a girl hel
| oved since childhood, and I had to stop a war in the process.' *

"How do you stop a war?"

"I made sonme threats. | think they took nme seriously." He thought
about it. "The thunderstorm | created may have hel ped, though," he
added. "Anyway, Mandorallen and Nerina had | oved each other for
years, but they'd been suffering in silence beautiful for all that



time. | finally got tired of it, so | nmade themget on with it. |

made sone nmore threats. |'ve got this big knife back here." He poked
his thunb over his shoulder. "It attracts a ot of attention
soneti nes.'

"Garion!" Zakath | aughed. "You're a peasant."

"Yes. Probably," Garion admitted. "But it got themnarried, after
all. They're both deliriously happy now, and if anything goes w ong,
they can al ways blame nme, can't they?"

"You're not like other nmen, ny friend," Zakath said very seriously.

“No." Garion sighed. "Probably not. 1'd like to be, though. The world
lies very heavily on you and nme, Zakath, and it doesn't |eave us any
time for ourselves. Wuldn't you just like to ride out on a sumrer
norning to | ook at the sunrise and see what |ies over the next
hilltop?''

"I thought mat's what weVe been doing."

“"Not entirely. We're doing all this because we're conpelled to. Wat
I was tal king about was doing it just for fun.'

"I haven't done anything just for fun in years."

"Didn't you rather enjoy threatening to crucify King Gethel of the
Thul I s? Ce' Nedra told ne about that."

Zakat h | aughed. "That wasn't too bad," he admtted. "I
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woul dn't have done it, of course. Gethel was an idiot, but he was
sort of necessary at that point."

"It always conmes to that, doesn't it? You and | do what's necessary,
not what we'd really prefer to do. Neither of us sought this

em nence, but we'll do what's necessary and what's expected of us. I|f
we don't, this world will die, and good, honest nen will die with it
I won't permt that if I can help it. | won't betray those good,
honest nen, and neither will you. You're too good a man yourself.'

" Good? Me?"

"You underestimte yoursel f, Zakath, and | think that very soon
sonmeone will conme and teach you not to hate yourself anynore.'’

Zakath started visibly.

"You didn't think I knew?" Garion said, boring in relentlessly. "But
that's nearly over now. Your suffering and pain and renorse are

al nost done, and if you need any instructions in how to be happy,

| ook me up. After all, that's what friends are for, aren't they?"

A choked sob canme from behi nd Zakath's vi sor



The she-wol f had been standi ng between their horses. She | ooked up at
Garion. "Very well done," she said. "Perhaps one has m sjudged you,
young wol f. Perhaps you are not a puppy after all."

"One can but do one's best," Garion replied, also in the | anguage of
wol ves. "One hopes that one has not been too much a di sappoi ntnent."”

"One feels that you have sonme prom se, Garion."

And that confirnmed sonething that Garion had suspected for sone tine
now. "Thank you, Grandnmother," he said, sure at last just to whom he
was speaki ng.

"And it took you so very, very long to say it?"

"It m ght have been considered inpolite."
' '"One believes that you have been too long with one's el dest
daughter. She is, one has noticed, rmuch caught up in propriety. One
assunmes you will continue to keep your discovery to yourself?"

“If you wish."

“I't mght be w ser.
pl ace?"

She | ooked at the palace gate. "What is this

"It is the palace of the king."

"What are kings to wolves?"

"It is the custom anmong the nman-things to pay respect to
PERTVOR
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them G andnother. The respect is nmore to the customthan to the man-
t hi ng who wears the crown."

"How very curious," she sniffed.

At last, with a great deal of creaking and the clanking of chain, the
dr awbri dge boormed down, and Baron Astellig and his knights led them
into the pal ace courtyard.

As was the one in Vo Mnbre, the throne roomhere in Dal Perivor was
a great, vaulted hall with scul ptured buttresses soaring upward al ong
the walls. Tall, narrow wi ndows rose between the buttresses, and the
light stream ng through their stained-glass panels was jewel ed. The
fl oor was polished marble, and on the red-carpeted stone platform at
the far end stood the throne of Perivor, backed by heavy purple
drapes. Fl anking the draped wall hung the massive antique weapons of
two thousand years of the royal house. Lances, nmces, and huge
swords, taller than any man, hung anpng the tattered war-banners of
forgotten ki ngs.

Al nost berused by the simlarities, Garion half expected to see



Mandoral l en in his gleanm ng arnor cone striding across the nmarble
floor to greet mem flanked by red-bearded Barak and horse-maned
Hettar. Once again, that strange sense of recurrence struck him Wth
a start he realized that in recounting past experiences to Zakath, he
had in fact been reliving them In sonme obscure way this seened a

ki nd of cleansing in preparation for |he now al nost inevitable
nmeeting in the Place Which I's No More.

"An it please ye, Sir Knights," Baron Astellig said to Garion and
Zakath, "let us approach the throne of King Odorin that | may
present ye to his Majesty. | will advise himof the diverse
restrictions your quest hath |lain upon ye."

"Thy courtesy and consi deration beconme thee, ny Lord of Astellig,"”
Garion said. "Gadly will we greet thy king."

The three of them proceeded along the marble floor toward the
carpeted platform King A dorin, Garion noticed, was a nore robust-
| ooki ng man than Korodullin of Arendia, but his eyes revealed a
fearful |ack of anything resenbling thought.

Atall, powerfully built knight stepped in front of Astellig. "This
is unseemy, ny Lord," he said. "lInstruct thy companions to raise
their visors that the king may behol d those who approach him?"

"I will explain to his Majesty the reason for this necessary

conceal nent, my Lord," Astellig replied a bit stiffly. "I assure thee
that these knights, whom| dare to call friends, intend no disrespect
to our Lord King."
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“I“n sorry, Baron Astellig," the knight said, "but | cannot permt
this."

The baron's hand went to his sword hilt.

"Steady," Garion warned, placing one gauntleted hand on Astellig's
arm "As all the world knows, it is forbidden to draw arms in the
king's presence."”

"Thou art well versed in propriety, Sir Knight," the man barring
their way said, sounding a bit |ess sure of hinself now

“I"ve been in the presence of kings before, ny Lord, and I am
conversant with the customary usages. | do assure thee that we nean
no di srespect to his Majesty by our visored approach to the throne.
We are conpelled to it, however, by a stern duty that hath been lain
upon us."

The kni ght | ooked even nmore unsure of hinself. "Thou art well spoken,
Sir Knight," he adm tted grudgingly.

"An it please you then, Sir Knight," Garion continued, "wilt thou
acconpany Baron Asteldlig, ny conpanion, and myself to the throne? A
man of thine obvious prowess can easily prevent mischief." Alittle



flattery never hurt anything in difficult situations.
"It shall be as thou sayest, Sir Knight," the knight decided.

The four of them approached the throne and bowed sonewhat stiffly.
"My Lord King," Astellig said.

"Baron," O dorin replied with an absent-seem ng nod.

"I have the honor to present two stranger knights who have travel ed
here fromafar in pursuit of a noble quest.'’

The king | ooked interested. The word "
heads.

quest" rang bells in Mnbrate

"As thou may have noticed, your Majesty," Astellig continued,
friends are visored. This is not to be taken as a gesture of
di srespect, but is a necessary conceal nent required by the nature of
their quest. A foul evil is abroad in the world, and they journey
with diverse conpanions to confront it. They each have sone em nence
in the world beyond the shores of our isle, and should they revea
their faces, they would instantly be recogni zed, and the evil one
they seek woul d be forewarned of their conming and woul d seek to

i npede them Thus it is that their visors nust remain closed."

ny

"“A reasonabl e precaution,"” the king agreed. "Greetings, Sir Knights,

and well nmet."

"Thou art kind, your Majesty," Garion said, "and we are grateful to
thee for thy graci ous understandi ng of our circunmstances. Qur quest
is fraught with perilous enchantnents, and
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do fear nme that should we reveal our identities, we mght well fail
and the whole world would suffer as a result.'

" 'l do fully understand, Sir Knight, and I will not press thee for
further details of thy quest. The walls of any pal ace have ears, and
sonme there are even here who mght be in | eague with the villain thou
seekest . "

"W sely spoken, nmy King," a rasping voice said fromthe back of the
throne room "As | nyself know full well, the powers of enchanters

are nyriad, and even the prowess of these two brave kni ghts may not
be sufficient to match them"”

Garion turned. The man who had spoken had absolutely white eyes.
' "The wizard of whom | told thee,'' Baron Astellig whispered to
Garion. "Be wary of him Sir Knight, for he hath the king in thrall."
"“Ah, good Erezel," the king said, his face lighting up, "an it please
t hee, approach the throne. Mayhap in thy wi sdomthou nmayest advise
these two questors concerning the possibility of avoiding the perils
posed by the enchantnments certain to be strewn in their path."



"It shall be my pleasure, Lord King," Naradas replied.
"You know who he is, don't you?" Zakath murnured to Garion.
"Yes."

Nar adas came down to the throne. "If | may be so bold as to suggest
it, Sir Knights," he said in an unctuous |lone, "a great tourney is

pl anned not | ong hence. Should you not participate, it mght arouse
suspicion in the mnions the one you seek hath doubtl ess placed here.
My first advice to you, therefore, is that you enter our tourney and
thus avoid that nmischance."”  "A npst excellent suggestion, Erezel,"
the enmpty-headed king approved. "Sir Knights, this is Erezel, a great
wi zard and UK cl osest advisor to our throne. Consider well his words,
for they have great nerit. We will, noreover, be greatly honored to
have two such mighty nmen join with us in our forthcom ng

entertai nnent."

Garion ground his teeth together. Wth that one innocent-seem ng
suggesti on, Naradas had effectively achieved the delay he had been
seeking for weeks now. There was no way out, however. "W would be
honored to join with thee and thy val-feuit knights in thy sport,
your Majesty,” he said. "Prithee, when are the ganmes to begi n?"

"Ten days hence, Sir Knight."
PERI VOR
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

The quarters to which they were escorted were agai n hauntingly
fam liar. The displaced Arends who had been washed ashore here so
many centuries ago had, it appeared, lovingly recreated the roya
pal ace at Vo Mnbre down to the lastl detail—even including its
i nconveni ences. Durni k, ever practical, noticed this inmediately.
"You' d think they'd have taken advantage of the opportunity to

i npprove a few things," he observed.

"There's a certain charmin archaism dear," Polgara said, smling.

"It's nostal gic, perhaps, Pot, but a few nodern touches woul dn't have
hurt all that much. You have noticed that the baths are | ocated down
in the cellar, haven't you?"

"There's a point there, Lady Polgara," Velvet agreed.

"It was rmuch nore convenient in Mal Zeth," Ce' Nedra concurred. "A
bath in one's own apartnments offers all sorts of opportunities for
fun and m schief,"”
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Garion's ears turned bright red.

"I seemto be mssing the nore interesting parts of this



conversation," Zakath said slyly.

“"Never mind," Garion told himshortly.

And then the dressmekers arrived, and Pol gara and the other |adies
wer e whi sked away to engage in that activity which, Gar-ion had
noti ced, always seens to fill the fem nine heart with a kind of
dreany bliss.

| medi ately behind the dressmakers canme the tailors, equally bent on
maki ng everyone | ook as ol d-fashi oned as possi ble. Beldin, of course,
adamantly refused their mnistrations, even going so far as to show
one insistent fellow a gnarled and very large fist to indicate that
he was perfectly satisfied with the way he | ooked al ready.

Garion and Zakath, however, were under the constraint placed upon
them by the Seeress of Kell, and so they renmi ned buckled up in their
ar nor .

When they were finally alone, Belgarath's expression grew grave. "I
want you two to be careful hi that tournament,"” he told the arnored
men. "Naradas knows who we are, and he's already managed to del ay us.
He may try to go a little farther." He | ooked sharply toward the
door. "Where are you goi ng?" he demanded of SilKk.

"I thought 1'd nose around a bit," the little thief said innocently.
"It never hurts to know what you're up against."”

“"All right, but be careful—-and don't let anything slip into your
pockets by m stake. W' re wal king on sonme fairly shaky ground here.
I f sonmeone sees you pilfering, we could all get into a great deal of
trouble.”

"Belgarath,"” Silk replied in an of fended tone, "no one has ever seen
me steal anything." And then he went out nuttering to hinself.

"I's he trying to say that he doesn 't steal ?" Zakath asked.

“No," Eriond replied. "Only that no one ever sees himdoing it." He
smled gently. "He has a few bad habits, but we've been trying to
break himof them'' It was the first tine in quite a while that
Garion had actually heard his young friend say anything. Eriond had
grown increasingly reticent—ene night even say withdrawn. It was
troubling. He had al ways been a ¢(range boy, and he seemed to be able
to perceive things that none of the rest of themcould. A chill cane
over Garion as he renenbered the fateful words of Cyradis at Rheon:
"Thy quest
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will be fraught with great peril, Belgarion, and one of thy

conpani ons shall lose his |life in the course of it."



And then, alnpost as if his nenory had summned her, the blindfol ded
Seeress of Kell emerged fromthe roomin which the | adies had been
conferring with their dressmakers. | mmedi ately behind her cane

Ce' Nedra, clad only in a very short chemse. "It's a perfectly
suitabl e gown, Cyradis," she was protesting.

"Suitable for thee perhaps, Queen of Riva,"
such finery is not for ne."

the Seeress replied, "but

"Ce' Nedra!" Garion exclainmed in a shocked gasp. "You're not dressed!"

"Ch, bother that!" she snapped. "Everyone here has seen undressed
wonen before. I'mjust trying to reason with my nystical young friend
here. Cyradis, if you don't put on the gown, |'Il be very cross with
you—and we really need to do sonething with your hair."

The Seeress unerringly took the tiny queen in her arms and enbraced
her fondly. "Dear, dear Ce' Nedra," she said gently, "thy heart is

| arger than thyself, and thy concern doth fill mne as well. | am
content, however, in this sinple garb. Mayhap in tine ny tastes wll
change, and then will | gladly subnit to thy gentle mnistrations.”

"There's absolutely no talking to her," Ce' Nedra said, throw ng her
arms in the air. Then, with a charnming flirt of the hem of her
chemni se, she storned back into the roomfromwhich the two of them
had emerged.

"You ought to feed her nore,"” Beldin told Garion. "She's really very
ski nny, you know. "

"' | sort of like her the way she is,"
Cyradis. "WII you sit, Holy Seeress?"

Garion replied. He | ooked at

“I'f | may."

"OfF course." He waved off Tomls alnbst instinctive nove to aid his
m stress and guided the girl to a confortable chair.

"I thank thee, Belgarion," she said. "Thou art as kind as thou art
brave." She snmiled, and it was |like the sun coning up. She touched
one hand to her hair. "Doth this really | ook so ugly?" she asked.
"It's just fine, Cyradis," he told her. "Ce' Nedra sonetines
exaggerates, and she has an absol ute passion for naking people
over—e, usually."

"And dost thou mnd her efforts, Belgarion?”

"I suppose not. |I'd probably mss themif she didn't try, at |least."
"Thou art caught in the snare of love, King Belgarion. Thou art a
m ghty sorcerer, but nethinks thy little queen hath a nore powerfu
sorcery yet, for she holds thee in the palmof that tiny band."

"That's true, | suppose, but | don't really nmnd all that nuch."

“If this gets any nore cloying, | think I'Il throw up," Beldin said



gruffly.
And then Silk returned.

"Anyt hi ng?" Bel garath asked.

"Naradas beat you to the library. | stopped by there, and the man in
char ge—
“Li brarian," Belgarath corrected absently.

"What ever. Anyway, he said that as soon as Naradas arrived, he
ransacked the library.'

"So that's it, then," Belgarath said. "Zandramas isn't on the island.
She sent Naradas here to do her Il ooking for her, it seens. |Is be
still | ooking?"

"Apparently not."

"That nmeans he's found it, then."

"“And probably destroyed it to keep us fromgetting a | ook at ft,"
Bel di n added.

"Nay, gentle Beldin," Cyradis said. "The chart ye seek doth stil
exist, but it is not in the place where ye propose to seek.'

"I don't suppose you could give us a few hints?" Bel garath asked her
*! She shook her head. .. "I didn't think so."

"You said the chart,"” Befdin said, approaching the subject Obliquely.
"Does that nean there's only one copy?"

She nodded.

The dwarf shrugged. "Ch, well," he said. "Looking for it gives us
sonmething to do while we're waiting for our two heroes terete go out
and start denting other people's arnor."”

"That brings up a point," Garion said. He | ooked at Zakath. "Tibu're
not particularly fanmiliar with the |ance, are you?"

“Not really, no.

"Tonorrow nmorning, then, we'll have to go soneplace so feat | can
gi ve you sone instruction."

"'"- "That seens |like a sensible plan to ne."
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The two of them arose early the followi ng norning and | eft the pal ace

on horseback. "I think we'd better go out of town," Garion said.
"There's a practice field near the palace, but there'll be other
knights there. I"'mnot trying to be offensive, but the first few

passes are usually very awkward. We're supposed to be great knights,
so let's not |let anybody get the idea mat you're totally inept."

"Thanks," Zakath said dryly.

"Do you enjoy public enbarrassnent?”

“Not really."”

"Let's do it my way, then."

They rode out of the city and to a neadow a few m | es away.

"You' ve got two shields," Zakath noted. "Is that customary?"

' '"The other one is for our opponent. *'

"Opponent ?"

"A stunp or a tree probably. W need a target." Garion reined in.
“Now, " he began, "we're going to be involved in a formal tournament.
The idea is not to kill anybody, since that's considered bad form
We' Il probably be using blunted | ances. That hel ps to keep down the
fatalities.”

"But sonetines people do get killed, don't they?"

"I't's not unheard of. The whole purpose of a formal joust is to knock
the other fellow off his horse. You ride at himand ai myour |ance at
the center of his shield.'

“And he does the same thing to nme, | suppose.”

"Exactly."

"It sounds painful."

"It is. After a few passes, you'll probably be bruised fromhead to
hip."

"And they do this for entertainment?"

“"Not entirely. It's a formof conpetition. They do it to find out
who's the best."

"Now that | can understand.”
"I thought the notion m ght appeal to you."
They buckl ed the spare shield to a springy lower Iinb of a cedar

tree. "That's about the right height,"” Garion said. "I'l|l nake the
first couple of passes. Watch very closely. Then you can try."



Garion had become quite proficient with the Iance and he hit the
shield squarely on both passes.

"Why do you stand up at the |ast second?" Zakath asked him

"I wasn't actually standing so nmuch as |leaning forward. The idea is
to brace your feet in the stirrups, lean forward, and hold your body
rigid. That way the weight of the horse is added to your own."

"Clever. Let me try it."

Zakath conmpletely nmissed the shield on his first attenpt. "Wat did
do wrong?'' he asked.

"When you raised up and | eaned forward, the point of your |ance
di pped. You have to adjust your point of aim"”

"Oh, | see. Al right, let me try it again.” On the next pass he
struck the shield a glancing blow that nade it spin around the |inb.
"Any better?" he asked.

Garion shook his head. "You'd have killed him Wen you hit the top
of the shield that way, your lance is deflected upward, and it drives
right into his visor. It breaks his neck."

"Il try it again."

By noon Zakath had nade consi derabl e progress.

"That's enough for today," Garion said. "It's starting to get hot out
here. "
"I"'mstill all right," Zakath objected.

"I was thinking about your horse.”
"Ch. He is lathered a bit, isn't he?"
“"More than just a bit. Besides, |I'mstarting to get hungry."

The day of the tourney dawned cl ear and sunny, and throngs of the
citizens of Dal Perivor streanmed through the streets in bright-
colored clothing toward the field where the festivities were to take
pl ace. "A thought just occurred to nme," Garion said to Zakath as they
left the palace. * "You and | aren't really interested M who gets
procl ai med the wi nner of the tournament, are we?"

"I don't follow you."'
'~ *"We have sonething nmuch nore inportant to do, and as-anted
broken bones woul d probably hinder us. W nake a few ptsses and
unhorse a few knights and then all ow ourselves to get knocked out of
the saddle. We'll have satisfied the requirenments of honor without
putting ourselves in any serious danger O injury."”

t "Are you suggesting that we deliberately |ose? ' Zakath asked
I ncredul ously.



"Approximately, yes." ; "l've never lost a contest of any kind in ny
whole life."

*"You're starting to sound nore and nore |i ke Mandorallen ." Garion
si ghed.
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"Besides," Zakath went on, "I think you' re overl ooking sonething.

We' re supposed to be mighty knights embarked on a noble quest. If we
don't try our very best, Naradas will fill the king's ears with al
sorts of innuendo and suspicion. If we win, on the other hand, we
pull his teeth."

"W n?" Garion snorted. "You've learned very quickly in the past week
or so, but the knights we'll be facing have been practicing all their
lives. | don't think we're in any real danger of wi nning."

"A conproni se then?" Zakath asked slyly.

"What have you got in m nd?"

“If we win the tournanment, there's al nost nothing the king won't
grant us, right?"

"That's usually the way it works."

"Whul dn't he be nore than happy to let Belgarath have a | ook at that
chart? |I'm sure he knows where it is—er he can conpel Naradas to
produce it."

"You' ve got a point there, | suppose.”
"You're a sorcerer. You can fix it so that we win, can't you?"
" "Wouldn't that be cheating?

"You're very inconsistent, Garion. First you suggest that we
deliberately fall off our horses, and that's cheating, too, isn't it?
"Il tell you what, my friend. |I'mthe Enperor of Mllorea. You have
my inperial permission to cheat. Now, is there a way you can do it?"

Garion thought about it and then renmenbered sonmething. "Do you
remenber the tine | told you that | had to stop a war in order to get
Mandor al | en and Nerina safely married?"

"VYes?"

"This is how !l did it. Mst |ances break sooner or later. By the tine
this tournanment is over, the lists will be ankle-deep in splinters.
On the day | stopped that war, though, nmy | ance would not break, and
| sort of surrounded it with pure force. It was very effective.



Nobody, not even the best knights in all of Mnbre, stayed on his
horse that day.'

"I thought you said you conjured up a thunderstorm™

"That was a little later. The two arm es were facing each other
across an open field. Not even M nbrates would charge across a field
where lightning was blowi ng big holes in the turf. They' re not that
stupid."”

"You' ve had a remarkabl e career, my young friend." Zakath | aughed.
"I had a bit of fun that day," Garion admtted. "It's not too

often that one man gets to bully two conplete armies. | got into a
great deal of trouble about it later, though. Wien you tanper with
the weather, you can't be sure just what the consequences are going
to be. Belgarath and Bel din spent the next six nonths running around
the world quieting things down. Grandfather was very cross when he
got back. He called ne all sorts of nanmes, and 'bl ockhead' was about
the nil dest."

"You nentioned sonmething called 'lists.' \Wat are they?"

"They sink posts into the ground and fasten a |long, heavy pole to die
tops of them The pole is about shoul der high on a horse. The knights
who are jousting ride toward each other on opposite sides of the
pole. | think the idea is to keep the horses fromrunning into each
ot her. Good horses are expensive. Oh, that rem nds ne of sonething
else. We're going to have a certain advantage in this anyway. CQur
horses are quite a bit bigger and stronger than the | ocal ones.'

"That's true, isn't it? I'll still feel nore confortable if you
cheat, though."

“I probably will, too. If we were to do it legitimtely, we'd stil
pi ck up so many bruises that neither one of us would be able to get
out of bed for a week, and weVe got an appoi ntnment—+f we can ever
find out where it's supposed to take place.'

The tournanent field was gaily decorated with bright-col ored buntings
and fl appi ng pennons. A stand had been erected for the king, the

| adi es of the court, and nmenmbers of the gentry too old to participate
on the field. The commners stood on the far side of the lists,

wat ching avidly. A pair of gaily dressed jugglers was entertaining
the crowmd while the knights made their preparations. Brightly striped
pavilions stood at either end of the lists-places for knights to have
their arnor repaired and places where the injured could suffer out of
si ght, since watching people groaning and withing tends to danpen an
ot herwi se enj oyabl e afternoon.

“I"l'l be right back," Garion told his friend. "I want to talk with
Grandfather for a nonent." He di smounted and crossed the bright-green
turf to the end of the stand where Bel garath sat. The old nan was
wearing a snowy white robe and a disgruntled expression.

"El egant," Garion said.



"It's sonebody's idea of a joke," Belgarath said.

"Your obvious antiquity shines in your face, old friend," Silk said
i mpudently fromjust behind him "People instinctively want to nake
you as dignified-1ooking as possible."
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"Do you mnd? What is it, Garion?"

"Zakath and | are going to cheat a little. If we win, the king wll
grant us a boon—+ike letting you |look at that chart."

"That m ght actually work, you know. "

"How do you cheat in a tournanment?" Silk asked.

"There are ways."

“"Are you sure you'll w n?"

"I can al npst guarantee it."

Silk junped to his feet.

“"Where are you goi ng?" Bdgarath demanded.

"I want to lay a few wagers." And the little man scurried off.

"He never changes," Bel garath observed.

"One thing, though. Naradas is here. He's a G-olim so he'll know
what we're doing. Please, Gandfather, keep himoff ny neck. | don't
want himtanpering with what |I'm doing at sone crucial nonment.'

“I''"l'l handle him" Belgarath said bleakly. "Go out there and do your
best, but be careful.’

"Yes, Grandfather." Garion turned and went back to where Zakath
waited with their horses.

"We'll stand in the second or third rank," Garion said. "It's
customary to let the winners of previous tournanents joust first. It
makes us | ook properly nodest, and it'll give you a chance to see how
to approach the lists." He | ooked around. "We'Il have to surrender

our lances before we joust; and they'll give us each one of those

bl unted ones fromthat rack over there. |1'Il take care of them as

soon as we get our hands on them"

"You' re a devious young man, Garion. \Wat's Khel dar doing? He's
runni ng through those stands |ike a pickpocket hard at work."



"As soon as he heard what we're planning, he went out to place a few
wagers. "

Zakat h suddenly burst out laughing. "I wish I'd known. |'d have given
hi m some noney to wager for nme, as well.'

"Getting it back from himm ght have been a little difficult,
t hough. "

Their friend, Baron Astellig, was unhorsed on the second pass. "Is he
all right?" Zakath asked with concern.

"He's still nmoving," Garion said. "He probably just broke one of his
l egs.”

"At least we won't have to fight him | hate hurting friends. O
course, | don't have all that nmany friends."

"You probably have nmore than you realize.”

After the third pass of the front rank, Zakath said, "Garion, have
you ever studi ed fencing?"

"Alorns don't use light swords, Zakath. Except for the Al-gars."

"I know, but the theory is simlar. If you twist your wist or el bow
at the last instant, you could knock your opponent's |ance aside.
Then you coul d correct your aim and smash into the center of his
shield when his lance is conpletely out of position. He wouldn't have
a chance at that point, would he?"

Garion considered it. "It's highly unorthodox," he said dubiously.
"So's using sorcery, isn't it? Wuld it work?"

"Zakath, you're using a fifteen-foot |lance, and it wei ghs about two
pounds a foot. You' d need arnms like a gorilla to nove it around that
fast.''

“"Not really. You don't really have to nove it that far back and
forth. Just a tap would do. Can | try it?"

“It's your idea. I'Il be here to pick you up if it doesn't work."

"I knew | could count on you." Zakath's voice sounded excited—even

boyi sh.

"Ch, Gods," Garion murnured alnpost in despair.

"Anyt hi ng wrong?" Zakath asked.

“No, | guess not. Go ahead and try it, if you feel that you have to."
"What difference does it make? | can't get hurt, can |?"

“I wouldn't go entirely that far. Do you see that?" Garion pointed at

a knight who had just been unhorsed and had conme down on his back
across the center pole of the lists, scattering bits and pieces of



his arnmor in all directions.

"He's not really hurt, is he?"

",. "He's still noving—a little bit—but they'll need a blacksnmth fo
get himout of his arnor before the physicians can go to work On
him" ... "I still mink it mght work," Zakath said stubbornly.
"We'll give you a splendid funeral if it doesn't. Al right. It's our

turn. Let's go get our |ances."

The blunted | ances were padded at the tip with |ayer upon | ayer of
wool |y sheepskin tightly wapped in canvas. The result was a round
padded ball that | ooked totally humane, but which Garion knew woul d
hurl a man fromhis saddle with terrific force, and it was not the
i mpact-of the |lance that broke bones, OQther ft was the violent
contact with the ground. He was a bit
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distracted at the point when he began to focus his will, and so the
best word he could cone up with as a release for that will was "Mke
it that way." He was not entirely positive that it worked exactly as

he had planned. His first opponent was hurled fromhis saddle at a
poi nt some five feet before Garion's |lance touched his shield. Garion
adj usted the aura of force around their |ances. Zakath's technique,
Garion saw with sone surprise, worked flawl essly. A single, alnost
unnoti ceable, twist of his forearm defl ected his opponent's |ance,
and then his own blunted | ance snashed directly into the center of
the knight's shield. A man hurled forcefully fromthe back of a
charging horse flies through the air for quite sone distance, Garion
noti ced, and the crash when he hits the ground sounds much |i ke that
whi ch might come froma collapsing smthy. Both their opponents were
carried senseless fromthe field.

It was a bad day for the pride of Perivor. As their experience with

t heir enhanced weapons increased, the Rivan King and the Enperor of
Mal l orea quite literally ronmped through the ranks of the steel-clad
kni ghts of Perivor, filling the dispensaries with row upon row of
groaning injured. It was nore than a rout. It soon reached di sastrous
proportions. At last, with even their unthinking Mnbrate heritage
sobered by the realization that they were facing an invincible pair
the kni ghts of Perivor gathered and took counsel with each other. And
then, en nmamsse, they yielded.

"What a shane, "
this."

Zakath said regretfully. "I was starting to enjoy

Garion decided to ignore that.

As the two started back toward the stands to nmeke the customary
salute to the king, white-eyed Naradas cane forward with an oily
smle. "Congratulations, Sir Knights," he said. "Ye are nen of great
prowess and extraordinary skill. Ye have won the field and the

| aurel s of the day. Mayhap ye have heard of the great prize of honor
and glory that is to be bestowed upon the chanpions of this field?"



“No," Garion said flatly. "I can't say that we have."

'Ye have contested this day for the honor of subduing a troubl esone
beast that betines hath disturbed the peace of our fair kingdom"

"What ki nd of beast?" Garion asked suspiciously.

"Why, a dragon, of course, Sir Knight."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"He's tricked us again, hasn't he?" Beldin grow ed when they had
returned to their quarters following the tourney. "VWhite-eyes is
beginning to irritate me just a bit. | think I'lIl take sone steps."
"Too noisy," Belgarath told him "The people here are not entirely

M nbrate.” He turned to Cyradis. "There's a certain sound sorcery
makes, " he said.

"Yes," she replied. "I know. "
"Can vow hear it?"
She nodded.

"Are there other Dais here on the island who can hear it, as well?"
"Yes, Ancient Belgarath."

"How about these counterfeit M nbrates? They're at least half Dal. Is
it possible that sone of them m ght be able to hear it, too?"
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"Entirely so."

"Grandfather," Garion said in a worried tone, "that neans that half
the people in Dal Perivor heard what | did to the | ances."

"Not over the noise of the crowd, they didn't."
"I didn't know that would nake a difference."
"Of course it does."

"Well," Silk said grimy, "I won't use sorcery, and | can guarantee
that there won't be any noise."

"But there will be a certain anopunt of evidence, Kheldar," Sadi
poi nted out, "and since we're the only strangers in the palace, there



nm ght be sone enbarrassing questions if they find Naradas with one of
your daggers sticking out of his back. Wiy don't you let nme handle
it? I can meke things | ook much nore natural.”

"You' re tal king about col d-bl ooded rmurder, Sadi," Durnik accused.

"I appreciate your sensibilities, Goodman Durnik," the eunuch
replied, "but Naradas has already tricked us twice and, each tine he
does, he delays us that nuch nore. W have to get him out of the
way. '’

"He's right, Durnik," Belgarath said.
"Zith?" Velvet suggested to Sadi

He shook his head. "She won't |eave her babi es—not even for the

pl easure of biting soneone. | have a few other things that are just
as effective. They're not quite as fast perhaps, but they get the job
done. "

"Zakath and | still have to cone up agai nst Zandramas," Garion said
glumy, "and this tune we'll have to do it al one—because of that
stupid tournanent."

"It won't be Zandramas," Velvet told him "Ce' Nedra and | spoke with
some of the young | adies here at court while you two were out there
bei ng magni ficent. They told us that this 'fearsone beast' has been
showing up fromtine to time for centuries now, and Zandranas has
only been active for a dozen years, hasn't she? | really think the
dragon you'll be fighting will be the real one.”

"I"'mnot so sure, Liselle," Polgara disagreed. "Zandramas can take
the formof that dragon at any tine. If the real one is asleep in her
lair, it could very well be Zandranmas who's been out there
terrorizing the countryside this tine—all as a part of the schene to
force a confrontation before we get to the place of the neeting."

“I'"l'l know which it is as soon as | get a look at it," Garion said.

"How?" Zakath asked him

"The first time we net, | cut off about four feet of her tail. If the
one we run into out there has a stub tail, we'll knowit's
Zandr amas. "

"Do we really have to go to this celebration tonight? *' Beldin
asked.

"It's expected, uncle,” Aunt Pol told him

"But | haven't got a single solitary thing to wear, don't y' know, "
he said roguishly, |apsing back into Fel degast's brogue.

"We'l|l take care of you, uncle," she said om nously.
The affair that evening had been weeks in the planning. It was the

grand finale of the tournanent, and it involved danci ng—n which
Garion and Zakath, still in arnor, could not participate. It involved



a banquet —whi ch, visored, they could not eat. And it involved a great
many flowery toasts to' 'these mighty chanpi ons, who have lent luster
to our renote isle by their presence here," as the nobles in the
court of King Odorin vied with one another to heap extravagant
prai se on Garion and Zakat h.

"How long is this likely to go on?" Zakath nuttered to Gar-ion.
"Hours."
"I was afraid you m ght say that. Here cone the | adies."

Pol gara, flanked by Ce' Nedra and Vel vet, entered the throne room
alnost as if she owned it. Cyradis, strangel y—er perhaps not-—was not
with them Polgara, as usual, was gowned in royal -blue velvet trimmed
with silver. She | ooked magnificent. Ce' Nedra wore a cream col ored
gown nuch |ike her weddi ng dress, although the seed pearls that had
adorned her nuptial gown were nissing. Her wealth of copper-col ored
hair spilled down in curls over one shoul der. Vel vet was gowned in

| avender satin. Any nunber of the young knights of Perivor—those who
could still walk after the day's entertai nment—were hopel essly
smtten by the sight of her.

“"Time fbrsome obscure introductions, Ithink," Garion nuttered to
Zakath. Pleading the necessity for anonymty, the | adies had remai ned
in their quarters since their arrival. Garion stepped forward and
escorted themto the throne. "Your Mjesty," he ); said to King

A dorin, bowing slightly, ' '"though | may not, by , « reason or our
need for conceal nent, tell thee in fulsome detail : of their |ands of
origin, it would be discourteous of me—to both ; thee and to the

| adi es thensel ves—ot to present them | have
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the honor to present her Grace, the Duchess of Erat.'' That was safe.
Nobody on this side of the world would have the faintest idea where
Erat was.

Pol gara curtsied with exquisite grace. "Your Majesty," she greeted
the king in her rich voice.

He rose to his feet with alacrity. "Your Grace,”" he replied with a
deep bow. "Thy presence here illum nates our poor pal ace."

"“And, your Mjesty," Garion went on, "her H ghness, Princess Xera."
Ce' Nedra stared at him "Your real name mght be too well known," he
whi spered to her.

Ce' Nedra recovered instantly. "Your Majesty," she said with a curtsy
every bit as graceful as Polgara's. After all, a girl can't grow up
in an inperial court without learning a few things.

"Your Hi ghness, " the king responded. "Thy beauty doth rob ny poor
tongue of speech."”

"Isn't he nice?" Ce' Nedra murnured.



“"And | astly, your Mjesty," Garion concluded, "but certainly not the
| east, the Margravine of Tuna," he introduced Vel vet, nmeking the nane
up on the spur of the nonent.

Vel vet curtsied. "Your Majesty," she said. When she strai ghtened, she
was smiling, leveling the full inmpact of her dinples upon him

"My Lady— The king faltered, bowi ng once again "—thy snmle doth stop
my heart." He | ooked around, a bit puzzled. "Methinks | do renenber
anot her |ady anmobng thy conpanions, Sir Knight," he said to Garion.

“A poor blind girl, your Majesty," Polgara interceded, "who hath but
recently joined us. Courtly entertainments, | fear, would be |ost on
one who lives in darkness perpetual. She is in the care of the
enornmous man in our conpany, one of her famly *s faithful retainers,
who hath gui ded and protected her since the nelancholy occasi on when
the light of day forever vani shed from her eyes."

Two great tears of synpathy trickled down the king's cheeks. Arends,
even transplanted ones, were, after all, an enotional people.

Then Garion's other conpanions entered, and Garion was glad that his
visor hid his grin. Beldin's face was |i ke a thundercloud. Hs hair
and beard had been washed and conmbed, and he wore a bl ue robe not
unli ke Belgarath's white one. Garion proceeded with a group of

i ntroductions as fraudul ent as the previous ones, concluding wth,
“And this, your Majesty, is

PERTVOR
159

Mast er Fel degast, a suprenely talented jester, whose rare japes do
lighten the weary mles for us all."

Bel din scow ed at him and then made a cursory bow. "Ah, yer Myjesty,
"tis overwhelmed | am by the splendor of yer city an' yer magnificent
pal ace here. 'Tis a match fer Tol Honeth, Mal Zeth, an' Ml cene—al

of which places | have seen in th' plyin' of ne trade an'
denonstratin' me unspeakable talents, don't y' know. "

The king was grinning broadly. "Master Fel degast,"” he said, inclining
his head. "In a world full of sorrow, such nen as thou art rare and
precious. "

"Ah, isn't it grand of y't* say it, yer Majesty?"

Then, with the fornalities over, Garion and the others drifted away
to mngle. A deternined-Ilooking young |ady advanced on . Garion and
Zakath. "You are the greatest knights on Iife, my Lords," she greeted
themwith a curtsy, "and the exalted stations of your conpanions do
procl ai m | ouder than words that ye are both nen of high, mayhap even
royal, rank." She gave Garion a smoldering look. "Art thou perchance
betrothed, Sir Knight?" she asked.

Anot her one of those repetitions, Garion groaned inwardly. "Married,
nmy Lady," he replied. This time he knew how to deal with the



situation.

"Ah," she said, her eyes clearly disappointed. Then she filned to
Zakath. "And thou, mnmy Lord?" she asked. "Art thou espoused, as
wel | —er betrothed, perchance?"

“Nay, ny Lady," Zakath answered, soundi ng puzzl ed.
Her eyes brightened.

Garion stepped in at that point. "It is time, my friend, for thee to
consune yet another draft of that admittedly foul-tasting potion."

"Potion?" Zakath asked in a baffled voice.

Garion sighed. "Thy mal ady worsens, | perceive," he said, feignhing a
sorrowful voice. "This forgetfulness of thineis, | fear nme, a
precursor of the nore violent synptons that will inevitably ensue.

Pray to all seven Gods that we may concl ude our quest ere the
heredi tary madness, the curse of thy famly, o' erwhelns thee quite."

The determ ned-1ooki ng young | ady backed away, her eyes wide with
fright.

"What ore you tal king about, Garion?" Zakath nuttered.

"I Ve been through this before. The girl was | ooking for a husband."”
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"That's absurd."

"Not to her, it wasn't."

And then the dancing started. Garion and Zakath drew off to one side
to watch. "It's a silly pastine, isn't it?" Zakath observed. "I've
never known why any sane man woul d choose to waste tune on it."
"Because the | adies |ove to dance,"” Garion told him "IVe never net
one who didn't. It's in their blood, | think." He | ooked toward the
throne and saw that King O dorin was unoccupied at the nonment. He sat
smling and tapping his foot in time to the nusic. "Let's find

Bel garath and go talk with the king. This nmight be a good tinme to ask
about that chart.”

Bel garath was | eani ng agai nst one of the buttresses, watching the
dancers with a slightly bored | ook on his face. "Grandfather," Garion
said to him "nobody's talking to the king right now. Wiy don't we go

ask him about that map?"

"Good idea. This party's likely to last well into the night, so there
won't be rmuch chance for a private audi ence."’



They approached the throne and bowed. "M ght we have a word with
t hee, your Majesty?" Garion asked.

"Of course, Sir Knight. Thou and thy conpani on are ny chanpi ons, and
it would be churlish of ne indeed not to |l end an ear to thee. What is
this matter that concerns thee?"

"It is but a small thing, your Majesty. Master Garath here— Garion
had dropped the "Bel" in making the introduction "—as | told thee
earlier, is mne eldest advisor and he hath gui ded ny steps since
earliest childhood. In addition, he is a scholar of sone note and
hath recently turned his attention to the study of geography. There
hat h been a | ong-standi ng di spute anong geographers concerning the
configuration of the world of antiquity. By purest chance, Master
Garath happened to hear of an ancient chart that, his infornmant
assured him is kept here in the palace in Dal Perivor. Beset by
raging curiosity, Master Garath hath inplored nme to i nquire of thee
if thou knowest if such a chart doth indeed exist, and if perchance
thou dost, if thou wilt give himperm ssion to peruse it."

"I ndeed, Master Garath,"” the king said, "I do assure thee that thine
i nformant was not in error. The chart thou seekest is one of our nost
prized relics, for it is the selfsame chart that guided our ancestors
to the shores of this isle eons ago. As soon as we have |eisure, |
wi |l be npst happy to provide thee access to it in furtherance of thy
studies.”

Then Naradas stepped from behind the purple drape at the

back of the throne. "There will be, | fear me, scant time for Studies
for sonme while, your Majesty,” he said, sounding just a bit smug. '
"Forgive ne, nmy King, but | chanced to overhear thy last remark as |
was hurrying to bring thee perhaps distressing news. A nmessenger hath
arrived fromthe east advising that the foul dragon doth even now
ravage the village of Dal Esta not three | eagues from here. The beast
is unpredictable in its depredations and may lurk in the forest for
days ere it enmerge again. It well may be that this tragic occurrence
is to our advantage. Now is the tine to strike. What better
opportunity than this for our two brave chanpions to sally forth and
rid us of this nuisance? And | do perceive that these powerfu

kni ghts do rely heavily upon the advice of this ancient man, and it
is fitting therefore that he shoul d acconpany themto guide their
strategy."”

"Wel | spoken, Erezel," the silly king agreed enthusiastically. "I had
feared me that flushing the beast from hiding m ght have consuned
weeks. Now it is acconplished in the space of a single night. Venture
forth then, ny chanpions and Master Garath. Rid nmy kingdom of this
dragon, and no boon ye ask shall be denied thee."

"Thy happy discovery was tinely, Mster Erezel," Belgarath said. The
words were bland, but Garion knew his grandfather well enough to
recogni ze their inplication. "As his Majesty hath said, thou hast
saved us much tinme this night. As soon as | have leisure, | wll
think of some way to thank thee properly."

Nar adas shrank back slightly, his face apprehensive. "No thanks are



necessary, Master Garath," he said. "I did no nore than my duty to ny
king and his realm™

"“Ah, yes," Belgarath said, "duty. W all have many duties, don't we?
Commend nme to the Child of Dark when next thou prayest to her. Advise
her that, as is foreordai ned, we shall neet anon.”

Then he turned and, with Garion and Zakath cl ose behind him he
strode out anong the dancers and |eft the throne room So |ong as he
had been in the presence of strangers, the old man's expressi on had
been neutral. Once they reached the deserted corridor, however, he
began to swear savagely. "I was right on the verge of getting ny
hands on that chart,'' he fumed. "Naradas has done it to ne again."

"Should | go back and get the others?" Garion asked.

“No. They'd all want to go along, and that'd only start an argunent.
We'll |eave a note."
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" Agai n?"

"These repetitions are cropping up nore and nore regularly,

aren't they?"

"Let's hope Aunt Pol doesn't react the sane way this tinme."

"What are you two tal ki ng about ?" Zakath asked.

"Silk, Grandfather, and | slipped out of R va when we went

to nmeet Torak," GaVion explained. "W left a note, but Aunt

Pol didn't take it too well. As | understand it, there was a | ot of
sweari ng and a nunber of explosions.'

"Lady Pol gara? She's the very soul of gentility."

"Don't be deceived, Zakath," Belgarath told him "Pol's got

a vile tenper when things don't go the way she wants themto

go.

"It nmust be a famly trait," Zakath said bl andly. "Are you trying
to be funny? You two go down to the stables. Tell the groons to
saddl e, our horses and find out where this village is. | want to talk
with Cyradis a nonent b'efore we leave. I'mgoing to get sone

strai ght answers out of that girl. I'll join you in the courtyard in



a few mnutes."

It was perhaps ten mnutes |ater when they mounted. Garion and Zakath
took their lances fromthe rack at the stable wall, and then the
three of themrode out of the pal ace conpound. "Any luck with

Cyradi s?" Garion asked Bel garat h.

"Sone. She told nme that the dragon out there is not Zandra-nas."
"It's the real one then?"

"Probably. She got cryptic on ne then, though. She said that there's
some other spirit influencing the dragon. That neans you'll both have
to be very careful. The dragon's very stupid normally, but if sonme
spirit's guiding her, she mght be a bit nore perceptive."

A shadow slunk froma dark side street. It was the she-wolf. "How is
it with you, little sister?" Garion greeted her formally. At the | ast
i nstant, he avoided calling her "G andnother. "'

"One is content,” she replied. "You go to hunt. One will
acconpany you."

"One nust advise you that the creature we seek is not fit for

eating."
"One does not hunt only to eat."” "We will be glad of your conpany
then." "What did she say?" Zakath asked. ' 'She wants to go along.'

"Did you warn her that it's going to be dangerous?"

"I think she already knows."
“It's up to her." Belgarath shrugged. "Trying to tell a wolf what to
do is an exercise in futility."

They passed out through the city gate and took the road to which one
of the groons had directed Garion. "He said it's about eight miles,"
Garion said.

Bel garath squinted up at the night sky. "Good," he said, "there's a
full moon. Let's try a gallop until we get to about a mle fromthat
village."

"How wi I | we know when we're that close?" Zakath asked.

"We'll know," Belgarath replied bleakly. "There'll be all kinds of
fire. "'

"They don't really breathe fire, do they?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact, they do. You' re both wearing arnor, so
that makes it a little safer. Her sides and belly are a bit softer
than her back. Try to get your |ances into her, then finish her off
with your swords. Let's not drag this out. | want to get back to the
pal ace and get ny hands on that map. Let's ride."



It was about an hour |ater when they saw the red glow of fire just
ahead. Belgarath reined in. "Let's go carefully,” he said. "W']|
want to pinpoint her |ocation before we go charging in there.”

"One wil! go look," the she-wolf said, and |oped off into the
dar kness.

"I"'mglad she cane along," Belgarath said. "For some reason it's
conforting to have her around."

Garion's visor concealed his snile

The village of Dal Esta was perched on a hilltop, and they could see
the sooty red flames shooting up out of burning bans and houses. They
rode up the hill a ways and found the wolf waiting for them "One has
seen the creature we seek," she advised. "It is feeding just now on
the other side of that hill where the dens of the man-things are."”

"What's it feeding on?" Garion asked apprehensively. e "A beast
such as the one upon which you sit."

"Wel | ?" Zakath asked.

"The dragon's on the other side of the village,'
"She's eating a horse just now. "

Bel garath told him
"A horse*! Belgarath, this isn't a good time for surprises. Just how
big is that thing?

*' About the size of a house—that's not counting the w ngs, of
course. "

164

SEERESS OF KELL

PERI VOR

165

Zakath swal | owed hard. "Could we perhaps reconsider this? | haven't
taken much joy in ny life until recently. | 'd sort of like to savor
it alittle longer."

"I"'mafraid we're comritted now," Garion told him "She doesn't fly
very fast, and it takes her quite a while to get off the ground. If
we can surprise her while she's eating, we might be able to kill her
bef ore she attacks."

They rode carefully around the hill, noting the tranpled crops and
the carcasses of half-eaten cows. There were a few other dead things,
as well —+hings at which Garion carefully avoi ded

| ooki ng.

And then they saw it. "Torak's teeth!" Zakath swore. "It's



bi gger than an el ephant!’

The dragon was hol ding down the carcass of a horse with its front
cl aws, and she was not so nuch feeding as she was raveni ng.

"Gve it atry," Belgarath said. "She's usually a bit unwary when
she's eating. Be careful, though. Get clear of her as soon as you
sink your lances into her. And don't |et your horses go down. She'l

kill themif they do, and a man on foot is at a serious di sadvant age
when he's fighting a dragon. Qur little sister and | will slip around
to the rear and attack her tail. She's sensitive there, and a few

bites m ght distract her." He di smounted, wal ked sone di stance away
fromthe horses, and blurred into the shape of the great silver wolf.
"That still unnerves me," Zakath admitted. Garion had been | ooking
carefully at the feedilig dragon. "Notice that she has her w ngs

rai sed,” he said quietly. "Wth her head down |ike that, they bl ock

her vision toward the rear. You go around to that side, and I'Il go
to this one. When we both get into position, I'll whistle. That's
when we' Il charge. Go in as fast as you can and try to stay behind

that uprai sed wing. Sink your |ance as deep into her as you can and
| eave it stuck in. A couple of |ances hanging out of her should
i npede her novenents a bit. Once you get the lance in, wheel and get

out of there."
"You're awfully col d- bl ooded about this, Garion."

“In this kind of situation you alnobst have to be. |If you stop to
think about it, you'll never do it. This isn't the npst rationa
thi ng weVe ever done, you know. Good | uck."

"You, too.

They separated and noved out slowy at sone distance fromthe feeding
dragon until they had flanked her on either side.

Zakat h di pped his lance twice to indicate that he was in position.
Garion drew in a deep breath. He noticed that his hands were shaking
slightly. He shook off all thought and concentrated on a spot just
behi nd the dragon's front shoul der. Then he whistled shrilly.

They char ged.

As far as it went, Canon's strategy worked quite well. The dragon's
scaly hide, however, was much tougher than he had expected, and their
| ances did not penetrate as deeply as he m ght have w shed. He
wheel ed Chretienne and rode away at a dead run.

The dragon shrieked, belching fire, and she tried to turn toward
Garion. As he had hoped, the lances protruding from her sides inpeded
her nmovements. Then Belgarath and the she-wolf darted in, savagely
biting and tearing at the scaly tail. Desperately the dragon began to
flap her saillike wings. She rose ponderously into the air

screechi ng and bel ching out fire.

"She's getting away!" Garion threw the thought at his grandfather

' "She 'Il be back. She's a very vindictive beast.'



Garion rode past the dead horse and rejoi ned Zakat h.

"The wounds we inflicted are probably nortal, aren't they?" the
Mal | orean sai d hopefully.
“I wouldn't count on it," Garion replied. "W didn't get the |ances
in deep enough, |I'mafraid. W should have backed of f another hundred
yards to pick up nore nmomentum G andfather says that we can expect
her back."

"Garion," Belgarath's voice sounded in his mnd, "I'mgoing to do
sonmet hing. Tell Zakath not to panic.'

"Zakath," Garion said, "Grandfather's going to use sorcery of sone
kind. Don't get excited."

"What's he going to do?"
"I don't know. He didn't tell ne." Then Garion felt the famliar
surge and rush of sound. The air around themturned a pale azure.

"Col orful," Zakath said. "What's it supposed to do?" Hi s voice
sounded nervous.

. Bel garath came paddi ng out of the darkness.' 'Good enough,” - he
said in the | anguage of wol ves.

"What is it?" Garion asked.

"It's a kind of a shield. It'll protect you fromthe fire—at | east
partially. The arnor should take care of the rest. You m ght get
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singed a bit, but the fire won't really hurt you. Don't get too
brave, though. She still has claws and fangs."

"It's a shield of sorts,” Garion told Zakath. "It should help to
protect us fromthe flanme."

Then fromoff to the east there was a scream and a sooty bel ch of
fire up in the sky. "CGet ready!" Garion said sharply. "She's com ng
back!" Cautioning the Orb to behave itself, he drew Iron-grip's
sword. Zakath also pulled his broadsword fromits sheath with a
steely hiss. "Spread out," Garion said. "Get far enough away so that
she can attack only one of us at a tine. If she conmes at you, |l
attack her from behind. If she comes at nme, you do the same. If you
can manage it, try for her tail. She goes all to pieces when sonmebody
attacks that. She'll try to turn around to protect it. Then whi chever
one of us is in front of her mght be able to get a clear swi ng at
her neck.''



"Ri ght," Zakath said.
They fanned out again, tensely awaiting the dragon's attack

Their | ances, Garion saw, had been bitten off, Ieaving only short
stunps protruding fromthe dragon's sides. It was upon Zakath that
she fell, and the force of her strike knocked himout of his saddle.
He fl oundered, trying to get to his feet as the dragon bathed himin
fl ames.

Agai n and again he struggled, trying to get up, but he instinctively
flinched back from each billow of flane, and the dragon's raking
talons dug at him making it inpossible for himto regain his feet.
Snakel i ke, the dragon's head darted forward, her cruel fangs
screechi ng across his arnor.

Garion discarded his strategy at that point. H's friend needed

i medi ate protection. He | eaped fromhis saddle to run to Zak-ath's
aid. "I need sone fire!l" he barked at the Orb, and his sword

i medi ately burst into bright-blue flane. He knew that Torak had nade
the dragon invincible to commn sorcery on the day he had created
her, but he hoped that she m ght not be i mune to the power of the
Ob. He stepped in front of Zakath's struggling body and drove the
dragon back with great, two-handed strokes. lron-grip's sword sizzled
each tine it bit into her face, and she shrieked in pain with every
stroke. She did not, however, flee.

"Get up!" Garion shouted to Zakath. "Get on your feet!" Behind him he
could hear the rattling of Zakath's arnmor as the Mllorean struggled
to rise. Suddenly ignoring the pain Garion's blows were causing her
the dragon clawed at himw th her talons, knocking himoff bal ance.
He stumbl ed backward and

fell on top of Zakath. The dragon shrieked in triunph and | unged in.
Desperately Garion stabbed with his sword, and with a great, sizzling
hi ss, her bulging left eyeball collapsed. Even as he struggled to get
back up again, a strange notion cane to Garion. It was the sane eye.
Torak's |l eft eye had been destroyed by the power of the Ob, and now
the sane thing had happened to the dragon. Despite the dreadfu

danger they were in, Garion was suddenly certain that they would w n.

The dragon had fallen back, bellowing in pain and rage. Gar-ion took
advantage of that. He scranbled to his feet and yanked Zakath up
"Cet around to her left side!" he barked. "She's blind on that side
now | '11 keep her attention! You swing at her neck!"

They separated, noving fast to get into position before the dragon
could recover. Garion swung his great, blazing sword as hard as he
coul d and opened a huge wound across the dragon's snout. The bl ood
spurted out, drenching his arnor, and the dragon answered his bl ow
with a billow of flame that engulfed him He ignored the fire and
drove in, swinging stroke after stroke at her face. He could see
Zakat h directing two-handed bl ows at the snakeli ke neck, but the
heavy, overl apping scal es defeated his best efforts. Garion continued
his attack with the burning sword. The hal f-blinded dragon cl awed at
him and he struck at the scaly forepaw, half severing it. Injured
now al nost beyond endurance, the dragon began a grudgi ng, step-by-



step retreat.

"Keep on her!" Garion shouted to Zakath. "Don't give her tine to set
hersel f again!'"’

Gimy the pair drove the hideous beast back and back, alternating
their blows. When Garion struck, the dragon turned her head to bathe
himin fire. Then Zakath would swing at the unprotected back of her
head. She woul d swivel her head to neet his attack, and then Garion
woul d strike at her. Confused and frustrated by this deadly tactic,
the dragon hel pl essly swung her head back and forth, her fumacelike
breath singei ng bushes and turf nore often than it did her attackers.
Finally, driven beyond her ability to bear the pain, she began to
desperately flap her saillike wings, clunmsily attenpting to rise from
t he earth.

"Don't let up!" Garion called. "Keep pushing her!" They continued
their savage attack. "Try to get her wings!" Garion yelled. "Don't
| et her get away!"

They switched their attack to the batlike wi ngs, desperately striving
to cripple the dragon's final option, but her arnored
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skin defeated their purpose. Ponderously she rose into the air, and
still shrieking, belching flane, and stream ng bl ood from her nany
wounds, she flew off toward the east.

Bel garath had resurmed his own form and he strode up to them his face
livid with rage. "Are you two insane?" he al nbst screanmed at them "I
told you to be careful!"”

"Things got a little out of hand there, Bel garath," Zakath panted. *
"W didn't have nmuch choice in the matter. *' He | ooked at the Rivan
King. "You saved ny life again, Garion," he said. "You're starting to
make a habit of that."

"It sort of seemed like the thing to do," Garion replied, sinking
exhausted to the ground. "W're still going to have to chase her
down, though. If we don't, she'll only cone back."

"One does not think so," the she-wolf said. "One has had nuch
experience with wounded beasts. You poked sticks into her, put out
her eye, and cut her face and forepaw with fire. She will return to
her den and remain there until she heal s—or dies."'

Garion quickly translated for Zakath.

"It presents a problem though," the enperor of Mallorea said

dubi ously. "How are we going to persuade the king that we've driven
her off for good? If we'd have killed her, we'd have no further
obligation, but the king—w th Naradas pronpting hi m#i ght very wel

i nsist that we stay here until he's sure she's not com ng back."

Bel garath was frowning. "I think Cyradis was right," he said. "The



dragon wasn't behaving exactly right. Each tine Garion hit her with
that burning sword, she flinched nonentarily."

"Woul dn't you have?" Zakath asked him

"This is alittle different. The dragon herself wouldn't even fee
fire. She was being directed by sonmethi ng—sonething that the Orb can
injure. 1'Il talk it over with Beldin when we get back. As soon as
you two get your breath, we'll round up the horses. | want to get
back to Dal Perivor and have a | ook at that nap."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

It was nearly dawn by the tinme they returned to the palace, and to
their surprise, they found nearly everyone awake. A ripple of gasps
ran through the throne roomas Garion and Zak-ath entered. Garion's
arnmor was scorched and red with the dragon's bl ood; Zakath's surcoat
was charred, and great fang marks scarred one side of his

breastpl ate. The condition of their arnor gave nmute testinony to the
seriousness of the encounter.

"My glorious chanpions!"” the king exulted as they entered nme throne
room It appeared to Garion at first that the king was |leaping to a
concl usi on—+that because they had returned alive, they had succeeded
in killing the dragon. . "In all the years that this foul beast hath
been ravaging this realm" the king said, however, "this is the first
time anyone hath forced it to flee." Then, noting Belgarath's puzzl ed
| ook, he el aborated. "Not two hours ago, we observed the dragon
flying over the city, shrieking in pain and fright.'
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"Which way did it go, your Majesty?" Garion asked. "It was |ast seen
flying out to sea, Sir Knight, and, as all nen know, its lair lies
somewhere to the west. The chasti senent thou and thy vali ant
conmpani on adm ni stered hath driven it fromthe realm Doubtless it
will seek shelter inits lair and lick its wounds there. Now, an it
pl ease ye, our ears hunger for an account of what transpired."

"Let ne," Belgarath nuttered. He stepped forward. "Thy two chanpi ons,
your Majesty, are nmodest nen, as befits their nobility. They woul d,
do fear nme, be reticent in their description of their exploit out of
a desire not to appear boastful. Better, perhaps, that | describe the
encounter for them so that your Majesty and the nmenmbers of thy court
receive a truer version of what actually occurred."

"Well said, Master Garath," the king replied. "True humlity is the
crown of any man of noble birth, but it doth, as thou sayest,

oftti mes obscure the truth of an encounter such as this knight hath
Wi tnessed. Say on, | pray thee."

"Where to begi n?" Belgarath nused. "Ah, well. As your Myjesty
knowet h, Master Erezel's tinmely warning that the dragon was ravagi ng
the village of Dal Esta canme not a nonent too soon. Directly upon our



departure fromthis very hall, we took to horse and rode posthaste to
the aforementioned village. Great fires burned there, graphic

evi dence of the dragon's fiery breath, and cattle and many of the

i nhabi tants had al ready been slain and partially consumed by the
beast for whomall flesh is food."

"Piteous." The king sighed.

"His conmi seration is all very pretty," Zakath nurrmured to Gari on,
“"but | wonder if he'll be willing to dip into his treasury to aid the
villagers in the reconstruction of their homes."

" "You nean actually to give back sone of the taxes after he's gone
to all the trouble of extorting them from his people?" Garion asked
in mock surprise. "What a shocking thing to suggest."

"Carefully thy chanpions reconnoitered the area around the village,"
Bel garath was saying, "and they soon |located the dragon, which was at
that very nonent feeding on the bodies of a herd of horses."”

"I only saw one," Zakath whi spered. "Sometinmes he enbellishes things
to make his stories nore exciting," Garion whispered back

Bel garath was warnming to his subject now "Advised by ne,"’
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he said nodestly, "thy chanpions paused to take stock of the
situation. At once we all perceived that the dragon's attention was
whol Iy riveted upon its grisly feast, and of a certainty, because of
its size and savagery, it had never been given reason to be wary. The
chanpi ons separated and circled around the feeding dragon that they
m ght attack one from either side, hoping thereby to drive their
lances into its vitals. Cautiously, step by step, they noved, for

t hough they are the bravest men on liie, they are not fool hardy."

There was absolute silence in the throne roomas the king's court
listened to the old man with that sane breathl ess fascination Garion
had seen before in the dining hall at Faldor's farm

“Isn'"t he laying it on a bit thick?" Zakath whi spered.

"It's a conmpulsion, | think," Garion whispered back. "G andfather's
never been able to et a good story rest on its own nerits. He al ways
feels the need for artistic enhancenent.”

Certain now that he had his audience's full attention, Belgarath
began to utilize all those subtle tricks of the storyteller's art. He
altered pitch and vol une. He changed cadences. Sonetines his voice
dropped to a whisper. He was obviously enjoying hinself enornously.
He described the sinultaneous charge on the dragon in glow ng detail
He told of the dragon's initial retreat, adding gratuitously a wholly
fictional feeling of triunmph in the hearts of the two kni ghts and
their belief that they had struck nortal blows with their |ances.
Though this last was not entirely true, it hel ped to heighten the
suspense.



"I wish I'd seen that fight," Zakath rmurnmured. "Qurs was a | ot nore

prosaic."

The ol d man then went on to describe the dragon's vengeful return,
and, just to nmake things interesting, he expanded hugely on Zakath's
nortal peril. "And then," he went on, "heedless of his owm life, his
stalwart conpanion leaped into the fray. Sick with the fear that his
friend mght already have received fatal injury and filled with

ri ghteous rage, he hurled hinmself into the very teeth of the beast
with great two-handed strokes of his mighty blade."

"Were you really thinking those things?" Zakath asked Gar-ion. e
" Approxi matel y. "

"And then," Belgarath said, "though it may have been sone trick of
the flickering light coming fromthe burning village, nethought |I saw
the hero's blade conme all aflanme. Again and again he struck, and each
stroke was rewarded with rivers of
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bri ght blood and with shrieks of agony. And then, horror of horrors,
a chance blow fromthe dragon's mighty talons hurled our chanpion
back, and then he stunbled, and then he fell-full upon the body of
hi s compani on, who was still vainly striving to rise.”

Groans of despair cane fromthe throng crowdi ng the throne room even
t hough the presence of the two heroes plainly said that they had
survived.

"I admit it freely," Belgarath continued, "that | felt dark despair
in my heart. But as the savage dragon sought to slay our chanpions,
the one—+ may not say his name—pl unged his burning sword into the
very eye of the | oathsone beast."

There was a great roar of appl ause.

"Shrieking in pain, the dragon faltered and fell back. Qur chanpions
t ook advantage of this nmonmentary opportunity to regain their feet.
And then what a mighty battle ensued." Bel garath proceeded in |oving
detail to describe at least ten times nore sword strokes than Garion
and Zakath had actually d6liv-ered.

“I'f I1'd swng that sword that nmany tines, my arns woul d have fallen
of f," Zakath said.

“"Never mind," Garion said. "He's enjoying hinmself."

"At last," Belgarath concluded, "unable to any |onger bear the
dreadf ul puni shnment, the dragon, which had never known fear before,
turned and cravenly fled fromthe field, to pass, as your Mjesty
hath said, directly over this fair city toward its hidden lair, where
the fear it hath learned this night will, me-thinks, canker far nore
than the wounds it received. It will, | believe, never return to thy
ki ngdom your Majesty, for, stupid though it may be, it will not



willingly return to the place mat hath been the site of so nmuch pain.
And that, your Mjesty, is exactly what happened."”

“"Masterful!" the king said delightedly. And fromthe assenbl age there
in the throne room cane thunderous appl ause. Belgarath turned and
bowed, signaling to Garion and Zakath to do |ikew se, generously
permtting themto share in the adul ation

The nobl es of the court, sone of themw th actual tears in their
eyes, pressed forward to congratulate the trio, Garion and Zakath for
their heroismand Belgarath for his lurid description of it. Naradas,
Garion noticed, stood at the king' s el bow, his dead white eyes
burning with hatred. "Brace yourselves," Gar-ion warned his friends.
“Naradas is planning something."”

When the hubbub had di ed down, the white-eyed Grolim
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stepped to the front of the dais. ' 'l, too, join nmy voice with these
others in this hall to heap praise upon these mghty heroes and their
brilliant advisor. Never hath this kingdom seen their match

Met hi nks, however, that caution is indicated here. | do fear me that

Master Garath, fresh fromthe scene of this unutterably magnificent
struggl e and under standably exhilarated by what he hath witnessed,
may have been too sanguine in his assessnent of the dragon's present
state of mind. Truly, npst normal creatures would shun a place that
hath been the | ocale of such desperate agony, but this foul

| oat hsone brute is no normal creature. Mght it not be nore probable
that, given what we know of it, it will instead be consuned with rage
and a hunger and a thirst for revenge? Should these m ghty chanpi ons
depart now, this fair and bel oved ki ngdom woul d |ie defensel ess
beneath the vengeful depredations of a creature consumed with
hatred."

"1 knew he was going to do that," Zakath grated.
"I am honor bound, therefore,"” Naradas added, "to advise his Mjesty
and the nmenmbers of his court to consider |ong and well rather than
make hasty deci sion concerning the disposition of these knights. W
have seen that they are perhaps the only two on life who can face
this nmonster with any hope of success. O what other knights in al
this land are there any of whom we can nake the same statenent with
any degree of certainty?"

"What thou sayest may well be true, Master Erezel," the king said
Wi th surprising cool ness, "but it would be churlish of me to hold
them here against their will in view of the sacred nature of the
quest in which they are engaged. W have del ayed them here too |ong
al ready. They have rendered us anply sufficient service. To insist on
nore woul d be ungrateful of us in the extrenme. | thereby decree that
tomorrow will be a day of celebration and of gratitude throughout the
real mand shall culninate with a royal banquet at which we will honor
these m ghty chanpions and bid thema regretful farewell. | do
percei ve that the sun hath risen, and our chanpions are doubtl ess
greatly fatigued by the rigors of the tourney of yesterday and by



their encounter last night with the |oathsone dragon. This day,
therefore, will be a day of preparation, and tonorrow will be a day
of joy and thanksgiving. Let us then to our beds for atinme to
refresh ourselves that we may nore assiduously turn to our severa
tasks. "
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"I thought he'd never get around to that," Zakath said as the three
of them noved through the packed throne room "Right now | could
sl eep standing up."

"Please don't," Garion said. "You re wearing arnor, and you'd nake an
awful clatter when you toppled over. | don't want to be startled out
of sleep. I"'mas tired as you are."

"At |east you have someone to sleep with."

"Two soneones, actually, counting the puppy. Puppies take an
unwhol esone interest in toes, |'ve noticed."

Zakat h | aughed.

"Grandfather," Garion said, "up until now, the king has blithely gone
al ong with anything Naradas suggested. Did you tanper with him at
all?"

"I made a couple of suggestions," Belgarath admitted. "I don't
usually like to do that, but the situation was a bit unusual .’

It was in the corridor outside that Naradas caught up with them "You
haven't won yet, Belgarath," he hissed.

“No, probably not," Belgarath adnmitted with apl onb, "but then,
nei t her have you, Naradas, and | inmagi ne Zandramas—youVe heard the
nanme before, | trust—will be a bit cross with you when she finds out
how m serably you've failed here. Maybe, if you start running right
now, you can get away from her—for a while, at l|least."

"This isn't the end of this, Belgarath."

“"Never thought it was, old boy." Belgarath reached out and
insultingly patted Naradas on the cheek. "Run along now, Go-lim" he
advi sed, "while you still have your health." He paused. "Unless, of
course, you'd like to challenge ne. Considering your linmted talents,
| don't advise it, but that's entirely up to you."

After one startled | ook at the Eternal Man, Naradas fl ed.

"I enjoy doing that to his kind," Bel garath gl oated.

"You are a dreadful old nman, aren't you?" Zakath said.

"Never pretended not to be, Zakath." Belgarath grinned. "Let's go



talk with Sadi. Naradas is starting to becone an i nconveni ence.
think it's high tine he left us."

“You'll do anything, won't you?" Zakath asked as they continued down
the corridor.

"To get the job done? OF course.'

"And when | interfered with you back in Rak Hagga, you could have
bl own me into nothingness, couldn't you?"

"Probably, yes."
"But you didn't. Wy not?"
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"Because | thought | might need you, and | saw nore in you than
others did."

“"More than Enperor of half the world?”

"That's trash, Zakath," Belgarath said scornfuHy. "Your friend here
is Overlord of the West, and he still has trouble getting his boots
on the right feet."

"I do not\" Garion objected vehenently.

"That's probably because youVe got Ce' Nedra to help you figure it
out. That's what you really need, Zakath—a wife, soneone to keep you
| ooki ng reasonably presentable."”

"I"'mafraid that's quite out of the question, Belgarath." Zakath
si ghed.

"We'l| see," the Eternal Man said.

The greetings they received in their quarters in the royal palace at
Dal Perivor were not cordial

"You old fool!" Pol gara began, speaking to her father. Things
deteriorated quite rapidly fromthere.

"You idiot!" Ce'Nedra shrieked at Gari on.

"Please, Ce'Nedra," Polgara said patiently, "let ne finish first."
"Oh, of course, Lady Polgara," the Rjvan Queen agreed politely.
"Sorry. You have many nore years of aggravation than | do. Besides, |
can get this one alone in bed and give hima piece of ny nmnd."

"And you wanted ne to get narried?" Zakath asked Bel garath.

"It has its drawbacks," Belgarath replied calmy. He | ooked around.
"The walls are still standing, | see, and there doesn't seemto be
any evidence of explosions. Maybe, eventually, you'll grow up after
all, Pol."



"Anot her note?" she half shrieked. "A mserable note?"

"W were pressed for tine,"

"The three of you went up against the dragon al one?"

“"More or | ess—yes. The she-wolf was with us, however."

“An animal! That's your idea of protection?”

"She was very hel pful .’

At that point, Polgara began to swear—n several different |anguages.

"Why, Pol," he objected mldly, "you don't even know what those words
nmean—at | east | hope you don't."

"Don't underestimate me, old man. This isn't over yet. Al right,
Ce' Nedra, it's your turn."

“I think 1'd prefer to conduct ny discussions with his Mjesty
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in private—where | can be much nore direct,"” the tiny queen said in

an icy tone.
Garion wi nced.

Then, surprisingly, Cyradis spoke. "It was discourteous of thee,
Enmperor of Mallorea, to hurl thyself into nortal danger without first
consulting nme." Belgarath, it appeared, had been characteristically
obscure in his discussion with her before they had gone forth to face
the dragon, conveniently forgetting to nention what they proposed to
do.

"I beg thy forgiveness, Holy Seeress," Zakath apol ogi zed, | apsing,
per haps unconsciously, into archaic | anguage. "The urgency of the
matter was such that there was no tine for consultation.”

“Ni cely spoken," Velvet nurrmured. "We'll make a gentleman out of him

yet."
Zakath raised his visor and grinned at her—a surprisingly
boyi sh grin.

"As it may be, Kal Zakath," Cyradis continued sternly, "know that |
amwoth with thee for thy hasty and unthinki ng rashness."

"I am covered with confusion, Holy Seeress, that | have offended
thee, and | hope that thou canst find it in thy heart to forgive mne



error."

"Oh," Velvet sighed, "he'll be just fine. Kheldar, were you taking
not es?"

"Me?" Silk sounded surprised.

"Yes. You."

There were jar too many things going on, and Garion was hovering on
the verge of exhaustion. "Durnik," he said a bit plaintively, "can

you help me out of this?" He rapped his knuckles on the breastpl ate
of his arnor.

“If you wish." Even Durnik's voice sounded col d.

"Does he really have to sleep with us?" Garion conpl ai ned about
m dnor ni ng.

"He's warm " Ce'Nedra replied in a snippy tone, "which is nore than
can say for sone others. Besides, he sort of fills the vacancy | have
in nmy heart—+n a small way, of course."

The wol f puppy under the covers was enthusiastically licking Garion's
toes, then, inevitably, fell to nibbling.

They slept for a goodly part of the day, rising about m daf-

ternoon. They sent a servant to the king, asking to be excused from
this night's festivities, pleading extrene fatigue.

"Whuldn't this be a good tine to ask to see that nap?" Bel din asked.

"I don't think so," Belgarath replied. "Naradas is getting desperate

now. He knows how unforgiving Zandramas can be, so he'll do just
about anything to keep us away fromthat chart. He still has the
king's ear, and he'l! come up with all kinds of excuses to stop us.

Why don't we just |et himwonder about what we're up to? It m ght
help to keep himoff balance until Sadi has the chance to put himto
sl eep.”

The eunuch bowed a bit nockingly.

"There's an alternative, Belgarath," Silk volunteered. "I could slip
around a bit and fish for information. If | can pinpoint the |ocation
of the map, a bit of burglary could solve our problem" , "Wuat if

you got caught?" Durni k asked.

"Please, Durnik," Silk said in a pained voice, "don't be insulting."
"It's got sonme possibilities,"” Velvet said. "Kheldar could steal a
man's teeth even if the man had his nouth closed.”

"Better not chance it," Polgara told her. "Naradas is a Go-lim and
he may very well have laid a few traps around that chart. He knows
all of us, by reputation at least, and I'msure he's fully aware of
Silk's specialized talents."



"Do we really have to kill hinm?" Eriond asked sadly. "Naradas,
mean?"

"I don't think we have any choice, Eriond," Garion said. "As long as
he's still alive, we'll be stunbling over himat every turn. "He
frowned. "It may be ny inmagination, but Zandramas seens very
reluctant to | eave the choice to Cyradis. If she can bl ock us, she'l
win by default.”

"Thy perception is not altogether awy, Belgarion," Cyradis told him
"Zandranmas i ndeed hath done all in her power to thwart ny task." She
smled briefly. "I tell thee truly, she hath caused ne much vexation,
and were the choice to be between her and thee, well nmight | be
tenpted to choose against her by way of retribution.' *

"I never thought 1'd hear that fromone of the seers,"” Beldin said.
“Are you actually com ng down off that fence, Cyradis?" She sniled
again. "Dear, gentle Beldin," she said affectionately, ' 'our
neutrality is not the result of whim but of duty—a duty |aid upon us
bef ore even thou wast bom ™"
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Since they had slept nost of the day, they talked well into the

ni ght. Garion awoke refreshed the next norning and prepared to face

the day's festivities.

The nobles at the court of King Odorin had utilized the previous day
and probably half the night preparing speeches—+ong, flowery, and

general ly tedi ous speeches—n praise of "our heroic chanpions.”
Protected by his closed visor, Garion frequently found hinself

dozi ng—a | anguor brought on not by weariness, but by boredom At one
poi nt he heard a light clang on the side of his arnor.

"Quch!" Ce' Nedra sai d, rubbing her el bow.

"What's the matter, dear?"

"Do you have to wear all that steel ?"

"Yes, but you know |I'mwearing it. \What possessed you to try to gouge
me in the ribs?"

"Habit, | suppose. Stay awake, Garion."

"I wasn't sleeping,” he |ied.

"Real | y? Why were you snoring then?"

Fol l owi ng the speeches, the king assessed the gl assy-eyed condition

of his court and called upon ' 'Good Master Felde-gast"” to lighten
t hi ngs up.



Bel din was at his outrageous best that day. He wal ked on his hands;
he di d astoni shing back-flips; he juggled with amazi ng dexterity—al
the while telling jokes in his lilting brogue. "I hope |Ve managed in
me small way t' add t' the festivities, yer Majesty," he concl uded
the performance after bowing in response to the enthusiastic appl ause
of the assenbl age.

"Thou art truly a virtuoso, Master Fel degast," the king conplinmented
him "The menory of thy performance this day will warm many a dreary
wi nter evening in this hall."

"Ah, yer too kind t' say it, yer Majesty." Beldin bowed.

Bef ore the banquet got under way, Garion and Zakath went back to
their quarters for a light neal, since they would be unable to eat in
the main dining hall without raising their visors. As guests of

honor, however, it was incunmbent upon themto be present.

"I Ve never gotten very much entertai nment out of watching other
peopl e eat," Zakath said quietly to Garion after they had entered the
banquet hall and taken their seats.

"If you want entertainnent, watch Beldin," Garion replied. "Aunt Po
spoke very firmly with himlast night. She told himto nmnd his
manners today. YouVe seen the way he usually eats.

The strain of behaving hinmself should come very close to making him
fly apart.”

Naradas sat at the king's right elbow His white eyes were
uncertai n—even slightly baffled. The fact that Belgarath had nade no
attenpt to get his hands on the nmap obviously confused him

And then the serving nen began to bring in the banquet. The snells
made Cation's nmouth water, and he began to wi sh that he'd eaten a bit
nore earlier.

"I nmust talk with the king's chef before we |eave,"”
"This soup is exquisite."

Pol gara sai d.

Sadi chuckl ed slyly.

"Did | say sonething anusing, Sadi?"

"Just watch, Polgara. | wouldn't want to spoil it for you."

Suddenly there was a commotion at the head of the table. Naradas had
hal f risen, clutching at his throat with his hands. Hi s white eyes
wer e bul ging, and he was nmaki ng strangling noises.

"He's choking!" the king cried out. "Someone help him"

Several of the nobles near the head of the table | eaped to their feet
and began to pound the Grolimon the back. Naradas, however,

continued to strangle. His tongue protruded fromhis nouth, and his
face started to turn blue.



"Save him" the king al nost screaned.

But Naradas was beyond saving. He arched backward, stiffened, and
toppled to the floor

There were cries of dismay fromall over the dining hall

"How did you do that?" Velvet nurrmured to Sadi. "I1'd take an oath
that you were never anywhere near his food."

Sadi smirked w ckedly. "I didn't have to go near his food, Liselle,"
he said. "The other night | took a rather careful note of his
custonmary place at the table. He always sits to the king's right. |
slipped in here an hour or so ago and anointed his spoon with a
little sonething that makes a man's throat swell shut." He paused. "I
hope he enjoyed his soup,” he added. "I know /certainly did."

"Liselle," Silk said, "when we get back to Boktor, why don't you have
a chat with your uncle? Sadi's out of work just now, and Javelin
could use a man with his talents.”

"I't snows in Boktor, Kheldar," Sadi said with sonme distaste, ***and
really don't |ike snow that nuch." . “You woul dn't necessarily
have to be stationed in Boktor,
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Sadi . How woul d Thl Honeth suit you? You'd have to let your

hair grow, though."

Zakath | eaned forward, chuckling. "Brilliant, Sadi,*' he added his
congratul ations, "and so perfectly appropriate. Nar-adas poi soned ne
back in Rak Hagga, and you poi soned himhere. 1'll tell you what,

I'l'l double any offer Javelin makes you if you'll cone to work for ne
in Mal Zeth."

"Zakath!" Sil k excl ai ned.

"The enpl oynent opportunities seemto be cropping up in all quarters
of the world," Sadi observed.

"Good nmen are hard to find, ny friend," Zakath told him

The king, shaking and with his face white, was being slowy escorted
fromthe room As he passed their table, Garion could hear him

sobbi ng.

Bel garal h began to swear under his breath.

"What's the matter, father?" Polgara asked him"

"That idiot will be in mourning for weeks. I'll never get ny hands on
that map."



CHAPTER SI XTEEN

Bel garath was still swearing when they returned to their quarters. "I
think I've outsmarted nyself," he funmed. "W shoul d have exposed

Nar adas before we killed him There's no way to discredit himin the
king's eyes now. "

Cyradis sat at the table eating a sinple neal with Toth standing
protectively over her. "What hath thou wought, Ancient One?" she
asked.

"Naradas is no longer with us," he replied, "and now the king's in
mourning for him It could be weeks before he recovers his conposure
enough to show nme that map."

Her face grew distant and Gari on seened to hear the murnur of mat
strange group mind. "I ampermtted to aid thee in this, Ancient
One," she said. "The Child of Dark hath violated the Tt-fponmmandnent
we | aid upon her when we assigned her this task. «'l|pbe sent her
henchman here rather than com ng to seek the chart 4llerself. Thus

certain strictures upon ne are relaxed." ' $& i ft o
asst |. ol
182

SEERESS OF KELL

PERI VOR

183

She | eaned back in her chair and spoke briefly to Toth. He nodded and
quietly left the room ' 'l have sent for one who will assist us,"
she sai d.

"What exactly are you going to do?" Silk asked her

"It might be unwise of me to tell thee in advance, Prince Khel dar
Canst thou, however, discover the |ocation of the remni ns of Naradas
for me?"

"I should be able to do that,"” he replied. "I'Il go ask around a
bit." Then he left the room

"“And when Prince Kheldar returns with the |ocation of dead Naradas,
thou, King of Riva, and thou, Enperor of Mllorea, go even unto the
king and prevail upon himin the strongest of ternms to acconpany you
at midnight to that place, for certain truths shall be revealed to
himthere which may | essen his grief."

"Cyradis," Beldin sighed, "why nust you always conplicate things?"

She sniled al nost shyly. ' "It is one of ny few delights, gentle

Bel din. To speak obscurely doth cause others to ponder ny words nore
carefully. The dawni ng of understanding in them causes ne a certain
sati sfaction.”



“"Not to nmention the fact that it's very irritating.”

"That perhaps is also a part of the delight,"” she agreed inpishly.
"You know," Beldin said to Belgarath, "I think she's a human bei ng
after all."

It was about ten minutes |later when Silk returned. "Found him" he
said a bit snugly. "They've got himlaid out on a bier in the chape
of Chandar on the main floor of the palace. | looked in on him He's
really much, nuch nore attractive with his eyes closed. The funeral's
schedul ed for tonorrow. It's sumrer, and he probably won't keep."

"What woul d be thine estimate of the hour, Goodman?" Cyradis asked
Dur ni k.

The smith went to the wi ndow and | ooked up at the stars. "I nmake it
about an hour before mdnight," he replied.

"Go then now, Belgarion and Zakath. Use all the powers of persuasion
at your command. It is absolutely essential that the king be in that
chapel at mdnight."

"We'll bring him Holy Seeress," Zakath prom sed her

"Even if we have to drag him" Garion added.

"I wish | knew what she was up to," Zakath said as he and Garion
wal ked down the hall outside. "It mght make the king a bit easier to
persuade if we could tell himwhat to expect.'

"I't might al so make hi m skeptical," Garion disagreed. "I think
Cyradis is planning sonething fairly exotic, and sone people have
difficulty accepting that sort of thing."

"Ch, ny, yes." Zakath grinned.
"His Majesty does not wish to be disturbed,” one of the guards at the
king's door said when they asked adm ssion

"Tell him please, that it is a matter of extrenes! urgency," Garion
sai d.

“I''"l'l try, Sir Knight," the guard said dubiously, "but he is much
di straught at the death of his friend."

The guard returned a few nonents later. "His Majesty consents to see
thee and thy conpanion, Sir Knight, but prithee, be brief. His
suffering is extrene."

"Of course," Garion nurnured.

The king's private chanbers were ornate. The king hinself sat in a
deeply cushioned chair reading a slender volune by the light of a
single candle. His face | ooked ravaged, and there were signs that he
had been weeping. He held up the book after they had presented

t hemsel ves to him "A volunme of consolation," he said. "It doth not



of fer much of that to ne, however. How may | serve ye, Sir Knights?"

"We have cone in part to offer thee our condol ences, your Mjesty,"”
Garion began carefully. "Know that first grief is always sharpest.
The passage of time will dull thy pain."

' "But never banish it entirely, Sir Knight.'

"“Undoubt edly true, your Mjesty. \What we have cone to ask of thee may
seemcruel in the light of present circunstances, and we woul d not
presune to intrude upon thee were the matter not of such suprene
urgency—-nAot to us so nuch as it is to thee."

"Say on, Sir Knight," the king said, a fault interest showing in his
eyes.

"There are certain truths which nust be revealed unto thee this very
ni ght, your Majesty," Garion went on, "and they can be reveal ed only
in the presence of thy late friend."

“Unt hi nkabl e, Sir Knight," the king said adamantly.

"We are assured by the one who will reveal these truths that they may
in some measure assuage thy sorrow. Erezel was thy dearest friend,
and he woul d not have thee suffer needl essly.'

"Truly," the king conceded. "He was a man with a great

"I"'msure," Garion said.

"There is perhaps another, nore personal reason for thee to
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visit the chapel where Master Erezel lies in state, your Mjesty,"”
Zakat h added. "His funeral will be held, we are told, tonorrow. The
ceremony will be attended by nost of thy court. This night provides
thee thy last opportunity to, visit with himprivately and to fix his
well-1oved features in thy nenory. My friend and | will guard the
chapel door to insure that thy communion with himand with his spirit
shal | be undi sturbed."

The king considered that. "It nmay be even as thou sayest, Sir

Kni ght," he conceded. "Though it may wing nmy heart, | would indeed
| ook upon his face one last tine. Very well, then, let us repair to
the chapel." He rose and |l ed them fromthe chanber.

The chapel of Chandar, the Arendish God, was dimy lighted by a | one
candl e standing on the bier at the body's head. A gold-colored cloth
covered the i mmobile formof Naradas to the chest, and his face was
calm even serene. Knowi ng what he did of the Grolinls career, Garion
found that apparent serenity a rriockery.

" "We will guard the chapel door, your Mjesty,'' Zakath said, "and
| eave thee alone with thy friend." He and Garion stepped back out
into the corridor and closed the door



"You were very snmooth back there," Garion told his friend.

"You weren't so bad yourself, but smooth or rough, at |east we got
him here."

They stood at the door awaiting Cyradis and the others. After about a
quarter of an hour, they arrived.

“I's he in there?" Belgarath asked Gari on.

"Yes. W had to do a bit of fast talking, but he finally agreed.”

St andi ng beside Cyradis was a figure robed and hooded in black. It
appeared to be a woman, a Dal nost likely, but it was the first tine
Garion had ever seen one of that race clad in any color but white.
"This is the one who will aid us," the Seeress said. "Let us go in
unto the king, for the hour is nigh."

Garion opened the door, and they filed in.

The king | ooked up in some surprise.

"Be not dismayed, King of Perivor," Cyradis said to him, "for, as
t hy champi ons have told thee, we have conme to reveal truths to thee,
truths which will |essen thy sorrow. "

"I amgrateful for thine efforts, Lady," the king replied, "but that
is scarce possible. My sorrow may neither be | essened nor bani shed.
Here lieth ny dearest friend, and ny heart lieth on that coki bier
with him"

"Thine heritage is in part Dal, your Mjesty," she said to him "
thou art aware that many of us possess certain gifts. There are
things the one you called Erezel did not tell thee ere
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he died. | have sumoned one who will question himere his spirit

doth sink into the darkness."

"“A necromancer? Truly? | have heard of such, but have never seen the
art practiced.”

"Knowest thou that one with such gifts cannot mnisspeak what the
spirits reveal ?"

"l understand so, yes."

"I assure thee that it is true. Let us then probe the mnd of this
Erezel, and see what truths he will reveal to us."

The dark-robed and hooded necronmancer stepped to the bier and laid
her pal e, slender hands on Naradas' chest,

Cyradi s began posing the questions. "Who art thou?" she asked.



"My name was Naradas," the figure in black replied in a halting,
holl ow voice. "1 was Grolim Archpriest of the Tenple of Torak at
Hem | in Darshiva."

The king stared first at Cyradis and then at the body of Naradas in
stunned astoni shrment .

"Whom di dst thou serve?" Cyradis asked.
"I served the Child of Dark, the GrolimPriestess Zandra-nas."
"Wherefore earnest thou to this kingdonf."

"My mistress sent ne hither to seek out a certain chart and to inpede
the progress of the Child of Light to the Place Which Is No Mre."

"And what means didst thou use to acconplish these ends?”

"l sought out the king of this isle, a vain and foolish man, and
beguil ed him He showed me the chart which | sought, and the chart
reveal ed to me a wonder which ny shadow conveyed i nmedi ately to ny
m stress. Now she knows precisely where the final neeting is to take
pl ace. | prevailed upon the king's gullibility and was able to | ead
himinto various acts which delayed the Child of Light and his
conmpanions so that my mstress mght arrive at the Place Wiich I's No
More before himand thereby avoid the necessity of |eaving the issue
in the hands of a certain seeress whomny nistress distrusts.”

"How is it that thy mstress did not herself performthis task, which
was | ain upon her and not upon thee?" Cyradis' voice was stern.

"Zandramas had other concerns. | was her right hand, and all that |
did was as if she had done the deeds herself."

"His spirit doth begin to sink out of reach, Holy Seeress," ;the
necromancer said in a nore normal tone of voice. "Ask
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qui ckly, for soon I will no |onger be able to west further answers
fromhim'

"What were these concerns of thy mstress which prevented her from
seeking the answer to the last riddle herself as she was commanded to
do?"

"A certain GolimHierarch from Cthol Mirgos, Agachak by nanme, had
come to Mallorea seeking the Place Wiich Is No More, hoping to
suppl ant my mstress. He was the |ast of our race with enough power
to chall enge her. She net himnear the barrens of Finda and killed
himthere.'' The hollow voice broke off, and then there came a



despairing wail. "Zandramas!" the voice cried. "You said that | would
not die! You prom sed, Zandramas!" The |last word seened to fall away
i nto sone uni magi nabl e abyss.

The dark-hooded necromancer's head sl unped fofward, and she was
shuddering violently. "His spirit has gone, Holy Seer-ess," she said
in a weary voice. "The mdnight hour is past, and he can no |onger be
reached. "

"I thank thee," Cyradis said sinply.

"I but hope, Holy Seeress, that | have been able in sonme small way to
aid thee in thine awesone task. May | retire now? For contact with
this diseased nmind hath di stressed ne beyond neasure."

Cyradi s nodded briefly, and the necromancer quietly left the chapel

The King of Perivor, his face ashen but firmy set, walked to the
bier. He took hold of the golden cloth that covered Naradas to the
chest and hurled it to the floor. "Sone rag perhaps,” he said from
bet ween cl enched teeth. "I would not | ook upon the face of this fou
Golimnore."

“I"'l'l see what | can find, your Majesty,"” Durnik said
synpat hetically. He stepped out into the hall

The rest stood silently by as the king, his back to the bier and his
jaws clenching and uncl enching, stared at the back wall of the
chapel .

After a few nmonments, the smith returned with a torn piece of burlap
rusty and mil dewed. "There was a storeroom just down the hall, your
Maj esty, " he said. "This was plugging up a rat hole. WAas it nore or
| ess what you had in nmind?"

"Perfect, nmy friend. An it please thee, throw it over the face of
that piece of carrion. | declare here unto ye all, there will be no
funeral for this miscreant. Some ditch and a few spadefuls of earth
shall be his grave."

“"More than a few spadefuls | think, your Mjesty," Dum k suggested
prudently. "He's corrupted your ki ngdom enough already. We woul dn't
want himto pollute it any nore, would we? |'I|l take care of it for
you. "

"I like thee, ny friend," the king said. "An it please thee, bury the
Grolimfacedown. "

"We'll see to it, your Majesty," Durnik prom sed. He nodded to | oth,
and the two of themroughly lifted the body of Naradas fromthe bier
by the shoul ders and dragged it fromthe chapel with its sandal -shod
feet bouncing uncerenoni ously across the floor

Silk stepped closer to Zakath. "So now we know that Agachak is
dead,"” he said quietly to the Mallorean. "Ugit will be delighted to
hear it. | don't suppose you'd be willing to send a nmessenger to him
to l et himknow about it?



"The tensions between your brother and nyself have not re-: taxed al
t hat nmuch, Khel dar."

"Who are ye all?" the king demanded. "Was this so-called quest of
t hi ne nere subterfuge?”

"The tinme hath come for us to reveal ourselves," Cyradis said
gravely. "The need for conceal nent is now past, for the other spies
Zandramas hath set in this place without the know edge of Naradas
cannot comune with her without his aid.'

"That's Zandramas, all right," Silk said. "She doesn't even trust
hersel f."

Garion and Zakath raised their visors with sonme relief. "I know that
your kingdomis isolated, your Majesty," Garion said in his nornal

di al ect. "How rmuch do you know of the outside world?"
"There are tinmes when seafarers call upon this harbor,"
replied. "They bring us news as well as goods."

the Icing

"And what of the events that shaped the world in tines past?

"Qur forebears brought many books with them Sir Knight, for the
hours at sea are |ong and tedi ous. Anpbng those vol umes were those of
hi story, which I have read."

"Good," Garion said. "That should nake things a bit easier to
explain. | am Beigarion, King of Riva," he introduced hinself.

The king's eyes widened. "The Godsl ayer?" he asked in an awed voi ce.

4 "You' ve heard about that, | see," Garion said wyly. , "All the
world hath heard of it. Didst thou indeed slay the God of Angarak?"
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"I"'mafraid so. My friend here is Kal Zakath, Enperor of Mallorea."

The king began to trenble. "Wat event is of such magnitude that it
persuaded ye two to put aside thy hereditary enmty?"

"We'll get to that in a nonent, your Mjesty. The hel pful fell ow
who's out burying Naradas is Durnik, the nost recent disciple of the
God Al dur. The short one there is Beldin, also a disciple, and the
one with the whiskers is Belgarath the Sorcerer. '

"The Eternal Man?" The king' s voice was choked.

"I wish you wouldn't throw that around so much, Garion," Bel garath
said in a pained tone. "Sonetines it upsets people."



"It saves tinme, Grandfather," Garion replied. "The tall lady with the
l ock of white hair is Belgarath's daughter, Pol gara the Sorceress.
The little one with the red hair is Ce' Nedra, ny wife. The blond girl
is the Margravine Liselle of Drasnia, niece to the chief of Drasnian
intelligence, and the blindfolded girl who exposed Naradas is the
Seeress of Kell. The big fellow who's hel ping Durnik is Toth, her

gui de, and this one is Prince Kheldar of Drasnia."

"The richest man in the worl d?"

"The reputation mght be a trifle exaggerated, your Majesty," Silk
said nodestly, "but I'mworking on it."

"The young fellow with blond hair is named Eriond, a very close
friend."

"I am awed to be in such august conpany. Wich of ye is the Child of
Li ght ?"

"That's the burden | bear, your Majesty," Garion told him "Now,
though it's largely a part of Alorn history and prophecy, you may
know that fromtine to tine in the past there have been neetings
between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark. W' re going toward
the last one there's ever going to be. The neeting's going to decide
the fate of the world. Coir problemat the nonment is discovering
where the neeting's supposed to take place."

"Thy quest then is even nore awesone than | had i nagi ned, King

Bel garion. | will aid thee in whatsoever way | can. The foul Golim
Naradas misled ne into hindering thee. Whatever small way in which

m ght assist thee nmay serve as partial reconpense for that error. |
will send forth my ships to seek out the place of the neeting for

t hee wheresoever it nay be, fromthe beaches of Ebal to the reef of
Korim"'

"The reef of w wf?" Belgarath exclai ned

"Korim Ancient Belgarath. It doth lie to the northwest of this isle.
Its location is clearly marked upon that chart which tfeou hast
sought. Let us repair to ny chanbers, and | will show

t hee. "

“I think we've just about cone to the end of it, Belgarath,"” Beldin
said. "As soon as you take a look at that map, you'll be able to go
hone. "

"What are you tal king about ?"

"That's the end of your task, old man. W certainly appreciate your
efforts, though.”

"You wouldn't mnd too much if | canme al ong, would you?"

"That's up to you, of course, but we wouldn't want to keep you from
anyt hing inmportant you've been neglecting."” Beldin's grin grew

vi ci ous. Needling Bel garath was one of his favorite fornms of

ent ert ai nnent .



As they turned toward the chapel entrance, Garion saw the she-wol f
sitting in the doorway. Her gol den eyes were intent, and her tongue
lolled out in a wlfly smle
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They followed the king through the dimy |ighted and deserted

m dni ght halls of the palace at Perivor. A tense excitenent filled
Garion. They had won. No matter how hanl Zan-dramas had tried to
prevent it, they had still won. The answer to the riddle lay no nore
than a few yards away, and once it was answered, the neeting would
take place. No power on earth could prevent it now.

"Stop that, " the voice in his mnd told him "You have to be calm
now—very calm Try to think about Faldor's farm That always seens to
settle you.""'

"Where have you— Garion started, then broke off.

"Wher e have | what ?"

"Never nmind. The question always irritates you.

"Amazi ng. You actually remenbered sonething | said. Faldor's farm
Garion. Faldor's farm "

He did as he had been told. Though the nmenories had seened 190

to fade over the years, they suddenly returned with startling
clarity. He saw the shape of the place, the sheds and barns and the
kitchen, smithy, and dining hall on the |ower floor, and the gallery
on the second fl oor where the sleeping chanmbers were—all surrounding
that central yard. He could hear the steely ring of Durnik's hamer
coming fromthe smthy and snell the warm fragrance of freshly baked
bread coming from Aunt Pol's kitchen. He saw Fal dor and old Cralto
and even Brill. He saw Doroon and Rundorig and, |ast, Zubrette—blond
and pretty and artfully deceitful. A vast kind of calmcane over him
not unlike the calmthat had engul fed hi m when he had stood in the
tomb of the one-eyed God in the City of Endless Night so | ong ago.

' 'That '$ better,'' the voice said. ' '"Try to hold on to that. You
‘re going to have to think very clearly in the next few days and you
can't do that with your m nd racing every which way. You can fty to
pi eces after it's all over.'

"That's if I'mstill around.
"We can hope. "Then the voice was gone.

The guards at the king's door admitted them and the king went
directly to a cabinet, unlocked it, and renmoved a roll of ancient,
crackling parchment. "It is nuch faded, | do fear nme," he said. "W
have tried to protect it fromthe light, but it is very old." He went



to a table and carefully unrolled the chart, weighting down the
comers with books. Once again Garion felt the tense excitenment as he
hel d back slightly, reaching back into his nmenories of Faldor's farm
to steady hinself.

The King of Perivor pointed with his finger. "Here lieth Perivor," he
told them "and here doth lie the reef of Korim"

Garion knew that if he |looked too long at that fateful spot on the
map, the wild excitenment and sense of triunph would return, so he
nmerely glanced at it, then let his eyes rove over the rest of the
map. The spellings were strangely archaic. His eyes automatically
sought his own ki ngdom "Ryva" it was spelled. There were al so
"Aryndia," "Kherech," and "Tol Nydra" as well as "Draksnya" and
“Cht hal | Margose."

"It's msspelled,"” Zakath noted. "The proper nane is the I Uinreef."

Bel din began to explain, but Garion already knew the answer. *'Things
change," the dwarf said, "and anong those tilings are the way we say

certain words. The sounds of words shift over the centuries. The nane
of that reef has probably changed several tinmes over the |ast few

t housand years. It's a common phenonenon. |f Belgarath were to speak

in the | anguage the people
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spoke in the village where he grew up, for exanple, none of us would
be able to understand him 1'd guess that for a tinme the reef was
called Torimor sonething like that, and it finally settled into
Turim It may change again a fewtines. |'ve nade a study of that

sort of thing. You see, what happens is that—
"WIll you get on with it?" Belgarath demanded i n exasperation

“"Aren't you interested in expandi ng your education?"

"Not at the noment, no.
Bel di n si ghed. "Anyway," he continued, "what we call witing is just
a way to reproduce the sound of a word. As the sound changes, so does
the spelling. The difference is easily explained."

"Thi ne answer to the question was cogent, gentle Beldin," Cyradis
said, "but in this particular case, the change of the sound was
i mposed. "

"I mposed?" Silk said, "by who—whonf"
"It was the two prophecies, Prince Kheldar. In furtherance of their

game, they altered the sound of the word to conceal the location from
Anci ent Bel garath and from Zandranmas. These two were both required to



solve the riddle ere the final neeting could take place.”

"Ganme?" Silk asked incredulously. "They were playing ganes with
sonmething diis inportant?”

"These two eternal awarenesses are not as we, Prince Kheldar. They

contend with each other in nyriad ways. Ofttines, one will attenpt to
alter the course of a star, while the other strives to hold it in
pl ace. At other times, one will attenpt to nove a grain of sand while
the other exerts all its energy to keep the grain notionless. Such

struggl es ofttinmes consunme whol e eons. The riddl e gane they have

pl ayed with Belgarath and Zandramas is but another of the ways they
have used to formalize their contention, for should it ever cone to
pass that they confront each other directly, they would rend the
uni verse apart,"

Garion suddenly renenbered an i mage that had cone to himin the
throne roomat Vo Mnbre just before he had exposed the Mirgo Nachak
to King Korodullin. He had seemed to see two facel ess players seated
at a gane where the noves had been so conmplex that his mnd could not
followthem Wth absolute certainty now he saw that he had caught a
monmentary glinpse of the higher reality Cyradis had just described.
"Did you do that on purpose?" he asked the voice in his mnd

“Naturally. You needed a bit of encouragenent to get you to

do sonet hing that was necessary. You 're a conpetitive sort of boy,
so J thought the inage of the great game nmight get you stoned. "

Then something el se occurred to Garion. "Cyradis," he said, "why is
it that there are so nany of us while Zandranas appears to be al npost
totally al one?"

"It hath ever been thus, Belgarion. The Child of Dark is solitary,
even as was Torak in his pride. Thou, however, art hunble. Thou hast
never pushed thyself forward, forthou know est not thine own worth.
This is endearing in thee, Child of Light, for thou art not puffed up
with thine own inportance. The Prophecy of Dark hath ever chosen one
and one only, and hath infused that one with all its power. The
Prophecy of Light, however, hath chosen to disperse its power anong
many. Al though thou art the principal bearer of the burden, all of
thy conpanions share it with thee. The difference between the two
prophecies is sinple, but it is profound."”

Bel din was frowning. "You're saying that it's sort of like the
di fference between absol uti sm and shared responsibility, then?"

"It is nmuch as thou hast said. The difference is nore conplex,
however . "

"I was just trying to be concise.”
“"Now that's a first," Belgarath said. Then he | ooked at the King of
Perivor. "Can you describe this reef to us, your Mjesty?" he asked.
"The representation on the map isn't too precise."

"dadly, Ancient Belgarath. In nmy youth |I sailed thither, for the
reef is something of a marvel. Seafarers assert that there is none



like it inall the world. It doth consist of a series of rocky

pi nnacl es rising fromthe sea. The pinnacles thensel ves are easy to

see and therefore to avoid. Other dangers, however, lurk beneath the
surface. Savage currents and tides do rush through gaps in the reef,
and the weather there is ever unsettled. By reason of these perils,

the reef hath never been charted in any detail. Al prudent saiiors

avoid it entirely, giving that dangerous obstruction w de berth."

Dum k and Toth entered. "We've taken care of it, your Majesty,"”
Durni k reported. "Naradas is safely in the ground now. He won't
troubl e you—er us—ever again. Did you want to know where we put hin®"
“Met hinks not, my friend. Thou and thy massive conpani on have done ne
a service this night. | inplore thee, if ever | can do thee service
in return, hesitate not to call upon ne."
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"Cyradis," Belgarath said, "is this the last part of the riddle? O
are there other bits and pieces |urking about?'

“Nay, Ancient One. The ganme of the riddles is finished. Now the gane
of deeds doth begin.'

"Finally," Belgarath said with some relief. Then he and Bel -din fel
to studying the map.

"Did we find it?" Durnik asked Silk. "I nean, does the nmap show t he
| ocation of Korin®"

Silk led himto the table. "It's right here," he said, pointing.
"This is a very old map. Mddern maps m sspell the nanme. That's why we
had to come here."

"We've been doing a lot of running around chasing after scraps of
paper," the snmith observed.

"We have indeed, my friend. According to Cyradis, it's all been part
of a gane being played by the friend Garion's got inside his head and
the other one, who's probably inside Zan-dramas* head."

"I hate ganes."

"I don't mnd them"

"That's because you're Drasnian."

"That could be part of it, | suppose.”

“It's in the approxi mate | ocation where the nmountains of Korim were,
Bel garath,"” Beldin said, nmeasuring off distances with his fingers.

"They were probably noved a bit when Torak cracked the world."

"A lot of things were noved that day, as | recall.’



"Ch, yes," Beldin agreed fervently. "I had trouble standing up, and
Inbuilt closer to the ground than you are.”

"You know soret hing? |Ve noticed that myself. Your Mjesty," the old
man addressed the king, "could you be a bit nore specific about the
reef? Trying to land on the side of a rock pinnacle froma boat
that's pitching around in the surf would be difficult and dangerous."

"If menory doth serve ne, Ancient Belgarath, | do seemto recall a
few rocky beaches, built up, doubtless, from shards and boul ders
tumbl ed fromthe sides of the peaks and then pounded to bits by the
restl ess sea. When the tide is low, this rubble, accunul ated over the
eons, doth rise above the surface of the sea, providing means whereby
one may nove freely fromone pinnacle to the next."

"Sort of like that |and bridge from Mrrindland to Mallorea,” Silk
recalled sourly. "That wasn't a very pleasant trip."

“Are there any | andmarks of any kind?" Bel garath pressed.
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"That reef goes on for quite a ways. It could take a ot of wading to
find the exact place we need to reach."”

"I cannot attest to this frommnm ne own true know edge," the king said
cautiously, "but certain seafarers have asserted that there appears
to be a cave nmouth on the north side of the highest pinnacle. On
occasi on, nore adventurous ones have sought to go ashore to explore
its depths, for, as is widely known, renote caves ofttines serve as
repositories for the ill-gotten gains of freebooters and pirates. The
pi nnacl e, however, hath ever repul sed their nost valiant efforts.
Each tinme one of these brave souls attenpts |anding there, the sea
beconmes angry, and sudden storns do appear from a cl oudl ess sky.'

"That's it, Belgarath."” Beldin chortled exultantly. "Sonething' s been
going out of its way to keep casual explorers out of nmat cave."

"TU-o0 sonet hings, lgather," Belgarath agreed. "You're right, though.
WeVe finally located the exact place of die neeting. It's in that
cave. "'’

Si | k groaned.

“Art thou ill, Prince Kheldar?" the king inquired.

“Not yet, your Majesty, but |I think I'mgoing to be."

"Qur Prince Kheldar has difficulties with caves, your Mjesty,"”
Vel vet expl ai ned,, sniling.

"There's nothing difficult about it at all, Liselle," the rat-faced
little man disagreed. "It's really very sinple. Every tinme | see a
cave, | go into an absolute panic."

"I have heard of this mal ady,’
be its nysterious source.'

the king said. "One wonders what may



"There's nothing mysterious about the source of mine, your
Maj esty,'' Silk said dryly. ' 'l know exactly where it cane from"'

“If it is thine intent to dare the perilous reef, Ancient

Bel garath,"” the king said then, "I will provide thee and thy
conmpanions with a stout ship to convey thee thither. | wll give
orders that the ship be ready to sail with the norning tide.'

"Your Majesty is very kind."

"It is but small paynent for the service thou hast rendered to ne
this night." The king paused, his face reflective. "It nmay be even as
the spirit of foul Naradas proclaimed,” he nused. "I may indeed be a
vain and foolish man, but | amnot immune to the pronptings of
gratitude. You all have preparations to make," he said then. "I wll
not delay you nore. We shall neet i on the norrow ere you depart.'

"We thank you, your Mjesty," Garion said, his arnor
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creaking as he bowed. Then he led the others fromthe chanber. He was
not at all surprised to see the she-wolf sitting just outside the
door.

"The tine is exactly right, isn't it, Cyradis?" Polgara said to the
Seeress once they were all out in the corridor. "At Ash-aba, you said
it would be nine nonths until the neeting. As | nmake it, the exact
time will be the day after tonorrow. "

"Thy cal cul ations are correct, Polgara."”

"It works out precisely then. It should take us one full day to reach
the reef, and we'll go to the cave on the follow ng norning." Pol gara
smiled a bit wyly. "All this time we've been fretting about arriving
| ate, and now we get there precisely on tine." She |aughed. "Wat a
waste of all that perfectly good worrying."

"Well, now we know where and when," Durnik said. "All that's left to
do is to go there and get on with it."

"That sums it up, I'd say," Silk agreed.
Eri ond sighed, and Garion felt a chill suspicion that was not quite a
certainty. ' '"Is it going to be he?" he asked the dry voice. ' 'Is

Eri ond going to be the one who dies ?'
But the voice would not answer.

They entered their quarters with the wolf close behind them



"It's been a long tine getting here," Belgarath said wearily. "I'm
getting a little old for these extended journeys."

" d?" Beldin snorted. "You were born old. | still think youVe got a
fewmles left in you, though."

“I think that when we get hone, 1'Il spend a century or so in ny
tower."

"That's an idea. It should take you about that long to get it cleaned
up—eh, one other thing, Belgarath. Why don't you fix that | oose
step?"

“I"l'l get around to it."

"Aren't we all assuming that we're going to win?" Silk said. "I think
that meking plans for the future at this point mght be a bit

premat ure—dnl ess the Holy Seeress nmight see fit to let slip a hint or

two about the outconme?'' He | ooked at Cyradis.

“I would not be permitted to do that, Prince Kheldar—even if | knew
t he answer."

“You nean you don't know?" he asked i ncredul ously.

"The Choice hath not .yet been made," she said sinply. "It may not be

made until | stand in the presence of the Child of Light and the
Child of Dark. Until that nonent, the outcone doth still hang in the
bal ance. "

"What good is it being a Seeress if you can't predict the future?"

"This particular Event is not susceptible to prediction, Kheldar,"
she said tartly.

"Ithink we'd all betterget sone sleep," Belgarath said. "The next
coupl e of days are going to be hectic."

The she-wol f followed Garion and Ce' Nedra to their room and entered
with them Ce' Nedra |ooked a bit startled at that, but the wolf went
directly to the bed and put her forepaws up on it to |look critically
at the puppy, who lay sleeping on his back with all four of his paws
in the air.

The wol f gave Garion a slightly reproachful |ook. "One notes that he
has grown fat," she said. "Your mate has ruined himw th overfeeding
and panpering. He is no longer fit to be a wolf. He no | onger even
snells like a wol f."

"One's mate bathes himfromtine to tinme," Garion expl ai ned.

"Bat hes," the wolf said in a tone | oaded with contenpt. "A wolf
shoul d be bathed only by the rain or in the course of sw ming across
a river.'' She dropped to her haunches. *' One would ask a favor of
your mate.''

“"One will convey your request to her."



' One had hoped you might. Ask your mate if she will continue to
care for the young one. One believes you need not add that she has
spoiled himso badly that he is unfit to be anything but al apdog."”
"One will phrase your request cautiously."”

"What's she sayi ng?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"She wants to know if you'd be willing to take care of the puppy."”
"Of course | will. IVe wanted to do that all along." Then she knelt
and inpul sively put her arns about the she-wolf's neck. "I will care

for him" she prom sed.

"One notes that her scent is not unpleasant,” the wolf said to

Gari on.

"One has also noticed that."

"One was fairly certain that you had.'' Then the wolf rose to her
feet and silently left the room

"She's going to |l eave us now, isn't she?" Ce' Nedra said wistfully.
"I"'mgoing to mss her."

"What makes you think that?"

"Why el se woul d she give up her baby?"
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“I think there's a bit nmore to it than that. She's preparing for
somet hing. "'

"I"'mvery tired, Garion. Let's go to bed."

Later, in the velvet darkness as they lay close together in the bed,
Ce' Nedra sighed. "1\vo nore days and |'l|l see ny baby again. It's
been so very, very long."

“"Try not to dwell on it, Ce' Nedra. You need your rest, and thinking
too much about it will keep you awake."

She sighed again, and after a few nonents, she drifted off to sleep

' "Cyradis is not the only one who has to make a choice,'' the voice
in his mnd told him "You and Zandranas al so have choices to make.'

What choices are those ?'

"You have to choose your successors. Zandrafnas has al ready chosen
hers. You should be giving some thought to your |ast task as the



Child of Light. It's going to be fairly significant.'
' 7 suppose that in a way, | "Il sort of mss having that to carry
around, but I'Il be glad to get rid of it. Now I'll be able to go
back to being ordinary again.""'

" "You never were ordinary, you know. You 've been the Child of Light
since the nonent you were born.'

"I know |'m going to m ss you.

"Pl ease don't get sentinmental, Garion. | may stop by fromtinme to
time, just to see how you 're doing. Now get sonme sleep.'

When he awoke the next norning, Garion lay in bed for quite sone
time. He had tried for very long not to think about sonething, but
now he had no choice but to face it squarely. He had every reason in
the world to hate Zandramas, but..

Finally, he slipped out of bed, dressed hinself, and went |ooking for
Bel gar at h.

He found the old nman in the central room seated with Cyradis.
"Grandfather," he said, "lIVe got a problem"”

"There's nothing unusual about that. What's got you worked up this
time?"

"Tonorrow | ' m going to nmeet Zandranas."

"Why, do you know? | think you're right."

"Pl ease don't do that. This is serious."
"Sorry, Garion. |I'mfeeling whinmsical today."
"I"'mafraid that the only way we're going to be able to stop her is
to kill her, and I'"mnot sure I'll be able to do that. Torak was one

thing, but Zandramas is a woman.'

"Well, she was. | think her gender has becone irrel evant now,
t hough—even to herself."

"I still don't think I'Il be able to do it."

"There will be no need, Belgarion," Cyradis assured him "Another
fate doth lie in store for Zandramas, no natter what my choice may
be. Thou wilt not be required to shed her blood."

A vast wave of relief came over Garion. "Thank you, Holy Seeress,"
he said. ' 'l Ve been afraid to face up to that. It's good to know
that it's not one of the tasks |I Ve got ahead of me. Oh, by the way,
Grandfather, my friend up here— He tapped his forehead "—has been

visiting again. Last night he told me that my final task will be to
choose ny successor. | don't suppose | could get you to help ne,
could I?"

"No, Garion, I'mafraid not. | don't think I'm supposed to, am |l



Cyradi s?"

“"Nay, Ancient Belgarath. That task lieth on the Child of Light
al one. "

"I was afraid you mght look at it that way," Garion said glumy.
"Ch, one thing, Garion," Belgarath said. "The one you choose has a
fair chance of becomng a God. Don't choose nme. | 'mnot suited for
the job."'

The others drifted in singly or in pairs. As each one entered, Garion
considered their faces, trying to picture each of his friends as a
divinity. Aunt Pol? No, that didn't seemright sonehow, and that
automatically excluded Durni k. He could not deprive her of her
husband. Sil k? That idea very nearly caused Garion to collapse in
hel pl ess | aughter. Zakath? It had sone possibilities. Zakath was an
Angar ak, and the new God woul d be the God of that race. Zakath was a
bit unpredictable, however. Until recently, he had been obsessed with
power. A sudden onset of Godhood mi ght unsettle his mnd and nmake him
revert. Garion sighed. He'd have to think about it sone nore.

The servants brought in breakfast, and Ce' Nedra, obviously
remenberi ng her pronise of the previous night, fixed a plate for the
puppy. The plate contained eggs, sausage, and a generous dol |l op of
jam The she-wolf | ooked away with a shudder

They deliberately avoided the subject of tonorrow s neeting as they
ate. The neeting was inevitable now, so there was no point in talking
about it.

Bel garat h pushed back his plate with a | ook of contentnment on his
face. "Don't forget to thank the king for his hospitality,” he told
Garion.
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And then the she-wolf came over and laid her head in the old man's
| ap. Belgarath | ooked startled. The wolf had usually avoi ded him
"What is it, little sister?" he asked her

Then, to everyone's astoni shnment, the wolf actually |aughed and spoke
quite plainly in the | anguage of humans.'' Your brains have gone to
sleep, old wolf," she said to Belgarath. "I thought you'd nave known
me weeks ago. Does this hel p?" A sudden bl ue ninmbus surrounded her
"Or this?" She shimrered, and then the wolf was gone. Standing in its
pl ace was a tawny-haired, golden-eyed wonan in a brown dress.

"Mot her!" Aunt Pol excl ai ned.

"You' re no nore observant than your father, Polgara," Po-ledra said
reprovingly. "Garion has known for quite some tine now. "

Bel garath, however, was staring in horror at the puppy.

"Ch, don't be silly, old man," his wife told him "You know t hat



we're mated for life. The puppy was weak and sick, so the pack had to
| eave himbehind. | cared for him that's all."

The smile on the face of theSeeressof Kell was gentle. "This is the
Wnman Who Wat ches, Ancient Belgarath,"” she said. "Now is thy conpany
conpl ete. Know, however, that she is ever with thee, as she has

al ways been."

Part Three

THE HI GH

PLACES OF KORI M

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

Garion had seen his grandnot her—er her inmage-several tines, but the
simlarity of her features to Aunt Polls seermed uncanny. There were
di fferences, of course. Aunt Pol's hair, except for that white | ock
at her brow, was dark, alnost black, and her eyes were a deep, deep
bl ue. Pol edra, on the other hand, had tawny hair, hovering nearly on
the verge of being as blond as Velvet's, and her eyes were as gol den
as the eyes of a wolf. The features of the two wonen, however, were
al nost identical, as had been, the one tine Garion had seen her

i mmge, the features of Aunt Pol's sister, Beldaran. Belgarath, his
wi fe, and his daughter had withdrawn to the far side of the room and
Bel din, his tears glistening through his scow, had placed hinself

squarely between them and the others in the roomto guard their
privacy during their reunion.

"Who is she?" Zakath asked Garion in puzzl enent.
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"She's ny grandnother,” Garion replied sinply, "Belgar-ath's wife."

"I didn't know he had a wife."

"Where did you think Aunt Pol cane fron®"

"I guess | hadn't thought of that." Zakath | ooked around, noting that
both Ce' Nedra and Vel vet were dabbing at their eyes with wispy little
handker chi ef s.

"Why is everyone so m sty-eyed?" he asked.

"We all thought that she had died in childbirth when Aunt Pol and her
si ster Bel daran were born."

“And how | ong ago was that?"



"Aunt Pol is over three thousand years old." Garion shrugged.

Zakath began to trenble. "And Bel garath's been grieving all that
tinme?-"

"Yes." Garion didn't really want to talk just then. Al he wanted to
do was to drink in the radiant faces of his famly. The word came to
hi m unbi dden, and he suddenly renenbered that bleak tune after he had
first learned that Aunt Pol was not, strictly speaking, his aunt. He
had felt then so terribly al one—an orphan in the nost dreadful sense
of the word. It had taken years, but now everything was all right.
Hs fam |y was nearly conplete. Belgarath, Poledra, and Aunt Pol did
not speak, for speech was |largely unnecessary. |Instead they sinply
sat in chairs drawn closely together gazing into each other's faces
and hol ding hands. Garion couid only faintly begin to understand the
intensity of their enotions. He did not, however, feel cut off from
them but rather seened sonehow to share their joy.

Durni k crossed the roomto the rest of them Even solid, practica
Durni k's eyes shone with unshed tears. "Wiy don't we | eave them
al one?" he suggested. "It's a good tinme to get the packing done
anyway. W have a ship to catch, you know. "

"She said you knew," Ce' Nedra said accusingly to Garion when they had
returned to their room

"Yes," he adnmitted.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"She asked me to keep it to nyself."

"That doesn't apply to your own wife, Garion."

"It doesn't?" he asked in feigned surprise. "Wen did they pass that
rul e?"

"I just made it up,"” she admitted. "Oh, Garion," she said then
throwi ng her arnms about his neck and kissing him "I do |ove you.'

"I certainly hope so. Shall we pack?"

The corridors of the royal palace here in Perivor were cool as Garion
and Ce' Nedra returned to the central room and the arched enbrasures
adm tted gol den norning sunlight as if even the el enents were

best owi ng a benediction on what was, after all, a special, even
sacred, day.

When they had all gathered once again, Belgarath and his wife and
daught er had conposed thensel ves enough so that they wel comed

conpany.

"Whul d you like to have ne introduce them nother?" Aunt Pol asked.

"I know all of them Polgara,
for quite sone tinme, renenber?"

Pol edra replied. "lIVe been with you



"Why didn't you tell me?"

"I wanted to see if you could figure it out for yourself. You
di sappointed ne just a bit, Polgara."

"Mt her," Aunt Pol protested, "not in front of the children.”

They both | aughed that same warm rich |augh. "Ladies and
gentl enmen," Polgara said then, "this is my nother, Poledra."

They crowded around the tawny-haired | egend. Silk extravagantly

ki ssed her hand. "I suppose, Lady Pol edra,” he said slyly, "we should
congratul ate Bel garath. All things considered, | think you got the
wor st of that bargain. You daughter's been trying to reform himfor
about three eons now w t hout rmuch notabl e success.”

Pol edra sm |l ed. "One has perhaps greater resources at one's comand
t han one's daughter, Prince Kheldar." She |lapsed, it seened,
unconsciously into her previous node of speech.

"All right, Poledra," Beldin grow ed, stunping forward, "what really
happened? After the girls were born, our Master canme to us and told
us that you were no longer with us. W ail thought he neant that you
had died. The twins cried for two straight nmonths, and that left ne
to try to cope with the babies. Wiat really happened?”

"Aldur didn't tie to you, Beldin," she replied calmy. "In a very
real sense, | was no longer with you. You see, shortly after the
girls were bom Aldur and UL came to ne. They said they had a great
task for me but that it would involve an equally great sacrifice. |
woul d have to | eave you all behind to prepare for the task. At first,
| refused, but when they explained the task to me, | had no choice
but to agree. | turned ny back on the Vale and went with UL to Prol gu
to receive instruction. Fromtime to tinme
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he'd relent and let nme go unobserved out into the world to see how ny
famly was doing." She |ooked rather firmy at Bel gar-ath. "You and
have nmuch to discuss, Od WIlf," she told him

Bel garath wi nced. v

"I don't suppose you could give us sonme enlightennent about this
nmonment ous task?" Sadi suggested mildly.

"I""'mafraid not."
"I didn't think so," the eunuch murnured.

"Eriond," Poledra said then, greeting the blond-haired young man.



"Pol edra," he responded. Eriond-, as always, seenmed unsurprised by
this turn of events. Eriond, Garion had noticed, was never surprised.

"You' ve grown since we |ast net," she noted.

"I suppose | have," he agreed.

"Are you ready?"

The question sent a chili through Garion as he suddenly renenbered

the strange dream he had had the night before his true identity had
been reveal ed.

There was a polite knock on the door. Dum k answered it and found an
arnmored kni ght standing outside. "His Majesty hath dispatched nme to
advi se thee and thy conpanions that thy ship awaiteth thee in the
harbor, my Lord," the knight said.

"I"'mnot a— Durnik started.

"Let it He, Durnik," Silk told him "Sir Knight," he said to the
arnmored man at the door, "where nmight we find his Mjesty? W woul d
take our |leave of himand tiiank himfor his many kindnesses,"

"H's Majesty doth await thee and thy conpanions at the harbor, ny
Lord. He would bid ye all farewell there and see ye off on the great
adventure which doth tie in store for ye."

" "We will make haste then, Sir Knight,'' the little man prom sed
"I't were discourteous of us in the extreme to keep one of the

par amount nonarchs of the world awaiting our arrival. Thou hast
performed thine appointed task in manner which does thee credit, Sir
Kni ght, and we are all in thy debt."

The kni ght bowed, beam ng. Then he went back down the haliway.

"Where did you ever learn to speak like that, Kheldar?" Velvet asked
in sonme surprise

"Ah, dear Lady," Silk replied with outrageous extravagance, "knowest
thou not that the poet doth |urk beneath the npobst conmon exterior? An
it please thee, | will deliver unto thee

ful some conplinents upon thine every ravishing and unsurpassed
part." He eyed her up and down suggestively.

"Khel dar!" she excl ai med, bl ushing bright red.

"That's sort of fun, you know," Silk said, referring to the archaic
speech—at | east Garion hoped that was what he was referring to. "Once
you | earn how to wap your tongue around the 'haths,' and 'doths,"

and 'forasmuches,' it has a certain ring and cadence to it, doesn't
it?"

"We're surrounded by charl atans, nmother." Pol gara sighed.

"Bel garath," Dum k said seriously, "there's not much point in taking
the horses, is there? What | nean is that we're going to be



cl anbering over rocks and wading in surf when we get to the reef.
Woul dn't the horses just be in the way?"

"You're probably right, Dum k," the old man agreed.

“I"'l'l go down to the stables and talk with the groons,” the smith
said. "The rest of you go on ahead. |'Il catch up." He turned and
left the room

"An eminently practical man," Pol edra observed.

"The poet, however, doth lurk beneath that nobst practical of
exteriors, Mother— Polgara smled "—and thou woutdst not believe
how much pleasure | take in that aspect of him"

“I think it's tinme for us to get off this island, Od Wl f," Poledra
said wyly. "Two nore days and they'Il all be sitting around
conposi ng bad poetry."

Servants arrived then to carry their packs to the harbor, and Garion
and his conpani ons trooped through the halls of the palace and out
into the streets of Dal Perivor. Although the norning had dawned

bri ght and sunny, a bank of heavy clouds had begun to build up off to
the west, heavy, purple clouds that spoke el oquently of the

i keli hood of bad weat her over Korim

"l suppose we should have known." Silk sighed. "Once-just once—'d
like to see one of these stupendous events happen in good weather."

Garion fully understood what |ay behind the apparently tight-hearted
banter. None of them approached tonorrow without a certain
apprehensi on. The pronouncenent Cyradi s had nmade at Rheon that one of
t hem woul d not survive the neeting |ay heavily on each of their

m nds, and in the fashion as old as man hinself, each tried to make
light of his fears. That rem nded hi m of sonmething, and he dropped
back to have a word with the Seeress of Kell. "Cyradis," he said to
the blindfolded girl, "should Zakath and | wear our arnor when we get
to the reef?" He plucked at the front of the doublet he had put on
with
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sonme relief that nmorning in the hope that he night never again be
obliged to encase hinself in steel. "What |I'nl getting at is that if
the neeting is going to be entirely spiritual, there's no real need
for it, is there? But if there's a possibility of sone ;
fighting, we should probably be prepared, shouldn't we?"

"Thou art as transparent as glass, Belgarion of Riva," she said,
chiding himgently, "Thou thinkest to trick answers fromne to '
qguestions which | am forbidden to discuss with thee. Do as it pleas-
eth thee, King of Riva. Prudence, however, doth suggest that a bit of



steel here and nmere in thine apparel might not be inappropriate when
approaching a situation where surprises mght await thee."

"I wJl be guided by thee." Garion grinned. "Thy prudent advice
seeneth to me the course of w sdom"”

"Makestthou a rather feeble attenpt at hunor, Belgarion?”

"Would | do that, Holy Seeress?" He grinned at her and strode back to
where Bel garath and Pol edra wal ked hand in hand just behind Zakath
and Sadi. "Grandfather, | think I just man- r aged to sneak an
answer out of Cyradis," he said.

"That mght be a first,"” the old man repli ed.

"I think there mght be sone fighting when we get to the

reef. | asked her if Zakath and | should wear arnor when we

get there. She didn't answer nme directly, but she said that it m ght
not be a bad idea—ust in case."

" "You might want to pass that on to the others. Let's not have them
wal ki ng into sonething blind."

“I'I'l do that."

The king, along with nost of his gaily clad court, awaited themon a
| ong wharf extending out into the choppy waters of , the
harbor. Despite the tenperate norning, the king wore an '

erm ne robe and a heavy gold crown. "G adly do | greet thee and thy
nobl e conpani ons, Belgarion of Riva," he declainmed, "and in sadness
do | await thy departure. Many here have pled with ne that | m ght
permit themalso to speak to this matter, but in thy behalf | have
steadfastly refused such perm ssion, knowing full well the urgency of
thy quest."”

"Thou art a true and faithful friend, your Majesty," Garion said with
genui ne gratitude at being spared a norning of wi ndy speeches. He
clasped the king's hand warmy. "Know that if the Gods grant us
victory on the norrow, we will return straightaway to this happy isle
so that we nmay nore ful somely express our gratitude to thee and the
menbers of thy court who have all treated us with such noble
courtesy.'' Besides, they had to conme back for the horses anyway.
"“And now, your Majesty, our fate

awaits us. We nust, with scant and niggard farewell, take ship to go
forth with resolute hearts to neet that fate. An it please the CGods,
we shall return anon. Good-bye, ny friend."

"Fare thee well, Belgarion of Riva," the king said in a voice near to
tears. "May the Gods grant thee and thy conpanions victory."

"Pray that it may be so." Garion turned with a rather nelodramatic
swirl of his cloak and led his friends up the gangway. He gl anced
back over his shoul der and saw Durni k pushing his way through the
crowd. That woul d hel p. As soon as the smith was on board, Garion
could give the order to cast off all lines and thus avoid the
necessity of nore extended farewells shouted across the ship's rail



Directly behind Durnik cane die several carts carrying their packs.
Their bel ongi ngs were quickly transferred to the ship, and Garion
went aft to speak with the captain, a grizzled old seanman with a
weat hered face.

Unli ke western vessels, whose bare plank decks were usually

hol ystoned into sonme senbl ance of whiteness, the quarterdeck and its
surrounding railings were finished with a dark, glossy varnish, and
snowy ropes hung in neat coils from highly polished- belaying pins.
The effect was al nost ostentatiously neat, evidence that the vessel's
master took great pride in his ship. The captain hinself wore a
somewhat weat hered bl ue doublet. He was, after all, in port. A jaunty
vel vet cap was cocked rakishly over one of his ears.

"I guess that's everything, Captain," Garion said. "W may as wel
cast off and get clear of the harbor before the tide turns.'
"You' ve been to sea before, | see, young master," the captain said
approvingly. "I hope your friends have, as well. It's always a tria
to have | andsnmen aboard. They never seemto realize that throw ng up
into the wind isn't a good idea." He raised his voice to an ear-
splitting bellow "Cast off all lines! Prepare to nake sail!"

"Your speech doesn't seemto be that of the island, Captain," Garion
observed.

“I 'd be surprised if it were, young master. | 'mfromthe Ml -cene

I sl ands. About twenty years ago, there were sone ugly runors about ne
being circulated in some quarters back home, so | thought it night be
prudent to absent nyself for a while. | canme here. You woul dn't
bel i eve what these people were calling a ship when | got here."

' "Sort of like a seagoing castle? ' Garion suggested.

"You' ve seen themthen?"
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“I'n anot her part of the world."'

“"Make sail!" the captain roared at his crew. "There, young naster."
He grinned at Garion. "I'Il have you out of earshot in no tinme at
all. That should spare us all that drasty 'eloquence. Were was |?

Oh, yes. When | got here, the ships of Perivor were so top-heavy that
a good sneeze woul d capsize them Wuld you believe it only took ne
five years to explain that to these people?"

"You nust have been ammzingly eloquent, Captain." Garion |aughed.
“A bout or two with belaying pins helped a bit," the captain
conceded. "Finally | had to issue a challenge, though. None of these
bl ockheads can refuse a chall enge, so | proposed a race around the

i sland. Twenty ships started out, and only mne finished. They
started |istening about then. | spent the next five years in the
yards supervising construction. Then the king finally et me go back
to sea. | got ne a baronetcy out of it—not that it matters. | think



| Ve even got a castle somewhere."

A brazen bl ast came fromthe wharf as, in true Mnbrate fashion, the
kni ghts of the king's court saluted themon their horns. "lIsn't that
pitiful?" the captain said. "I don't think there's a man on the whol e
i sland who can carry a tune." He | ooked appraisingly at Garion. "I
heard tell that you're making for the Turimreef."”

"Korimreef," Garion corrected absently.

"You' ve been listening to the [ andsnmen, | see. They can't even
pronounce the name right. Anyway, before you get your mind set in
st one about where you want to | and, send for nme. There's sone very
ugly water around that reef. It's not the sort of place where you
want to nake m stakes, and |IVe got some fairly accurate charts.”

"The king told us there weren't any charts of the reef."

The captain winked slyly. "The runors | nentioned earlier stirred
some ship captains to try to follow nme," he admitted, "although
‘chase’ woul d probably be a nore accurate word. Rewards cause that
sort of thing sonetines. Anyhow, | was passing near the reef in calm
weat her once, and | decided to take sonme soundings. It never hurts to
have a place to hide where others are afraid to follow you.""'

"What's your nanme, Captain?" Garion asked him
"Kresca, young master."
"I think we can drop that. Garion will do just fine."

"What ever you like, Garion. Now get oifny quarterdeck so | can
maneuver this old tub out of the harbor. *'
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The speech was different, and it was hal fway around the world, but
Captain Kresca was so nuch like Barak's friend Grel-dik that Garion
felt suddenly very secure. He went below to join the others. "WVe
had a bit of luck," he told them "Qur captain is a Melcene. He's not
overburdened with scruples, but he has got charts of the reef. He's
probably the only man in these waters who does. He's offered to

advi se us when the time comes to decide on where we want to | and."

"That was hel pful of him" Silk said.

“Maybe, but | think his main concern is not ripping the bottom out of
his ship."

"I can relate to that," Silk said. "As long as |I'mon board, anyway."
"“I'"m going back up on deck," Garion said then. "Staying in a stuffy
conpartnent on the first day of a voyage always nmekes nme a little

gqueasy for some reason."”

"And you 're the ruler of an island? " Pol edra said.



"It's just a question of getting adjusted, G andnother."
"Of course."

The sea and sky were unsettled. The heavy cl oud bank was still com ng
in fromtrie west, sending | ong, ponderous conmbers rolling in from
that direction, waves that had in all probability started sonewhere
of f the east coast of Cthol Mirgos. Although, as king of an island
nati on, Garion knew that the phenonenon was not unusual, he
nonet hel ess felt a certain sense of superstitious apprehensi on when
he saw that the surface wi nds were noving westward while those al oft,
as procl aimed by the movenent of the clouds, noved east. He had seen
this happen many tinmes before, but mis tine he could not be positive
that the weather was responding to natural causes or to sonething

el se. Idly he wondered what those two eternal awarenesses m ght have
done had he and his friends not found a ship. He had a nonentary
vision of the sea parting to provide a broad hi ghway across its
bottom a highway littered with startled fish. He began to feel less
and less in charge of his own destiny. Even as he had on the |ong
trek to Cthol M shrak, he becanme increasingly certain that the two
propheci es were herding himtoward Korimfor a nmeeting that, though
he hinmsel f m ght not have chosen it, was the ultimte Event toward
which the entire universe had been yearning since the begi nning of
days. A plaintive "Why nme?" hovered on his |ips.

And then Ce' Nedra was there, burrowi ng under his arm as she had
during those first few heady days when they had finally discovered
that they did, in fact, | ove each other. "Wat are
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you thinking about, Garion?" she asked softly. She had changed out of
the antique green satin gown she had worn at the pal ace and now wore
a gray dress of utilitarian wool.

"I"'mnot, really. Probably worrying conmes a |ot closer."
"What's nmere to worry about? We're going to win, aren't we?"
' '"That hasn't been decided yet."'

"Of course you're going to win. You always do."

"This time's a little different, Ce' Nedra." He sighed. "It's not just
the neeting, though. |'ve got to choose ny successor, and the one
choose is going to be the new Child of Light—and nost probably a God.
If | pick the wong person, it's possible that 1'Il create a CGod
who' Il be an absol ute disaster. Could you imagine Silk as a God? He'd
be out there picking the pockets of the other Gods and inscribing

of f-color jokes in the constellations."

"He doesn't really seemto have the right kind of tenperanent for
it," she agreed. "I like himwell enough, but I'mafraid UL m ght
di sapprove very strongly. Wat else is bothering you?"



"You know what else. One of us isn't going to live through
tonmorrow. "'

“You don't really have to concern yourself about that, Gar-ion," she

said wistfully. "lIt's going to be nme. |Ve known that fromthe very
begi nni ng. "

"Don't be absurd. | can nake sure it's not you."

"Oh? How?"

“I'"l'l just tell themthat | won't nmake the Choice if they hurt you in
any way."

"Garion!" she gasped. "You can't do that! You'll destroy the universe
if you do!"

'So what ? The uni verse doesn't nmean anything to' me without you, you
know. "

"That's very sweet, but you can't do it. You wouldn't do it anyway.
YouVe got too great a sense of responsibility.'

"What makes you think you' re going to be the one?"

"The tasks, Garion. Every one of us has a task—-sone of us nore than
one. Belgarath had to find out where the neeting's going to take

pl ace. Velvet had to kill Harakan. Even Sadi had a task. He had to

kill Naradas. | have no task—except to die."

Garion decided at that point to tell her. "You did have a task,
Ce' Nedra," he told her, "and you did it very well."

"What are you tal king about ?"

“You woul dn't renenber it. After we left Kell, you were very drowsy
for several days.'

"Yes, | remenber that."
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"It wasn't because you were sleepy. Zandramas was tanpering with your
m nd. She's done it before. You renenber that you got sick on your
way to Rak Hagga?"

"Yes."

"It was a different kind of sickness, but it was Zandranas again.
She's been trying to take control of you for nore than a year now. '’

Ce' Nedra stared at him
"Anyway, after we left Kell, she managed to put your mind to sleep.

You wandered off and, out there in the forest, you thought you net
Arell."



"Arel | ? She's dead."

"I know, but you thought you nmet her all the sane, and she gave you
what you thought was our baby. Then this supposed Arell asked you
some questions, and you answered them"

"What ki nd of questions?”

"Zandramas had to find out where the neeting was supposed to take
pl ace, and she couldn't go to Kell. She posed as Arell so she could
ask you those questions. You told her about Perivor, about the map,
and about Korim That was your task.'

"I betrayed you?" Her | ook was stricken.

"No. You saved the universe. Zandramas absolutely has to be at Korim
at the right tinme. Sonmebody had to tell her where to go, and that was
your task.'

"I don't remenber any of this."
' '"Of course not. Aunt Pol erased the menmory of it fromyour mind. It
wasn't really your fault, and you'd have been overcone with renorse
if you'd been able to renenber what happened.”

"I still betrayed you."

"You did what had to be done, Ce' Nedra." Garion sniled a bit
wistfully. "You know, both sides in this have been trying to do the
same thing. We—and Zandramas, of course—have been trying to find
Korimand to keep the other side fromfinding out where it is so that
we can win by default. It was never going to happen that way, though.
The neeting absolutely has to take place before Cyradis can choose.
The prophecies weren't going to let it happen any other way. Both

si des have wasted a great deal of effort trying to do sonething that
sinmply could not be done. W should have all realized that fromthe
very begi nning. We could have saved ourselves a |ot of trouble. About
the only consolation | have is that Zandramas wasted a | ot nore
effort than we did.

"I"'mstill certain that it's going to be ne."

“"Nonsense. "
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"I just hope they let ne hold ny baby before |I die," she said sadly.

"You're not going to die, Ce' Nedra."

She ignored him "I want you to take care of yourself, Gar-ion," she
said firmy. "Be sure that you eat right, dress warmy in winter, and

make sure that our son doesn't forget ne."

"Ce' Nedra, will you stop this?"



"One last thing, Garion," she plowed on relentlessly. "After |'ve
been gone for a while, | want you to marry again. | don't want you
nopi ng around the way Belgarath has for the | ast three thousand
years."

"Absol utely not. Besides, nothing's going to happen to you."

"We'll see. Promise, Garion. You weren't neant to be alone, and you
need sonebody to take care of you."

"Have you alnmost finished with this?" It was Pol edra. She stepped out
frombehind the foremast in a businesslike way. "It's all very pretty
and sweetly nelancholy, I'"msure, but isn't it just a trifle
overdramatic? Garion's right, Ce' Nedra. Nothing's going to happen to
you, so why don't you fold up all this nobility and put it away in a
cl oset sonepl ace?"

"I know what | know, Poledra," Ce' Nedra said stubbornly.

"I hope you won't be too disappointed when you wake up the day after
tomorrow and find that you're in perfect health.”

"Who's it going to be, then?"

“"Me," Poledra said sinmply. "IVe known about it for over three
t housand years now, so |Ve had tine to get used to it. At |east |
have this day with the ones | |ove before | have to | eave for good.

Ce' Nedra, that wind is very chilly. Let's go bel ow before you catch
cold." ,

"She's just like your Aunt Pol, isn't she?" Ce' Nedra said over her
shoul der as Poledra firmy led her toward the stair |eading
bel owmdecks.

“Naturally," Garion called back

"It's started, | see,"” Silk said fromnot far away.

"What's started?"”

"The gushy farewells. Just about everybody's convinced that he's the
one who won't see the sun go down tonmorrow. |'d inagine that they'l
all come up here one by one to say good-bye to you. | thought I'd be
first—sort of to get it out of the way—but Ce' Nedra beat nme to it."’'
"You? Nothing could kill you, Silk. You're too |ucky."

“I'Ve made my own luck, Garion. It's not that hard to tanper with
dice." The little man's face grew reflective. "WVe really
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had some good tinmes, haven't we? | think they outweigh the bad ones,
and that's about ali a man can hope for."



"You're as maudlin as Ce' Nedra and mny grandnot her were.

"It does sort of seemthat way, doesn't it? And that's very
unbecomi ng. Don't be too sad about it, Garion. If | do happen to be
the one, it should spare nme the disconfort of making a very

unpl easant deci sion.'

"Ch? What decision is that?"

"You know nmy views on narriage, don't you?"

"Ch, yes. YouVe spoken on the subject many, many tines.

Silk sighed. "All that to the contrary, | think |I'mgoing to have to
make up my m nd about Liselle.”

"I wondered how | ong that would take you."
"You knew?" Silk | ooked surprised.

"Everybody knew, Silk. She set out to get you, and she did exactly
that."

"That's depressing—to get trapped finally when I'"min ny dotage."
“I"d hardly say you're that far gone."

"I nmust be even to be considering something like this," Silk said
moodily. "Liselle and | could continue to go on the way we have been,
| suppose, but sneaking down hallways to her bedroomin the niddle of
the night seens a little disrespectful for sone reason, and |I'mtoo
fond of her for that."

" Fond?"

"All right then," Silk snapped. "I'min love with her. Does it nake
you feel better to have nme cone right out and say it?"

"I just wanted to get it clear, that's all. Is this the first tine
youVe adnitted it—even to yoursel f?"

"I'Ve been trying to avoid that. Do you suppose we could tal k about
sonmet hing el se?" He | ooked around. "I wi sh he'd go find another piece
of air to fly in,"' he said in a grouchy tone of voice.

"Who?"

"That bl asted al batross. He's back again.” Silk pointed. Gar-ion
turned and saw the white seabird with its enormous wings O station
once nore just ahead of the bowsprit. The cloud bank to the west had
grown nore and nore purpie as the norning had progressed, and agai nst
t hat backdrop the snowy bird .seened alnpst to glow with an unearthly
i ncandescence.

"That's very strange,"” Garion said.

**| just wish | knew what he was up to," Silk said. "I'm goi ng bel ow.
I don't want to | ook at himanynore." He took
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Garionls hand in his. "WeVe had fun," he said gruffly. "Take care of
yoursel f."'

"You don't have to | eave."

"I have to nake roomfor all the others waiting in line to see you,
your Majesty." Silk grinned. "I think you're in fora depressing day.

I "mgoing to go find out if Beldin's found an ale barrel yet." Wth
a jaunty wave, the little man turned and went to the stairway | eading
bel ow.

Silk's prediction proved to be all too accurate. One by one, Garion's
friends cane up on deck to take | eave of him each firmy convinced
that he would be the one to die. At in all, it was a very gl oony
day.

It was al nost twilight when the last of the self-conposed epitaphs
had been conpleted. Garion | eaned on the rail, |ooking back at the
phosphorescent wake gl owi ng behind their ship

"Bad day, | take it?" It was Silk again.
"Dreadful. Did Beldin find any al e?"

"I don't recommend any of that for you. You'll need your wits about
you tonorrow. | just cane up to make sure that all the gl oom your
friends have been piling on you doesn't make you start thinking about
drowni ng yourself." Silk frowned. "What's that?" he asked.

"What' s what ?"

"That booni ng noise.” He |ooked toward the bow. "There it is," he

said tensely.

The purple sky had turned al nost black with the onset of evening, a
bl ack pierced here and there with patches of angry red, the |light of
the setting sun glowing through tfie clouds. There was a rusty-
colored blur Iow on the horizon, a blur that seened to be wearing a
whi te neckl ace of frothy surf.

Captain Kresca canme forward with the rolling walk of a nman who spends
little tinme ashore. "That's it, good masters,” he told them "That's
the reef."

Garion stared out at the Place Which Is No More, his thoughts and
enotions stunbling over each other.

And then the al batross gave a strange cry, a cry that seened al npst
triunphant. The great pearly-white bird dipped its pinions once, then
continued toward Korimon seem ngly notionless w ngs.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN



Oskatat the Seneschal nobved with a certain deliberate speed through
the corridors of the Drojim Pal ace toward the throne roomof Urgit,
hi gh King of Cthol Mirgos. Oskatat's scarred face was bl eak, and his
m nd was troubl ed. He stopped before the closely guarded door to the
throne room "I will speak with his Majesty," he decl ared.

The guards hastily opened the door for him Although by nutua
agreenent between hinself and King Urgit, Oskatat still bore only the
title of Seneschal, the guards, |like everyone else in the pal ace,
recogni zed the fact that he was second only to the king hinmself in
authority in Cthol Mirgos.

He found his rat-faced nonarch in |ight conversation with Queen Praia
and Queen Mot her Tamazin, Oskatat's own wife. "Ah, there you are,
Oskatat," Urgit said. "Now ny little famly is conplete. W' ve been
di scussi ng sone extensive renodeling of the DrojimPalace. Al these
jewels and the tons of gold
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on the ceilings are in terribly bad taste, wouldn't you say? Besides,
I need the nmoney I'll be able to get for all that trash for the war
effort.”

"Sonet hing i nportant has come up, Urgit," Oskatat told his king. By
royal command, Oskatat always called his king by his first nane in
private conversations.

"That's depressing,"” Ugit said, sprawling deeper into the cushions
on his throne. Taur Urgas, Urgit's supposed father, had scornfully
rej ected such conforts as cushions, preferring to set an exanple of
Mur go hardi hood by sitting for hours on cold stone. About all that
brai nl ess gesture had gained the nmad ki ng had been a fistula, which
had added quite noticeably in the later years of his life to his
irritability.

"Sit up straight, Urgit," Lady Tamazin, the king's nother, said
absently.

"Yes, nmother," Urgit replied, straightening slightly on his throne.
"Go ahead, Oskatat," he said, "but please drop it on ne gently.
Lately Ve noticed that 'inportant things' usually turn out to be
di sasters. ™"

“I'Ve been in contact with Jaharb, Chief Elder of the Da-gashi,"”
Oskatat reported. "At ny request, he's been trying to pinpoint the

| ocati on of Agachak the Hierarch. W've finally found hi mer at |east
found the port he sailed fromwhen he left Cthol Mirgos."

"Astonishing," Urgit said with a broad grin. "For once you've



actual ly brought nme sone good news. So Agachak has |eft Cthol Mirgos.
We can hope that it's his intention'to sail off the edge of the
world. I"mglad you told ne about this, Gskatat. |I'Il sleep much
better now that that wal king corpse no |onger contam nates what's
left of my ki ngdom Wre Jaharb's spies able to find out his intended
destinati on?"

"He's bound for Mallorea, Urgit. Judging fromhis actions, he appears
to believe that the Sardion is there. He went to Thull Mardu and
pressured King Nathel into acconmpanying him"

Urgit suddenly | aughed uproariously. "He actually did it!" he
excl ai med with delight.

"I don't quite follow you."

"l suggested to himonce that he take Nathel instead of me when he
went after the Sardion. Now he's saddled himself with that cretin.
I'd give a great deal to listen to sonme of their conversations. If he
happens to succeed, he'll make Nathel Over-king of Angarak, and

Nat hel can't even tie his own shoes.”

"You don't actually think Agachak will succeed, do you?"

Queen Praia said, a slight frown creasing her flaw ess brow. Queen
Prai a was several nonths gone with child, and she'd taken fl Hvorrying
about things lately.

"Wn?" Urgit snorted. "He hasn't got a chance. He has to get past

Bel garion first—ot to nention Bel garath and Pol gara. They'|
incinerate him" He sniled sardonically. "It's so nice to have
powerful friends." He stopped, frowning slightly. "W really ought to
war n Bel gari on, though—and Khel dar," he added. He spraw ed down into
his cushions again. ' 'The | ast we heard, Belgarion and his friends
had | eft Rak Hagga with Kal Zakath. Qur best guess was that they were
going to Mal Zeth, either as guests or as prisoners.'' He pulled at
his I ong, pointed nose. "I know Bel garion well enough to know that
he's not the sort to stay a prisoner for very long, though. Zakath
probably knows where he is, however. Oskatat, is there any way we can
get a Dagashi to Mal Zeth?"

" "We could try, Urgit, but our chances of success wouldn't be too
good, and a Dagashi m ght have some difficulty getting in to see the
Enmperor, Zakath's got a civil war on his hands, so he's likely to be
a bit preoccupied.”

"That's true, isn't it?" Urgit tapped his fingers on the armof his
throne. "He's still keeping abreast of what's happening here in Ctho
Mur gos, though, wouldn't you say?"

“Undoubt edl y. "
" "Why not let himbe our nessenger to Belgarion then?

"You're nmoving a little fast for nme, Urgit," Oskatat confessed.

"What's the nearest town occupied by the Ml oreans?"



"They still have a reduced garrison at Rak Cthaka. We coul d overwhel m
themin a few hours, but we haven't wanted to give Zakath any reason
to return to Cthol Miurgos in force."

Urgit shuddered. "I'mvery strongly inclined toward that |ine of

t hi nki ng mysel f," he admitted, "but | owe Belgarion several favors,
and | want to protect ny brother as much as | can. 1'Il tell you what
you do, OCskatat. Take about three army corps and run on down to Rak
Cthaka. Malloreans out in the countryside will run off to Rak Hagga
to pass the word on to Kal Zakath that we're beginning to attack his
cities. That should get his attention. MII around outside the city
for a while, then surround the place. Ask for a parlay with the
garrison conmander. Explain the situation to him 1'Il conpose a
letter to Kal Zakath pointing out a certain conmunity of interest in
this affair. I'msure he doesn't want Agachak in Mallorea any nore
than | want the old
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magi ci an here in Cthol Murgos. |'Ill suggest in the strongest terms
that he pass the word on to Belgarion. The word he'll have al ready
recei ved about our hostile actions will guarantee that he'll at |east
ook at my letter. He'll get in touch with Belgarion, and then we can
both sit back and watch the Godsl ayer solve our problemfor us." He
gri nned suddenly. "Who knows? This m ght even be the first step
toward a reconciliation between his Inperial |nplacableness and ne. |
really think it's time for An-garaks to stop killing each other."

' "Can't you squeeze any nore speed out of her?'' King Anheg demanded
of Captain Greldik.

"Of course, Anheg," Geldik growed. "I could crowd on nore sail, and
we'll be as swift as an arrowfor about five nminutes. Then the nasts
will break, and we'll go back to rowi ng. Wich shift should | put you
down for?"

"Grel di k, have you ever heard the term 'l £se-mjest£' ?"

"YouVe nentioned it frequently, Anheg, but you should take a | ook at
maritime | aw sonetine. When we're on board this ship and at sea, |
have even nore absolute authority than you' ve got in Val Alorn. If |
tell you to row, you'll rower swim'

Anheg wal ked away, muttering curses under his breath.

"Any | uck?" Enperor Varana asked as the Alorn king approached the
bow.

"He told ne to mind ny own business," Anheg grunted. "Then he offered
tolet me man an oar if | was in such a hurry.”

"Have you ever manned an oar before? "



"Once. Chereks are a seagoi ng people, and my father thought it would
be educational for ne to make a voyage as a deckhand. | didn't nind
the rowing so nuch. It was the flogging that irritated ne.'

"They actually flogged the crown prince?" Varana asked incredul ously.

"It's very hard to see an oarsnman's | ace when you' re coning up behind
him'' Anheg shrugged. ''The oarsmaster was trying to get nore speed
out of us. We were pursuing a Tol nedran nmerchantman at the tinme, and
we didn't want her to reach the safety of Thblnedran territoria
waters. "

"Anheg!" Varana excl ai ned.

"That was years ago, Varana. |'ve given orders now that Tbl nedran
vessels are not to be nolested—at |east not in the sight of
Wi t nesses. The whole point of this is that Geldik's

probably right. If he puts on all sail, the wind will uproot his
masts, and you and I'Il both wind up row ng."

"We don't have much chance of catching up with Barak, then, do we?"

“I"'mnot so sure. Barak's not nearly as good a sailor as Geldik is,
and that oversized tub of his isn't very responsive to the helm

We' re gaining on himevery day. When he gets to Mal-lorea, he's going
to have to stop in every port to ask questions. Mst Mall oreans

woul dn't recognize Garion if he wal ked up and spat in their eyes.
Khel dar's another matter, though. | understand that the little thief
has branch offices in nost of the cities and towns in Mllorea.

know how Barak thinks. As soon as he gets to Mallorea, he's going to
go looking for Silk, since Silk and Garion are obviously going to be
together. | don't have to ask about Silk, though. Al |'ve got to do
is describe the Seabird to waterfront loafers in just a few towns.
For the price of a few tankards of ale, I'll be able to follow Barak
wherever he goes. Hopefully we'll catch up with himbefore he finds
Garion and ruins everything. | just wish that blind girl hadn't told
him he couldn't go along. The fastest way | know of to get Barak to
do sonething is to forbid himto do it. If he was with Garion, at

| east Bel garath would be there to keep hi munder control."

"How do you propose to stop himeven if we do catch up with hin? H's
ship may be slower than this one, but it's also bigger, and it
carries nmore men."

"Greldik and I have worked that out," Anheg replied. "Greldik's got a
speci al piece of equipnent in his forward hold. It bolts to the bow
of this ship. If Barak refuses to cone about when | order himto,
Geldik's going to ramhim He won't go very fast in a sinking
ship."'

"Anheg, that's nonstrous!"”

"So's what Barak's trying to do. |f he succeeds in breaking through
to Garion, Zandramas will win, and we'll all end up under the heel of
sonmebody worse than Torak was. If | have to sink Seabirdto avoid
that, I'll do it ten tinmes over." He sighed. "I'lIl niss ny cousin,



t hough, in case he gets drowned,"” he adnmitted.

Queen Porenn of Drasnia had sunmoned Margrave Khen-don, the chief of
her intelligence service, to her private chanbers that norning and

i ssued her conmands in no uncertain trams. "Every oneof them
Javelin," she had said in a perenp-
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tory tone, "I want every single spy out of this wing of the pal ace
for the rest of the day.'

"Porenn!" Javelin had gasped. "That's unheard of!

" "Not really. You just heard it—fromne. Tell your people to sweep
all the unofficial spies out, as well. | want this wing of the pal ace
totally unpopul ated within the hour. | have spies of my own, Javelin,
and | know where all the usual hiding places are. Clean out every one
of them"

"I"'mbitterly disappointed in you, Porenn. Mnarchs sinply don't
treat the intelligence service in this fashion. Have you any idea of
what this is going to do to ny people's noral e?"

"Frankly, Khendon, | couldn't care |ess about the norale of your
prof essi onal snoops. This is a matter of suprenme urgency.'

"Has ny service ever failed you, your Majesty?" Javelin's tone had
been a bit of fended.

"Twice that J recall. Didn't the Bear-cult infiltrate your service?
And didn't your people fail abysmally to warn ne about GCeneral
Hal dar' s defection?"

Javelin had sighed. "Al'l right, Porenn, sonetinmes a few m -northings
have escaped us."

“"You call Haldar's going over to the Bear-cult m nor?"
“You' re being unnecessarily critical, Porenn,”

"I want this wing cleared, Javelin. Wuld you |like to have ne summn
my son? We'll draw up a procl amati on nmeki ng the prohibition against
spying on the royal fam |y pernmanent."

“You wouldn't!" Javelin's face had turned absolutely white. "The
whol e service would col |l apse. The right to spy on the royal famly
has al ways been the highest reward for exenplary service. Mst of ny
people junp at the chance.'' He frowned slightly. "Silk's turned it
down three tines already, though," he added.

"Then clear them out, Javelin—and don't forget the closet hidden



behind the tapestry in the corridor just outside.”
"How did you find out about thafi”

"Ididn't. Kheva did, actually."

Javel i n had groaned.

A few hours after that, Porenn sat inpatiently in her sitting room
with her son, King Kheva. Kheva was maturing rapidly now H s voice
had settled into a resonant baritone, and a downy beard had begun to
sprout on his cheeks. H s mother, in sonewhat marked contrast to nost
regents, had been gradually introducing himinto state councils and
negoti ations with foreign powers. It would not be [ ong now until she
could gently guide

.r himto the forefront and gradually wi thdraw herself from her
unwant ed position of authority. Kheva would be a good king, she

t hought. He was very nearly as shrewd as his father had been and he
had that npbst necessary trait in a reigning nonarch

good sense.

oi. There was a rat her heavy-handed pounding on the sitting-loom
door. "Yes?" Porenn replied.

i "It's me, Porenn," a brash-sounding voice said. "Yarblek." v "Cone
in, Yarblek. W've got sonething to talk about." s, Yarbl ek pushed
the door open, and he and Vella entered. | Porenn sighed. During the
course of her visit to Gar og Nadrak, & Vella had reverted. She had
shed the shall ow veneer of gentility f?Porenn had | abored so long to
create, and her garb indicated f that she had once again becone the
wi | d, untaneable creature '|I she had al ways been before.

7 "What's all the rush, Porenn?" Yarblek said gruffly, dunp-|ing
his shabby felt coat and shaggy hat in the corner. "Your nessenger

al nost killed his horse getting to ne."

"Sonet hi ng urgent has cone up," the Queen of Drasnia replied. "I
think it concerns us all. | want you to keep it in strictest
~confi dence, however."

"Confidence." Yarbl ek | aughed derisively. "You know there f aren't
any secrets in your palace, Porenn." ; "There is this time,"
Porenn said a bit snugly. "This nom

e :ing | ordered Javelin to clear all the spies out of this w ng of
die 'i palace.”

Yar bl ek grinned. "How did he take it?" "Badly, |I'mafraid.”

"Good. He's been getting just a little too sure of hinself flately.
Al right, let's get down to business. What's this prob-"tenP"

§; - “I'n a nmoment. Did you find out what Drosta's been up to?" "Of
course. He's trying to make peace with Zakath. He's been dealing—at a
di stance—with the Mall orean who's in charge [of their Bureau of
Internal Affairs; Brador, | think his nane is. Anyway, Drosta's been



letting Mallorean agents runnel through Gar og Nadrak to infiltrate
the west."''

It was Yarbl ek's tone of voice nore than anything that warned renn
that there was nore. "All of it, Yarblek. You' re hol ding ngs back.'
Yar bl ek sighed. "I hate dealing with a clever woman,"
"It seens so unnatural for some reason."
out of the range of Vella's daggers. "Al

he i npl ai ned.
Then he prudently skipped
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right.'' He gave up. ' Zakat h needs nmoney and lots of it to dea

with the wars he's got on two different fronts. Drosta's cut the

i mport duties on Mallorean carpets—at |east to the nmerchants who pay
taxes to Mal Zeth. Those Ml | oreans have been scalping Silk and nme in
t he Arendi sh markets."

"I assune you took advantage of that information?"

“Naturally." He thought a nonent. "Here's your chance to nake a tidy
profit, Porenn," he suggested. "Drosta's cut the inmport duties to the
Mal | oreans by fifteen percent. You could raise your duties by the
same anmount. You'll nmke nmoney, and Silk and | can stay conpetitive."

"I think you're trying to swindle ne, Yarblek," Porenn said
suspi ci ously.

"Me?"

"We'll talk about it later. Now, listen very carefully. This is the
reason | sent for you. Barak, Mndorallen, Hettar, Lell-dorin, and
Relg are sailing to Mallorea. We're not entirely positive, but we
think they plan to intrude thenselves in Belgarion's quest. You were
there at Rheon, and you know what that Dal a-sian Seeress told us.
Those hot heads absol utely have to stay out of it."

“I"l'l certainly agree about that."
"How fast can you get a nessage to your people in Mllorea?"
"A few weeks. Maybe a little fester if | make it a top priority.”

"This matter has the highest priority, Yarblek. Anheg and Varana are
chasi ng Barak, but we can't be sure they'll catch himin tine. W
have to delay Barak, and the best way to do that is to feed him

m sinformation. | want you to instruct your people in Mallorea to
tell Barak lies. Keep himgoing off in the wong direction every
chance you get. Barak will be follow ng Khel-dar, so he'll be
checking in at every one of your branch offices in Mallorea for
information. If Kheldar and the others are going to Maga Renn or Penn
Daka, have your people tell Barak thai he's going to Mal Dariya."



"I know the procedure, Porenn," Yarblek said. He squinted at her
specul atively. "You'll be turning authority here in Drasnia over to
his Majesty here fairly soon, won't you?" he asked her

“In a few years, yes."

"When this business in Mallorea is concluded, | think Silk and
m ght want to have a long discussion with you."

" d,l?n

"What's your feeling about accepting a junior partnership in our
operation—after your obligations here in Boktor have all been
satisfied?"

"I"'mvery flattered, Yarblek. Wat possessed you to raise such a
possibility? "

"You' re very shrewd, Porenn, and you've got all sorts of contacts. W
m ght even be prepared to go as high as a five percent share."

"Absol utely out of the question, Yarblek," King Kheva interrupted
surprisingly. "The percentage would have to be at |east twenty."

"Twenty?" Yarbl ek al nost screaned.

*' | have to protect nmy nother's interests,'' Kheva said blandly.
"She won't al ways be young, you know, and |'d hate to see her spend
her declining years scrubbing floors."

"This is highway robbery, Kheva!" Yarblek's face had turned bright
red.

"I"'mnot holding a knife to your throat, Yarblek," Kheva said. "It
m ght really be better in the long run if nother went into business
for herself anyway. She should be able to do very well—particularly
in view of the fact that all menbers of the royal famly are exenpt
from Drasnian inport duties.'

"I think you just stabbed yourself in the hand, Yarblek." Vella
smrked. "As long as you're getting bad news today anyway, | m ght as
wel | add my share. Wen this is all over, | want you to sell ne."
"Sell you? To whon®"

“I'"l'l tell you when the tine cones."”

"Has he got any noney?"

"I really don't know, but that doesn't matter. I|'l|l pay you your
share of the price nyself.'

"You nust really think a lot of himto make that kind of an offer.”
"You have absolutely no idea, Yarblek. | was made for this nan."

"W were told to stay here, Atesca," Bradorsaid stubbornly.



"That was before this long silence," CGeneral Atesca said, nervously
pacing up and down in the large pavilion they shared. Atesca wore his
uni form and his gold-inlaid steel breastplate. "The Em perort well -
bei ng and safety are ny responsibility."

"They're as much mine as they are yours." Brador was ab-
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sently rubbing the furry tumry of the half-grown cat |ying ecstatic
in his tap.

"All right, why aren't you doing sonmething about it then? W haven't
had word of himin weeks. Not even your intelligence network can tel
us where he is.”

"I know that, Atesca, but |I'mnot going to disobey an inperia
command j ust because you're getting nervous—er bored."

" "Why don't you stay here and take care of the kittens, then?
Atesca said acidly. "I"mgoing to nove the army out tonorrow
nor ni ng. "

"I didn't deserve that, Atesca."

"Sorry, Brador. This long silence is making me a little edgy, and I'm
losing ny grip on civility."

“I"m as concerned as you are, Atesca," Brador said, "but all of ny
training rises up in protest at the notion of flying directly in the
face of an inperial conmand." The kitten in Brador's |ap nuzzled at
his fingers affectionately. "You know," he said, "I think that when
his Majesty returns, I'll ask himif | can have this kitten. I'm
really growi ng rather fond of her."

"That's up to you," Atesca said. "Trying to find hones for two or
three litters of kittens every year m ght keep you out of trouble."
The broken-nosed general tugged thoughtfully at one earl obe. "How
about a conprom se?" he suggest ed.

"Ifai always willing to listen."

“"All right. W know that Urvon's arny has |argely disbanded, and
there's fairly strong presunptive evidence that Ur-von is dead."

"I"d say so, yes."
"And Zandranmas has nmoved her forces into the Dal asi an protectorates.”
"That's what my people report."

“"Now then, we're both senior officials in his Majesty's governnent,
aren't we?"

"Yes."



"Doesn't that mean that we're expected to use our own initiative to
t ake advantage of tactical situations that arise in the field w thout
consulting Mal Zetn?"

"l suppose so. YouVe spent nore tine in the field than | have,
t hough. "

"It's standard practice, Brador. All right, then. Darshiva is
virtually undefended. What |'m suggesting is that we restore order
across the river in Peldane and nove in to occupy Darshiva. That way
we cut Zandramas off from her base of support.
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W set up a main |line of resistance along the edge of those nmountains
to repel her forces if they try to return. We'll have effectively
brought these two provinces back under inperial control. W m ght
even get a few nmedals out of it."

"His Majesty would be rather pleased if that happened, wouldn't he?"
"He'd be overjoyed, Brador."

"I still don't see how occupying Darshiva is going to get us any
closer to locating his Majesty."”

"That's because you're not a mlitary man. W have to keep track of
the enemy. In this case, that nmeans the Darshivan arny. Standard
mlitary procedure in such situations is to send out patrols in force
to make contact with the enemy to deternmine his strength and probable
intentions. |If those patrols should just happen to encounter the

Enperor in the process, well— He spread his hands el oquently.

"You'd have to brief the officers in command of those patrols rather
t horoughly," Brador pointed out cautiously. "A green |lieutenant mni ght
get flustered and blurt out things we'd rather not have the Enperor
aware of . "

"I said patrols mforce, Brador." Atesca smiled. "I was thinking
along the lines of full brigades. A brigade is conmanded by a
colonel, and I Ve got a nunber of fairly intelligent colonels."”

Brador grinned at his friend. "Wien do we start?'' he asked.

"Did you have anything planned for tonorrow norning?"

“Not hing that | can't postpone," Brador said.

* 'But why didn't you know it was com ng?' ' Barak demanded of Drol ag,
his bosun. The two of them stood on the aft deck with the wi nd-driven
rain sheeting al nost horizontally across the rail to tear at their

bear ds.

Drol ag nopped at his face with one hand. "I haven't got the faintest
i dea, Barak," he adnmitted. "That |eg has never iailed nme before.'



Drol ag was one of those unfortunates who at sone tine in the past had
broken one of his legs—n Drolag's case it had happened in a tavern
brawl . He had di scovered not | ong after the bone had knit that the

Il eg was extraordinarily sensitive to weather changes. He was able to
predi ct the onset of bad weather wi th uncanny accuracy. Hi s shipmates
al ways wat ched himvery closely. When Drolag wi nced with every step

t hey began searching the horizons for oncom ng storns; when he

i nped, they shortened sail and began rigging safety |ines; and
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when he fell down with a surprised cry of pain, they i mediately
battened down all hatches, rigged the sea anchor, and went bel ow
Drol ag had turned a tenporary inconvenience into a lifetine career

He al ways commanded top pay, and nobody ever expected himto do any
real work. All he had to do was pace the deck where everybody coul d
watch him The mraculous | eg even nade it possible for himto

predict with sone degree of certainty just exactly when a given storm
would hit. But not this time. The stormthat swept the Seabirtfs
decks with wind and pelting rain had come unannounced, and Drol ag was
as surprised by its arrival as any man on board.

"You didn't get drunk and fall down and break it again, did you?"

Bar ak demanded suspiciously. Barak had very little know edge of human
anat ony- —except about where to hit someone with an axe or to run a
sword through himthat woul d have the desired, and usually fatal
results. The big red-bearded man reasoned sonewhat foggily that if
Drol ag had achi eved his weather sensitivity by breaking his leg, a
second break m ght very well have taken it away again.

"No, of course | didn't, Barak," Drolag said disgustedly. "I'm not
going to risk nmy livelihood for a few tankards of bad ale.”

"How did the storm sneak up on you, then?"

"I don't know, Barak. Maybe it's not a natural storm Some w zard may
have summned it. | don't know if ny leg would react to sonething
like that."

"That's always an easy excuse, Drolag," Barak scoffed. "Anytinme an
i gnorant man can't explain something, he blanes it on magic."

"I don't have to take this, Barak," Drolag said hotly. "I earn ny
way, but | tanot responsible for supernatural forces."

"Go below, Drolag," Barak told him "Have a long talk with your |eg
and see if it can cone up with a better excuse.'

Drol ag staggered down the pitching deck talking to hinself.

Barak was in a foul hunmor. Everything seemed to be conspiring to
delay him Not Iong after he and his friends had wi tnessed Agachak's
unpl easant demnmi se, Seabird had struck a subrmerged | og and sprung a
seam It had only been by dint of herculean bailing that they had
been able to |inp downriver to Dal Zerba and to haul the | eaky ship
up onto a mud bar for repairs. That chore had cost themtwo weeks,



and now this storm from nowhere added to the delay. Then Unrak cane
up frombelow, trailed by the dull-faced King of the Thulls. Unrak
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| ooked around with the wind clawing at his bright-red hair. "It
doesn't seemto be letting up, does it, father?" he observed.

“Not noticeably."

"Hettar wants to talk with you."

"I'"ve got to steer this big brute."

"The nmate can do it, father. Al he has to do is keep her bow into
the wind. Hettar's been studying that map, and he thinks we're in
danger."

"Fromthis little storn? Don't be silly."

"I's Seabirtfs bottom strong enough to take on rocks?"

"We're in deep water."

“"Not for long, | don't think. Just cone below, father. Hettar can
show you. "

Grunbling, Barak turned the tiller over to the first nate and

foll owed his son to the conpani onway | eadi ng bel ow. Nathel, the King
of the Thulls, trailed along behind them his face incurious. Nathe
was a bit older than Unrak, but he had taken to follow ng Barak's
red- haired son about like a stray puppy. Unrak was none too gracious
to his unwanted conpani on.

"What's this all about, Hettar?" Barak denmanded of his friend as he
entered the cranped cabin.

"Cone over here and have a look," the tall Algar said.

Barak strode to the bolted-down table and | ooked down at the nmap.
"We left Dal Zerba yesterday norning, right?"

"Yes. We'd have gotten away sooner if somebody'd been paying
attention to what was |ying under the surface of that river. | think
["Il find out who was on bow watch that day and have hi m keel -

haul ed. "

"What's keel - haul ed?" Nat hel asked Unrak.

"Sonet hing very unpl easant,"” the red-haired boy replied.
“I"d rather you didn't tell ne, then. 1 don't |ike unpleasant stuff."

"What ever you want, your Majesty." Unrak did have a few manners.



"Couldn't you just call ne Nathel ?" the Thull asked plaintively. "I'm
not really a king anyway. Mther's the one who makes all the
deci sions. ™

"“Anyt hing you want, Nathel." Unrak said it with a certain
pity.

"How far would you estinmate we've conme since yesterday?
Hettar asked Bar ak.
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"Ch, nmaybe twenty | eagues. W had to heave to | ast night because
we're in strange waters."

"That puts us alnost right here, doesn't it?" Hettar pointed at an
om nous synmbol on the map.

"We aren't anywhere near that reef, Hettar. We cane about to
sout heast as soon as we canme out of that estuary at the nouth of the
river."

"But we haven't been goi ng sout heast, Barak. There seens to be a
current that conmes down along the west coast of Mal-lorea, and it's a
fairiy strong one. |'ve checked a few tinmes. Your bow is pointed

sout heast, but the Seabird has been drifting sideways al nbst due
sout h because of that current.”

"When did you suddenly beconme such an expert on sailing?

**| don't have to be, Barak. Take a stick of wood and throw it off

your starboard side. Your ship will catch up with the stick in just a
few minutes. We're definitely drifting south in spite of whichever
direction your bowis pointed. |I'd guess that within an hour we' 11

be able to hear the surf breaking on that reef.’

"I do confirmthat our friend speaketh truth, my Lord of Trell heim?"
Mandoral | en assured him "I nyself have witnessed his experinment with
the stick. Truly, we are tending southward."

"What can we do?" Lelldorin asked a bit apprehensively.

Barak stared gloonily at the map. "We don't have any choice,"” he
said. "We can't get back out into open sea in this storm W'IlI|l have
to drop both anchors and hope that we can find a bottomthat'll hold
us. Then we sit tight and ride it out. What's the name of that reef,
Het t ar ?"

ftirim" the Al gar replied.
CHAPTER TWVENTY

Li ke al nost every other ship's cabin in all the world, the one on
Captain Kresca's vessel was | ow and had dark-stai ned beans overhead.



The furniture was bolted to the floor, and oil |anps swng fromthe
beans as the ship, swinging at anchor, rolled heavily in the conbers
coming in off the Sea of the East. Garion rather |iked being at sea.
There was a cal mess, a kind of suspension of care out on deep water
When he was ashore it seened that he was al ways scurrying from pl ace
to place through crowds of people, all filling his ears with

di stractions. At sea, however, there was tine to be alone with his

t houghts, and the even, patient roll of waves and the sl ow nmovenent

of the sky nmade those thoughts |Iong and deep

Their evening neal had been sinple, a hearty bean soup and thick
slices of dark, rich bread, and they sat on the benches around the
plain table after they had eaten, talking idly and
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awaiting the arrival of the captain, who had promised to join them as
soon as he had secured his ship

The hal f-grown wol f [ ay under the table near where Ce' Nedra sat, and
his eyes had a studied, pleading ook in them Ce' Nedra slipped him
ti dbits when she thought no one was watching her. Wl ves are not
stupid, after all.

"The surf seens to be heavy," Zakath said, cocking his head to one
side to listen to the boom ng of the waves against the rocks of the
reef. ' "That's likely to cause sone problenms when we try to | and,
isn't it?"

" 'l rather doubt it," Belgarath said. ' 'This storm has probably
been brewi ng since the day the earth was made. It's not going to
interfere with us in any way,"

"Aren't you being just a little fatalistic, Belgarath?" Beldin
suggested. "And perhaps slightly overconfident?"

"I don't think so. The two prophecies must have this neeting. They've
been com ng toward this place since the beginning of tine. They're
not going to let anything interfere with the arrival of anyone who's
supposed to be here."

"Why raise a stormlike this, then?"

"The stormwasn't designed to hinder us—er Zandranas.
"What is its purpose?"

"It's probably out there to keep others away. There are only certain
peopl e who are supposed to be on that reef tonorrow. The prophecies
are going to see to it that no one else can set foot on it unti

after our business has been conpleted."

Garion | ooked at Cyradis. The blindfolded girl's face was calm even
serene. The half conceal ment of the strip of cloth across her eyes



had al ways at |east partially conceal ed her features fromhim 1In
this light, however, he suddenly realized just how extraordinarily

beauti ful she really was.' 'That raises sonething rather interesting,
Grandfather,” he said. "Cyradis, didn't you tell us that the Child of
Dark has al ways been solitary? Doesn't that nean that she'll have to

face us al one tonorrow?"

"Thou hast misread my neaning, Belgarion of Riva. Thou and each of

t hy conpani ons have had your nanes writ large in the stars since the
begi nni ng of days. Those who wi ||l acconpany the Child of Dark,
however, are of no monent. Their names do not stand in the book of
the heavens. Zandramas is the only emissary of the dark prophecy of
any significance. The others she will bring with her were doubtl ess
chosen at random and their nunbers are limted to nmatch your force.
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"A fair fight, then," Velvet nmurnured approvingly. "I think we can
probably cope."

"That doesn't bode too well for ne, though," Beldin said. "Back at
Rheon, you rather carefully listed the people who were supposed to
come here with Garion. As | recall, my nane wasn't on the list. Do
you suppose they forgot to send nme an invitation?"

“Nay, gentle Beldin. Thy presence here is necessary now. Zandranas
hath included in her forces one who is beyond the prophecies. Thou
art here to offset that one, though in nunbers only."

"Zandranmas can't ever play a game without cheating, can she?" Silk
sai d.

"Can you?" Vel vet asked him

"That's different. I'monly playing for worthless counters-bits and
pi eces of uninportant nmetal. The stakes in this game are a | ot
hi gher. "

The cabi n door opened, and Captain Kresca entered with several rolls
of parchment under his arm He had changed out of his doublet and now
wore a tar-stained canvas sea coat and no hat. Garion saw that his
short-cropped hair was as silvery as Belgarath's, a startling
contrast to his deeply tanned and weathered face. "The storm seens to
be abating," he announced. "At |east around the reef it is. | don't
think I've ever seen a stormlike this."

“I"d be surprised if you had, Captain,"” Beldin told him "As closely
as we can deternmine, this is the first one—and probably the | ast—ef
its kind."

“I think you're wong, friend," Captain Kresca di sagreed. "There's
nothing new in the way of weather in the world. It's all happened
before."

"Just let it lie," Belgarath said quietly to Beldin. "He's a Ml cene
He's not really prepared for this sort of thing."



"AH right," the captain said, pushing their soup bow s out of the way
and laying his charts on the table. "W're here." He pointed. "Now,
whi ch part of the reef was it you propose to | and on?"

"The highest pinnacle," Belgarath told him

Kresca sighed. "I mght have known," he said. "That's the one part of
the reef where ny charts aren't too accurate. About the tine | got to
t aki ng soundi ngs around that one, a squall cane out of nowhere, and
had to back off." He thought about it. “"No matter," he deci ded.

"We'll stand a half nile or so off-
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shore and go in with the |ongboat. There's sonething you ought to
know about that part of the reef, though."

" Oh?" Bel gar at hsai d.
“I think there are sonme people there.”
"I sort of doubt it."

"I don't really know of any other creature that builds fires, do you?
There's a cave on the north side of that pinnacle, and sailors have
been seeing the light of fires coming out of the nouth of it for
years now. It's my guess that there's a band of pirates living in
there. It wouldn't be all that hard for themto come out in snal
boats on dark nights and wayl ay nerchantnen in the straits on the

| andward side of the reef."

' "Can you see the fire fromwhere we are right now?'' Garion asked
hi m

"'l 'd guess so. Let's go topside and have a | ook. *'

The | adies, Sadi, and Toth remained in the cabin, and Garion and his
other friends foll owed Captain Kresca up the conpan-ionway to the
deck. The wi nd, which had been how ing through the rigging when the
sail ors had dropped anchor, had fallen off, and the surf along the
reef was no | onger frothy.

"There," Kresca said, pointing. "lIt's not quite as visible fromthis
angl e, but you can meke it out. Wen you're standing out to sea from
the cave mouth, it's really bright."

DimMy, Garion could see a sooty red glow a short way up the side of a
bul ky-1 ooki ng peak jutting up out of the sea. The other rocks that
formed the reef appeared to be little nore than slender spires, but
the central peak had a different shape. For some reason, it ren nded
Garion of the truncated nountain that was the site of far-off Prolgu
i n U gol and.

“"Nobody' s ever explained to ny satisfaction how the top of mat
mountain got sliced off like that," Kresca said.



"It's probably a very long story,"” Silk told him The litde man
shivered. "It's still alittle chilly out here," he noted. "Wy don't
we go bel ow agai n?"

Garion fell back to wal k beside Bel garath. "Wat's nmaking that |ight,
Grandf at her?" he asked quietly.

“I"'mnot entirely sure,” Belgarath replied, "but |I think it mght be
the Sardion. We know it's in that cave."

"We do?"

"Of course we do. At the tinme of the neeting, the Orb and the Sardion
have to come into each other's presence in the sane way you and
Zandramas do. That Mel cene schol ar who stole the Sardi on—+the one
Senji told us about-sailed around the
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southern tip of Gandahar and di sappeared into these waters. That was
all too convenient to be nere coincidence. The Sardion was
controlling the scholar, and the scholar delivered the stone to the
precise place it wanted to go. It's probably been waiting for us in
that cave for about five hundred years."

Garion | ooked back over his shoulder. The hilt of his sword was
covered by the | eather sleeve, but he was still fairly certain that
he'd be able to see the nmuted glow of the Orb. "Doesn't the Ob
usually react to the presense of the Sardion?" he asked.

"W may not be cl ose enough yet, and we're still at sea. Open water
confuses the Orb. Then, too, maybe it's trying to conceal itself from
t he Sardion. "'

' "Could it actually think its way through that conplex an idea? It's
usually fairly childish, |I've noticed."

"Don't underestimate it, Garion."
"Everything's fitting together, then, isn't it?"

"It all has to, Garion. OQtherw se what's going to happen tonorrow
couldn't happen.”

"Well, father?" Polgara asked as they reentered the cabin.

"There's a fire of some kind in that cave, all right," he told her
Hi s fingers, however, were telling her sonmething else.-¥Y'Ill talk
about it in nore detail after the captain | eaves.—He turned toward
Kresca. "When's the next low tide?" he asked the seanan.

Kresca squi nted, calculating. "W just mssed one," he said. "The
tide's coming in now The next low tide will conme about daybreak and,
if my observations are correct, it should be a neap tide. Well, |l

| eave you to get sone rest now. | sort of gather that you' ve got a



full day ahead of you tonorrow "

"Thank you, Captain Kresca," Garion said, shaking the seaman's hand.

"Don't nention it, Garion." Kresca grinned. "The King of Pel dane paid
me very handsonely for this voyage, so being hel pful doesn't really
cost ne anything."

"Good." Garion grinned back. "I like to see friends get ahead in the
world."

The captain | aughed and went back out with a hearty wave.

"What was he tal king about?" Sadi asked. "What's a neap tide?"
"It only happens a few tinmes a year," Beldin explained. "It's an
extrene lowtide. It has to do with the positions of the sun and
noon. "
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"Everything seens to be going out of its way to nmeke tonorrow a very
speci al day," Silk observed.

"All right, fother," Polgara said crisply. "What's the story on the
fire in that cave?"

"I can't be positive, Pol, but | rather strongly suspect that it's
not a group of pirates—not after all the trouble the propheci es have
gone to to keep people away fromthe cave."

"What do you think it is, then?"

"It's probably the Sardion."

"Whuld it give off a red gl ow?"

He shrugged. "The Orb glows blue. | suppose there's a sort of logic
to the Sardion's glowing a different color."

"Why not green?" Silk asked.

"Green's an in-between color,"” Beldin told him "It'sam x-ture of
bl ue and yel |l ow. "'

“"You're a real gold mne of useless informtion, you know that,
Bel din? "Silk said.

"There's no such thing as useless information, Kheldar." Beldin
sni f f ed.

"All right," Zakath said, "how are we going to go about this?"



"Cyradis," Belgarath said to the Seeress, "I'm guessing about this,
but I think I"'mfairly close. Nobody is going to reach that cave
first, are they? What | nean is that the prophecies aren't going to
| et Zandramams get there before we do—er let us get there first
either."
"Astoundi ng," Beldin murnured. "That actually sounded like rea
logic. Aren't you feeling well, Belgarath?"

"Wul d you pl ease?" Belgarath grow ed. "Well, Cyradis?"

She paused, her expression distant. Garion seenmed to hear that faint
choral nurrmuring.' "Thy reasoning is correct, Ancient One. The sane
perception cane to Zandramas sonme tine ago, so | am not revealing
anyt hing unto thee which she doth not already know. Zandranas,
however, hath rejected the fruits of her reasoning and hath striven
to circunvent her conclusions."

"Very well, then," Zakath said, "since we're all going to get there
at the sane tinme anyway, and since everybody knows about it, there's
not much point in being coy, is there? | say we just |land on the
beach and march straight to the cave."

"Stopping only | ong enough for you and ne to put on our arnor,"”
Garion added. "It probably wouldn't be a good idea to dress up here
on board ship. It m ght nake Kresca nervous."

"Your plan sounds good to ne, Zakath," Durni k agreed.

"I"mnot so sure,’
to sneaking."

Silk said dubiously. "There's a certain advantage

"Drasni ans," Ce' Nedra sighed.

"Listen to his reasons before you throw the notion out, Ce' Nedra,"
Vel vet suggest ed.

"It's sort of like this,"” Silk went on. "Zandranas knows—deep
down—that she can't beat us to that cave, but she's been trying for
months all the sane, hoping that there's some way she can bypass the
rules. Now, let's try to think the way she does."

"I'"d sooner take poison," Ce' Nedra said with a shudder

"It's only for the sake of understandi ng your opponent, Ce' Nedra.

Now, Zandramas has been hopi ng agai nst hope that she can beat us to
that cave and avoid the necessity of coming up against Garion. He did
kill Torak, after all, and nobody in his right mind would willingly
confront the Godsl ayer."

"I"'mgoing to have that renoved fromny title when | get back to
Riva," Garion said sourly.

"You can do that later,” Silk told him "Wat would Zandramas nost
likely feel if she arrived at the cave nouth, | ooked around, and
didn't see us?"



"I think | see where you're going, Kheldar," Sadi said admringly.
"You woul d," Zakath said dryly.

“It's really rather brilliant, you know, Kal Zakath," the eunuch
said. "Zandramas is going to feel a wild exultation. She'll believe
that she's succeeded in circunventing the prophecies and that she's
won in spite of them"”

' '"Then what's going to happen to her when we all step out from
behi nd a boul der and she finds out that she still has to face Garion
and subnit to the choice of Cyradis after all?" Silk asked.

"She's probably going to be very disappointed,” Vel vet said.

"I think disappointment mght be too mld aterm" Silk suggested. "I
think chagrin mght cone closer. Couple that with exasperation and a
heal t hy dose of fear, and we'll be | ooking at sonebody who's not
going to be thinking too clearly. W're feirly sure there's going to
be a fight when we get there, and you've always got an advantage in a
fi ght when the opposing general is distracted."”

"It's sound tactical reasoning, Garion," Zakath conceded.

“I"l'l go along with it," Belgarath said. "If nothing else, it should
give ne the opportunity to pay Zandramas back for all the tinmes she's
upset me. | think | still owe her just a bit for
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slicing pieces out of the Ashabine Oracles. |I'Il talk with Captain

Kresca early tonorrow norning and find out if there's a beach on the
east side of the peak. Wth a neap tide, our chances should be pretty

good. Then we'll work our way up along the side of the peak, staying
out of sight. W'll take cover near the cave nouth and wait for
Zandramas to put in an appearance. Then we'll step out and surprise
her."

"I can add an even bigger advantage," Beldin said. "I'll scout on
ahead and |l et you know when she | ands. That way, you'll be ready for
her."

“Not as a hawk, though, uncle," Pol gara suggested.
"Why not ?"

"Zandramas isn't stupid. A hawk woul dn't have any busi ness on that
reef. There wouldn't be anything there for himto eat."

“Maybe she'll think the stormblew ne out to sea."

"Do you want to risk your tail feathers on a maybe? A seagull
uncle."

"A seagul | ?" he objected. "But they're so stupid—and so dirty."



"You? Worried about dirt?" Silk asked him | ooking up. Silk had been
busily counting on his fingers.

"Don't push it, Kheldar," Beldin grow ed om nously.

"What day of the month was Prince Geran born on?" Silk asked
Ce' Nedr a.

"The seventh, why?"

"We appear to have another one of those things that's setting out to
make tonorrow very special. If IVe counted right, tomorrow will be
your son's second birthday."

"It can't be!" she exclainmed. "My baby was born in the wintertine."

"Ce'Nedra," Garion said gentiy, "Riva's up near the top of the world.
This reef is near the bottom It is winter in Riva right now. Count
up the nonths since Geran was born—the tinme he spent with us before
Zandramas stole him the time we spent marching on Rheon, the trip to
Prolgu then to Tol Honeth and on to Nyissa and all those other places
where we had to stop. | think if you count rather closely, you'l

find that it has been very close to two years."”

She frowned, ticking the nonths off. Finally, her eyes went very
wide. "I think he's right!" she exclaimed. "Geran will be two years
old tonorrow "

Dum k laid his hand on the litde queen's arm "I'll see if | can nake
sonmething for you to give as a present, Ce' Nedra,"
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he said gently. "A boy ought to have a birthday present after he's
been separated fromhis famly for so long."

Ce' Nedra's eyes filled with tears. "Oh, Durnik!" She wept, enbracing
him "You think of everything."

Garion | ooked at Aunt Pol, his fingers noving slightly. -y don't you
| adi es take her in and put her to bed?—tvt suggested.-¥e're al

t hrough here, and if she thinks too nmuch about this, she's going to
get herself worked up. Tonorrow s going to be hard enough for her
anyway, —

—You m ght be right. —

After the ladies had left, Garion and the other men sat around the
bol t ed-down tabl e rem niscing. They covered in sone detail the
various adventures they had shared since that wi nd-tossed night so

| ong ago when Garion, Belgarath, Aunt Pol, and Dum k had crept out
through the gate of Faldor's farminto the world where the possible
and the inpossible inexorably nerged. Again Garion felt that sense of
cl eansing, coupled with sonething else. It was as if, by
recapitulating all that had happened in their long journey to the
reef lying out there in the darkness, they were sonehow bringing



everything into focus to strengthen their resolve and their sense of
purpose. It seened to help for some reason.

"I think that's about enough of that," Belgarath said finally, rising
to his feet. "Now we all know what's behind us. It's tinme to pack al
that away and start | ooking ahead. Let's get sone sleep. *'

Ce' Nedra stirred restlessly when Garion slipped into bed. "I thought
you were going to stay up all night," she said sleepily.

"W were tal king."

"I know. | could hear the murnmur of voices even in here. And nen
think wonen talk all the tine."

"Don't you?"

"Probably, but a woman can tal k while her hands are busy. A man
can't."

"You might be right."
There was a nonent of silence. "Garion," she said.
"Yes, Ce' Nedra?"

“Can | borrow your knife—the little dagger Durnik gave you when you
were a boy?"

“If you want something cut, point it out. I'11 cut it for you."

"It's nothing like that, Garion. | just want to have a knife
t omorrow. "

"What for?"

"As soon as | see Zandranmas, |'mgoing to kill her."
"Ce' Nedra!"
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"I have every right to kill her, Garion. You told Cyradis you didn't
think you could do it because Zandramas is a wonan. | don't suffer
fromthe same kind of delicacy as you do. |'mgoing to carve out her
heart —+f she has one—slowWy.'' She said it with a fierceness he had
never heard in her voice before. ' 'I want blood, Garion! Lots of

bl ood, and | want to hear her screamas | twi st the knife in her
You'll lend ne your dagger, won't you?' * "Absolutely not!"

"That's all right, Garion," she said in an icy tone. "I”~n sure
Liselle will lend me one of hers. LiseUe's a woman and she knows how
| feel,'' Then she turned her back on him "Ce' Nedra," he said
pl acatingly. "Yes?" Her tone was sul ky. "Be reasonable, dear."

"l don't want to be reasonable. | want to kill Zandramas." ' 'I 'm



not going to let you put yourself in that kind of danger. W have
much nore inportant things to do tonorrow.'' She sighed. "I suppose
you're right. It's just—= "Just what?"

She turned back and put her arns around his neck. "Never nind
Garion," she said. "Let's go to sleep now." She nestled down agai nst
him and after a few nonents her regular breathing told himthat she
had drifted off.

"You shoul d have given her the knife, "the voice in his mnd told
him "Silk could have stolen it back from her sonetinme tonorrow
"But —

"We've sot sonmething else to talk about, Garion. Have you been

t hi nki ng about your successor ?"

"Well —sort of. It doesn't really fit any of them you know. " "Have
you given serious consideration to each of then?" ' 7 suppose | have,
but |1 haven't been able to make any decisions yet.

"You 're not supposed to make your choice yet. Al you had to do
was t hink about each one of themand get themall firmy fixed in

your mnd. "

"' When do / make the choice then ?'' ' "At the |ast possible nmonment,
Garion. Zandramas m ght be able to hear your thoughts, but she can't

hear what you haven't decided yet. "

"What if | make a m st ake?"

"I really don't think you can, Garion. | really don't.
Garion's sleep was troubled that night. H s dreans seened
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chaotic, disconnected, and he woke often only to sink back into a
restless doze. There was at first a kind of distorted recapitulation
of the strange dreanms that had so disturbed himthat night |ong ago
on the Isle of the Wnds just before his |ife had been unalterably
changed. The question "Are you ready?" seenmed to echo again and again
in the vaults of his mnd. Again he faced Rundorig with Aunt Pol's
matter-of-fact instruction to kill his boyhood friend roaring in his
m nd. And then the boar he had encountered in the snow wood outside
Val Alorn was there, pawing at the snow, its eyes aglow with rage and
hate. ' 'Are you ready?" Barak asked him before rel easing the beast.
Then he stood on the colorless plain surrounded by the pieces of the
i nconpr ehensi ble gane trying to deci de which piece to nmove while the
voice in his mnd urged himto hurry.

The dream subtly changed and took on a different tone. Qur dreans, no
matter how bizarre, have a famliarity to them since they are fornmed
and shaped by our own minds. Now it seened as if Garion's dreans were
being forned by a different and unfriendly awareness al nobst in the
same way that Torak had intruded hinself in dreams and in thoughts
before the neeting at Cthol M shrak



Again he faced Asharak the Miurgo in the | oamy Wod of the Dryads, and
once again he unleashed his will with that single, open-handed sl ap
and the fatal word, "Burn!" This was a fanmliar nightmare. It had
haunted Garion's sleep for years. He saw Asharak's cheek begin to
seet he and snoke. He heard the Grolimshriek and saw him clutch at
his burning face. He heard the dreadful plea, "Mster, have mercy!"
He spurned that plea and intensified the flanme, but this tine the act
was not overlaid with the sense of self-loathing that had al ways
acconpani ed the dream but a kind of cruel exultation, a hideous joy
as he watched his enemy withe and burn before him Deep within him
sonmething cried out, trying to repudiate that unholy joy.

And then he was at Cthol M shrak, and his flamng sword slid again
and again into the body of the One-Eyed God. Tbrak's despairing
“"Mother!" did not this time fill himwith pity but with a towering
satisfaction. He felt hinself |aughing, and the savage, unpitying
| aughter erased his humanity.

Soundl essly shrieking in horror, Garion recoiled, not so nmuch from
the awful inmages of those whom he had destroyed, but more from his
own enjoynent of their despairing agony.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

They were a sonber group when they gathered in the main cabin before
daybreak the followi ng norning. Wth a sudden, even surprising,

i nsight, Garion was very certain that the nightmares had not been his
al one. Insight and intuitive perception were not normal for Garion.
Hi s sensi bl e Sendari an background rejected such things as

guesti onabl e, even in sone peculiarway, immoral. "Did you do that?"
he asked the voice.

' Wo. Rather surprisingly, you came up with it all on your own. You
seemto be meking sone progress—slowy, of course, but progress al

t he sane.

"Thanks. "

' 'Don't mention it."'

Silk | ooked particularly shaken as he entered the cabin. The little

man' s eyes were haunted, and his hands were shaking. He slunped onto
a bench and buried his face in his hands. "Have you got any of that

ale left?" he asked Beldin in a hoarse voice.
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"Alittle quivery this norning, Kheldar?" the dwarf asked him

“No," Garion said. "That's not what's bothering him He had sonme bad
dreans | ast night."

Silk raised his face sharply. "How did you know t hat?" he demanded.



"I had sone nyself. | got to relive what | did to Asharak the Mirgo,
and | killed Torak agai n—several tinmes. It didn't get any better as
we went al ong."

"I was trapped in a cave," Silk said with a shudder. "There wasn't
any light, but | could feel the walls closing in on nme. | think the
next time | see Relg, | '"mgoing to hit himin the nouth-gently, of
course. Relg's sort of a friend."

"I"'mglad | wasn't the only one," Sadi said. The eunuch had placed a
bowl of milk on the table, and Zith and her babies were gathered
around it, lapping and purring. Garion was a bit surprised to note
that no one really paid any attention to Zith and her brood anynore.
People, it seenmed, could get used to al nost anything. Sadi rubbed his
| ong-fingered hand over his shaved scalp. ' 'It seenmed to nme that |
was adrift in the streets of Sthiss Tor, and | was trying to survive
by begging. It was ghastly."

"I saw Zandramas sacrificing nmy baby," Ce' Nedra said in a stricken
voi ce. "There was crying and so rmuch bl ood—so very much bl ood. "

"Peculiar," Zakath said. "I was presiding over atrial. | had to
condenm a nunber of people. There was one of them | cared a great
deal about, but | was forced to condem her anyway."

"I had one, too," Velvet admtted.

"I rather expect we all did," Garion told them "The sane thing
happened to me on the way to Cthol M shrak. Torak kept intruding in
my dreans." He | ooked at Cyradis. "Does the Child of Dark always fal
back on this?" he asked her. "W've found that events keep repeating
t hensel ves when we're | eading up to one of these neetings. Is this
one of those events that keeps happeni ng over and over again?"

"Thou art very perceptive, Belgarion of Riva," the Seeress told him
“I'n all the uncounted eons since these neetings began, thou art the
first Child of either Light or Dark to have realized that the
sequence must be endlessly repeated until the division hath ended."

"I amnot sure | can take nuch credit for it, Cyradis," he admtted.
"As | understand it, the neetings are getting closer and cl oser
together. |I 'mprobably the first in history to have been
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the Child of Light—er Dark—during two neetings, and even then it took
me awhile to realize that it was happening. The nightmares are part
of that pattern then?"

"Thy guess is shrewd, Belgarion." She smled gently. "Unfortunately,
it is not correct. It seemeth to me a shame to waste such a clever
per ception, though."

"Are you trying to be funny, Holy Seeress?"



"Would | do that, noble Belgarion?" she said, perfectly imtating
Silk's inflection.

"You coul d spank her," Bel din suggested.

"Wth that human nmountai n standi ng guard over her?" Gar-ion said,
grinning at Toth. Hs eyes narrowed. "You're not permtted to help us
with diis, are you, Cyradis?" he asked her

She si ghed and shook her head.
"That's all right, Holy Seeress," he said. "I think we can come up
with a workabl e answer to the question by ourselves.'' He | ooked at
Bel garath. "AH right," he said. "Torak tried to frighten ne with

ni ght mares, and now it | ooks as if Zandramas is trying to do the sane
thing, except that this tinme, she's doing it to all of us. If it's
not one of those usual repetitions, what is it?"

"That boy's beginning to develop a rather keen anal ytical mnd,
Bel garath, " Bel din said.

“Naturally," the old man said nodestly.

"Don't wrench your shoul der out of its socket trying to pat yourself
on the back," Beldin said sourly. He rose to his feet and started
paci ng up and down, his forehead creased in thought. "Now then," he
began, "first: This isn't just erne of the tedious repetitions that
have been doggi ng us since the beginning, right?"

"Ri ght," Bel garath agreed.

"Second: It happened in about the same way |ast tinme." He | ooked at
Garion. "Right?" he asked.

"Right," Garion said.

"That's only two tinmes. Twice can be a coincidence, but let's assune
that it's not. We know that the Child of Light always has conpanions,
but that the Child of Dark is always solitary."

"So Cyradis tells us," Belgarath agreed.

"She doesn't have any reason to lie to us. Al right, if the Child of
Li ght has conpani ons but the Child of Dark is alone, wouldn't that
put the Dark at a serious disadvantage?"

“You'd think so."

"But the two have al ways been so evenly matched that not
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even the Gods can predict the outcone. The Child of Dark is using

sonmething to offset the apparent advantage of our side. | think these
ni ght mares m ght be part of it.""'



Silk rose and cane over to Garion. "Discussions like nms mke ny head
ache," he said quietly. "lI'mgoing up on deck for a while." He |eft
the cabin, and for no apparent reason the gangly young wolf followed
hi m

"'l don't really think a few nightmares woul d nmake that nuch
di fference, Beldin," Belgarath disagreed.

"But what if the nightmares are only a part of it, AOd WIf?" Poledra
asked him "You and Pol were both at Vo M nbre, and that was one of

t hese neetings, too. You two have been conpani ons of the Child of

Li ght twi ce al ready. Wat happened at Vo M nbre?"

"We did have nightmares," Belgarath conceded to Bel din.

"Anyt hing el se?" the dwarf asked intently.

"We saw things that weren't there, but that could have conme from al
the Golinms in the vicinity."

" And?"

' '"Everybody went sort of crazy. It was all we could do to keep Brand
fromtrying to attack Torak with his teeth, and at Cthol M shrak
entonbed Bel zedar in solid rock, and then Pol wanted to dig himup so

that she could drink his blood."
"Father! |1 did notV she objected.
"Ch, really? You were very angry that day, Pol."

"It fits the same pattern, Od WlIf," Poledra said sonberly. "Qur
side fights with nornmal weapons. Garion's sword mght be a little
abnormal, but it's still just a sword."

“You wouldn't say that if you' d been at Cthol M shrak," her husband
told her.

"I was there, Belgarath," she replied.
"You were?"

"Of course. | was hiding in the ruins watching. Anyway, the Child of
Dark doesn't attack the body; it attacks the mnd. That”s how it
manages to keep everything so perfectly bal anced.”

“Ni ght mares, hallucinations, and ultimtely madness," Pol-gara nused.
"That's a formi dable array of things to throw against us. It m ght
even have worked—f Zandranmas hadn't been so clunsy."

"I don't quite follow that, Pol," Durnik said.
"She blundered." Pol gara shrugged. "If only one person has a
nightmare, he'll probably try to shrug it off and he certainly won't

mention it on the norning of the nmeeting. Zandranmas
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sent nightmares to all of us, though. This conversation probably
woul dn't have taken place if she hadn't."

"It's nice to know that she can stunble, too," Belgarath said. "Al
right then, we know that she's been tanpering with us. The best way
to defeat that tactic is to put those nightmares out of our mnds."

"And to be particularly wary if we start seeing things that shouldn't
be there," Pol gara added.

SUk and the wol f came back down the stairs to the cabin. "WVe got
absol utely beautiful weather this norning," he reported happily,
bendi ng slightly to scratch the pup's ears.

"Wonderful ," Sadi murmured dryly. Sadi was carefully anointing his
smal | dagger with a fresh coating of poison. He was wearing a stout

| eather jerkin and | eather boots that reached to m dthigh. Back in

St hiss Tor, Sadi had appeared, despite his slender frame, to be soft,
even in some peculiar way dabby. Now, however, he |ooked | ean and
tough. A year or nore without drugs and wi di an enforced regi men of
hard exerci se had changed hima great deal

"It's perfect,” Silk told him "W have fog this norning, |adies and
gentlenmen," he said, "a nice, wet, gray fog al nost thick enough to
wal k on. That fog would be a burglar's delight. *'

"Trust Silk to think of that." Duraik smled. The smth wore his
usual clothing, but he had given Toth his axe, while he hinself
carried the dreadful sledge with which he had driven off the denpn
Nahaz.

"The prophecies are | eading us around by the noses again," Beldin
said irritably, ' 'but at least it appears that we made the right
deci sion last night. A good thick fog makes sneaki ng al npst

i nevitable." Beldin |ooked the sanme as always, tattered, dirty, and

very ugly.

"“Maybe they're just trying to help," Velvet suggested. Vel vet had
shocked them all when she had entered the cabin a half hour earlier
She wore tight-fitting |leather clothing not unlike that normally worn
by the Nadrak dancer, Vella. It was a peculiarly masculine garb and
bl eakl y businesslike. "They've done a great deal to assist Zandranas.
Maybe it's our turn to get a little help.'

"I's she right?" Garion asked the awareness that shared his nmind. "Are
you and your opposite hel ping us far a change?”

"Don't be silly, Garion. Nobody's been hel ping anybody. That's
forbidden at this particular stage of the gane.'

"Where did the fog come fromthen?"
"Where does fog usually cone fronP"
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"How would | know ? "

"I didn't think so. Ask Beldin. He can probably tell you. The fog out
there is perfectly natural.’

"Liselle," Garion said, "I just checked with ny friend. The fog isn't
the result of any playing around. It's a natural result of the
storm”

"How di sappoi nting," she said.

Ce' Nedra had risen that norning fully intent on wearing a Dryad
tunic. Garion had adamantly rejected that idea, however. She wore
instead a sinple gray wool dress with no petticoats to hinder her
novenents. She was quite obviously stripped down for action. Garion
was fairly certain that she had at | east one knife conceal ed
somewhere in her clothing. "Why don't we get started?" she demanded.
"Because it's still dark, dear," Polgara explained patiently. "W
have to wait for at least a little bit of light." Polgara and her
not her wore al nost identical plain dresses, Polgara' s gray and
Pol edra' s brown.

"Garion," Poledra said then, "why don't you step down to the galley
and tell themthat we'll have breakfast now? We should all eat

sonmet hing, since | doubt that we'll have tine or maybe even the need
for lunch." Poledra sat at Belgarath's side, and the two of them were
al nost unconsci ously hol ding hands. Gar-ion was a bit offended at her
suggestion. He was a king, after all, not an errand boy. Then he
realized just how silly that particular thought was. He started to

ri se.

“I'"l'l go, Garion," Eriond said. It was alnobst as if the blond young
man had seen into his friend' s thoughts. Eriond wore the sane sinple
brown peasant cl othes he al ways wore, and he had nothing even
resenmbling a weapon.

As the young man went out through the cabin door, Garion had an odd

t hought. Why was he paying so much attention to the appearance of
each of his conpanions? He had seen themall before, and for the npst
part, he had seen the clothing they wore this norning so many tines
that the garnents should not even have registered on his mind. Then
with dreadful certainty, he knew. One of them was going to die today,
and he was fixing nemall in his mnd so that he could renenber for
the rest of his life the one who was to nake that sacrifice. He

| ooked at Zakath. His Mallorean friend had shaved off his short
beard. His slightly olive skin was no | onger pale, but tanned and
heal t hy-1 ooki ng save for the nowlighter patch on his chin and jaw
He wore sinple clothing much like Garion's own, since as
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soon as they reached the reef, the two of them would be putting on
their arnor.



Toth, his face inpassive, was dressed as always—a | oi ncl oth, sandals,
and that unbl eached wool bl anket slung across one shoulder. He did
not, however, have his heavy staff. Instead, Durnik's axe lay in his
| ap.

The Seeress of Kell was unchanged. Her hooded white robe gl eanred, and
her blindfold, unwinkted and unchanged, snoothly covered her eyes.
Idly Garion wondered if she renoved the cloth when she slept. A
chilling thought came to himthen. What if the one they would | ose
today was going to be Cyradi s? She had sacrificed everything for her
task. Surely the two prophecies could not be so cruel as to require
one last, suprenme sacrifice fromthis slender girt.

Bel garath, of course, was unchanged and unchangeable. He still wore
the m smatched boots, patched hose, and rust-colored tunic he had
worn when he had appeared at Faldor's farmas Mster WIf the
storyteller. The one difference about the old man was the fact that
he did not hold a tankard in his free hand. At supper the previous
eveni ng, he had al nost absently drawn hinself one that brimred with
foami ng ale. Poledra, just as absently, had firmy renmoved it from
his hand and had enptied it out a porthole. Garion strongly suspected
that Bel garath's drinking days had cone rather abruptly to an end. He
decided that it mght be refreshing to have a | ong conversation with
hi s grandfather when the old man was conpl etely sober.

They ate their breakfast with hardly any conversation, since nmere was
nothing more to say. Ce' Nedra dutifully fed the puppy, then | ooked
rather sadly at Garion. "Take care of him please," she said.

There was no point in arguing with her on that score. The idea that
she woul d not survive this day was so firmly fixed in her m nd that
no amount of talking would erase it. "You nmight want to give himto
Geran," she added. "Every boy should have a dog, and caring for him
will teach our son responsibility.”

"I never had a dog," Garion said.

"That was unki nd of you, Aunt Pol," Ce'Nedra said, |apsing
unconsci ousl y—er perhaps not—nto that form of address.

"He wouldn't have had tine to | ook after one, Ce' Nedra," Pol gara
replied. "Qur Garion has had a very busy life."

"Let's hope that it gets less so when this is all over," Garion said.
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After they had eaten, Captain Kresca entered the cabin carrying a
map. "This isn't very precise," he apologized. "As | said last night,
I was never able to take very accurate soundi ngs around that peak. W
can inch our way to within a few hundred yards of the beach, and then
we'll have to take to the longboat. This fog is going to make it even
nore conplicated, |I'mafraid."

"I's there a beach along the east side of the peak?" Bel garath asked



hi m
"A very shallow one," Kresca replied. "The neap tide shoul d expose a
bit nmore of it, though."

"Good. There are a few things we'll need to take ashore with us."
Bel garath pointed at the two stout canvas bags hol di ng the arnor
Garion and Zakath woul d wear.

“I'"l'l have sonme nmen stow themin the boat for you."
"When can we get started?" Ce' Nedra asked inpatiently.
"“Anot her twenty mnutes or so, little lady."

"So | ong?"

He nodded. "Unless you can figure out a way to make the sun conme up
early.’

Ce' Nedra | ooked qui ckly at Bel garath.
"Never mnd," he told her.

"Captain," Poledra said, "could you have soneone | ook after our
pet ?" She pointed at the wolf. "He's a bit overenthu-siastic
sonmetines, and we wouldn't want himto start howing at the wong
time."

"Of course, Lady." Kresca, it appeared, had not spent enough tine
ashore to recogni ze a wolf when he saw one.

“I'nching" proved to be a very tedious process. The sailors raised the
anchors and then manned the oars. After every couple of strokes, they
paused while a nman in the bow heaved out the | ead-wei ghted soundi ng
l'ine.

"It's slow," Silk observed in a | ow voice as they all stood on deck
"but at least it's quiet. W don't know who's on that reef, and I'd
rather not alert them"

**|t's shoaling, Captain,” the man with the sounding |line reported,
his voice no | ouder than absolutely necessary. The obviously warlike
preparations of Garion and his friends had stressed the need for
qui et |l ouder than any words. The sail or cast out his Iine again.
There was that interni nable-seeming wait while the ship drifted up
over the weighted line. "The bottonmls com ng up fast, Captain," the
sounder said then. "I nmake it two fathons.'

"Back your oars," Kresca commanded his crewin a | ow
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voice. "Drop the hook. This is as close as we can go." He turned to
his mate. "After we get away in the | ongboat, back out about another
hundred yards and anchor there. W'I|l whistle when we conme back—the
usual signal. Guide us in."

"Aye, aye, Cap'n."

"You' ve done this before, | see," Silk said to Kresca.

"A few tines, yes," Kresca admitted.

“If ali goes well today, you and | mght want to have a little talk.
I have a business proposition that | think mght interest you."

"I's that all you ever think about?" Velvet asked him

"A missed opportunity is gone forever, nmy dear Liselle,'" he
replied with a certain ponposity.

"You're incorrigible."
"l suppose you could say that, yes."

An oil-soaked wad of burlap in the hawsehole nmuffled the rattling of
t he anchor chain as the heavy iron hook sank down through the dark
water. Garion felt rather than heard the grating of the points of the
anchor on the rocks |lying beneath the heavy swells.

"Let's board the | ongboat," Kresca said. "The crew will |ower her
after we're all on board.'' He |ooked apologetically at them "I'm
afraid you and your friends are going to have to help with the

rowi ng, Garion. The |ongboat only holds so many people."”

"Of course, Captain.”
“I''"l'l come along to make sure you get ashore safely."”

"Captain," Belgarath said then, "once we're ashore, stand your ship

out to sea a ways. We'll signal you when we're ready to be picked
up. "
"Al right."

"If you don't see a signal by tonorrow norning, you mght as well go
on back to Perivor, because we won't be com ng back."

Kresca's face was solem. "Is whatever it is you're planning to do on
that reef really that dangerous?" he asked.

“"Probably even nmore so," Silk told him "W've all been trying very
hard not to think about it."'

It was eerie rowing across the oily-seening black water with the

grayish tendrils of fog rising fromthe heavy swells. Garion was

suddenly rem nded of that foggy night in Sthiss Tor when they had
crossed the River of the Serpent with only the unerring sense of

direction of the one-eyed assassin |Issus to guide them



Idly, as he rowed, Garion wondered whatever had happened to Issus.

After every ten stokes or so, Captain Kresca, who stood in the stern
at the tiller, signaled for themto stop, and he cocked his head,
listening to the sound of the surf. "Another couple hundred yards
now," he said in a |low voice. "You there," he said to the sailor in
t he bow who hel d anot her sounding line, "keep busy with that |ead.
don't want to hit any rocks. Sing out if it starts shoaling.”

"Aye, aye, Cap'n."

The | ongboat crept on through dark and fog toward the unseen beach
where the [ ong wash and slither of the waves on gravel ed shingle made
that peculiar grating sound as each wave |ifted pebbles fromthe
beach to carry themup to the very verge of land and then, with

nmel ancholy and regretful note, to draw them back again as if the
ever-hungry sea nourned its inability to engulf the land and rum al
the world into one endl ess ocean where huge waves, uni npeded, could
roll thrice around the gl obe.

The heavy fog bank lying to the east began to turn |lighter and
lighter as dawn broke over the dark, m st-obscured waves.

"Anot her hundred yards,"” Kresca said tensely.

"When we get there, Captain,” Belgarath said to him "keep your nen
in the boat. They won't be permtted to | and anyway, and they'd
better not try. W'll push you back out as soon as we get ashore."

Kresca swal | owed hard and nodded.

Garion could hear the surf nore clearly now and catch the seaweed-
rank smell of the neeting of sea and |and. Then, just before he was
able to make out the dark Iine of the beach through the obscuring
fog, the heavy, dangerous swells flattened, and the sea around the
| ongboat becane as flat and slick as a pane of gl ass.

"That was accommdating of them " Silk observed.

"“Shh," Velvet told him laying one finger to her lips. "I"'mtrying to
listen.”

The bow of the |Iongboat grated on the gravel strand, and Durnik
st epped out of the boat and drew it farther up onto the pebbles.
Garion and his friends also stepped out into the ankle-deep water and

waded ashore. "We'll see you tonorrow nom Big, Captain," Garion said
quietly as Toth prepared to push the boat back out. "I hope," he
added.
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"Good luck, Garion," Kresca said. "After we're all back on board,
you' Il have to tell me what this was all about."

"I may want to forget about it by then," Garion said ruefully.

“"Not if you win," Kresca's voice canme back out of the fog.
"I like that man," Silk said. "He's got a nice optinmi stic attitude."

"Let's get off this open beach," Belgarath said. "In spite of what
Garion's friend told him | sense a certain tenuousness about this
fog. 1'Il feel a lot better if weVe got sonme rocks to hide behind."

Durni k and Toth picked up the two canvas bags containing the arnor,
and Garion and Zakath drew their swords and |l ed the way up fromthe
gravel strand. The mountain they approached seened conposed of
speckl ed granite, fractured into unnatural blocks. Garion had seen
enough granite injhe mountains here and there around the world to
know that the stone usually crunbled and weat hered into rounded
shapes. "Strange,"” Durni k murmured, kicking with one still-wet boot
at the perfectly squared-off edge of one of the blocks. He | owered
the canvas bag and drew his knife. He dug for a nonent at the rock
with his knife point. "It's not granite,” he said quietly. "It |ooks
like granite, but it's nmuch too hard. It's sonmething else."

"We can identify it later,"” Beldin told him "Let's find sone cover
just in case Bel garath*s suspicion turns out to be accurate. As soon
as we get settled, |I' 11 drift around the peak a few tines.'

"You won't be able to see anything," Silk predicted.

“I'"l'l be able to hear, though."
"Over nere," Durnik said, pointing with his sledge. "It |looks as if
one of these blocks got dislodged and rolled down to the beach
There's a fairly large niche there.”

"Good enough for now," Belgarath said. "Beldin, when you nake the
change, do it very slowy. |'m sure Zandramas | anded at al nost the
exact sanme tinme we did, and she'll hear you."

“I know how it's done, Belgarath."

The niche in the side of the strange, stair-stepped peak was nore
than | arge enough to conceal them and they noved down into it
cautiously.

“"Neat," Silk said. "Way don't you all wait here and catch your brean?
Bel din can turn into a seagull and go have a | ook around the island.
"Il go on ahead and pick out a trail for us."

"Be careful,” Belgarath told him

"Soneday you're going to forget to say that, Belgarath, and

it'll probably wither every tree on earth.'' The little man clinbed
back up out of the niche and di sappeared into the fog.



"You do say that to hima lot, you know," Beldin said to Bel garath.

"Silk's an enthusiast. He needs frequent rem nding. Did you plan to
| eave sometime during the next hour?”

Bel din spat out a very unflattering epithet, shinmered very slowy,
and sailed away.

"Your tenper hasn't inmproved nmuch, Od WIf," Poledra said to him
"Did you think it m ght have?"
"Not really," she replied, "but there's always room for hope."

Despite Belgarath's prenonition, the fog hung on. After about a half
hour, Beldin returned. "Sonebody's |anded on the west beach,"” he
reported. "I couldn't see them but | could certainly hear them
Angar aks seemto have sone trouble keeping their voices down—sorry,
Zakath, but it's the truth.”

“I''"l'l issue an inperial conmand that the next three or four
generations converse in whispers, if you'd like."

“No, that's all right, Zakath." The dwarf grinned. "As long as |'m on
the opposite side fromat | east some Angaraks, | like to be able to
hear them coming. Did Khel dar make it back yet?'

“Not yet," Garion told him
"What's he doi ng? These stone blocks are much too big to steal."

Then Silk slipped over the edge of the niche and dropped tightly to
the stone floor. "You're not going to believe this," he said.
“Probably not,"
anyway?"

Vel vet said, "but why don't you go ahead and tell us

"This peak is man-mde—er at |east sonmething made it. These bl ocks
encircle it like terraces, all straight and snooth. The ming forms
steps up to that flat place on top. There's an altar up there and a
huge throne.'

"So that's what it meant!" Beldin exclaimed, snapping his fingers.
"Bel garath, have you ever read the Book of Torak?"

“I"ve struggled through it a fewtimes. My Od Angarak isn't really
all that good."

"You can speak O d Angarak?" Zakath asked with sone surprise. "It's a
forbi dden | anguage here in Mallorea. | suspect Thrak was changing a
few things, and he didn't want anyone to catch himat it."
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"I learned it before the prohibition went into effect. Wat's the
poi nt of this, Beldin?

"Do you renenber that passage near the begi nning—n the m ddle of al
t hat conceited bl at her—when Torak said he went up into the High
Pl aces of Korimto argue with UL about the creation of the world?"

"Vaguel y. "

"Anyway, UL didn't want anything to do with it, so Torak turned his
back on his father and went down and gathered up the Angaraks and |ed
them back to Korim He told them what he had in mnd for them and
then, in true Angarak fashion, they fell down on their faces and
started butchering each other as sacrifices. There's a word in that
passage, 'Hal agachak.' It nmeans 'tenple,' or sonmething like that. |
al ways t hought that Torak was speaking figuratively, but he wasn't.
This peak is that tenple. The altar up there nore or |ess confirns
it, and these terraces were where the Angaraks stood to watch while
the Go-lins sacrificed people to their God. If I"'mright, this is
al so the place where Torak spoke with his father. Regardless of how
you feel about old Burnt-Face, this is one of the holiest places on
earth."

"You keep tal king about Torak's father," Zakath said, |ooking
puzzled. "I didn't know that the Gods had fathers."

"Of course they do," Ce'Nedra said loftily. "Everybody knows that."
"1 didn't."

" *UL is their father,' * she said in a deliberately offhand manner
"Isn'"t he the God of the U gos?"

“Not by choice exactly," Belgarath told him "The original Gorimnore
or less bullied himinto it."

"How do you bully a God?"
"Carefully," Beldin said, "Very, very carefully."
"I'Vemret UL, " Ce' Nedra supplied gratuitously. "Hesortof |likes nme."

"She can be very irritating at times, can't she?" Zakath said to
Garion.

"YouVe noticed."

"You don't have to like nme," she said with a toss of her curls,

"either one of you. As long as the Gods like a girl, she'll do al
right."
Garion began to have sonme hope at that point. If Ce' Nedra was willing

to banter with them it was a fair indication that she

did not take her supposed intinmations of her own incipient deni se al



that seriously. He did, however, wish that he could get that knife
away from her.

"During the course of your fascinating explorations, did you by any
chance happen to | ocate that cave?" Bel garath asked Silk. "I nore or
| ess thought that's why you were out there sneaking around in the
fog."

"The cave?" Silk said. "Oh, that's around on the north side. There's
a sort of anphitheater in front of it. It's alnost exactly in the

m ddl e of that face. | found that in the first ten mnutes.”

Bel garath glared at him

"I't's not exactly a cave, though," Silk added. "There nmay be a cave
back inside the peak, but the opening is nore Iike a w de doorway.
It's got pillars on each side and a famliar face above the lintel."
"Tbrak?" Garion said with a sinking feeling.

"None ot her."

"Hadn't we better get started then?" Durni k suggested. "If Zandranmas
is already on the island . " He spread his hands.

"So what ?" Bel din said.
They all stared at the grotesque little hunchback

"Zandranmas can't go into the cave until we get there, can she?" he
asked Cyradis.

"Nay, Beldin," she replied. "That is forbidden."

"Good. Let her wait, then. |I'msure she'll enjoy the anticipation.
Di d anybody think to bring anything to eat? | nay have to be a
seagull, but | don't have to eat raw fish."
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They waited for alnobst an hour until Beldin decided that by now
Zandramas nust be keyed to a fever pitch. Garion and Zakath took
advant age of the delay to put on their arnor. "I1'Il take a | ook," the
dwarf said finally. He slowy slipped into the shape of a seagull and
drifted away into the fog. Wien he returned, he was chuckling evilly.
"“I"ve never heard a wonman use that kind of |anguage,"” he said. "She
even puts you to shane, Pol."

"What's she doi ng?" Bel garath asked him

"She's standi ng outside the cave nmout h—er door, or whatever you want
to call it. She had about forty Golins with her."

"Forty?" Garion exclained. He turned on Cyradis. "I thought you said



we'd be evenly matched," he accused.

"Art thou not a match for at least five, Belgarion? ' she asked
sinmply.

"Well-"
256
"You said had," Belgarath said to his brother

"I'"d say dial our star-speckled friend tried to force several of her
Golins to push through whatever il is that has the door seal ed
against her. I "mnot sure if it was the force holding the door or if
Zandramas | ost her tenper when the Golins failed. About five of them
are noticeably dead at the nonment, and Zandramas is stal ki ng about
outside inventing swear words. All of her Grolins have purple |inings
on the insides of their hoods, by the way.'

"Sorcerers, then," Polgara said bleakly.
"Grolimsorcery is not all that profound." Beldin shrugged.

"Could you see if she's got those lights under her skin?" Garion
asked.

"Oh, ny, yes. Her face looks like a nmeadow full of fireflies on a
sumrer evening. | saw sonething el se, too. That al batross is out
there. We nodded, but we didn't have tine to stop and speak."

"What was he doi ng?" Silk asked suspi ci ously.

"Just hovering. You know how al batrosses are. | don't think they nove
their wings nore than once a week. The fog is starting to thin. Wy
don't we just ease around and stand on one of these terraces just
above that anphitheater and let this nmurk di ssipate. Seeing a group
of dark figures enmerging out of the fog should give her quite a turn,
woul dn't you thi nk?"

"Did you see ny baby?" Ce' Nedra asked, her heart in her voice.

"He's hardly a baby anynore, little girl. He's a sturdy little |Iad
with curls as blond as Eriond's used to be. | gathered fromhis
expression that he's not very fond of the conpany he's in, and
judging fromthe ook of him he's going to grow up to be as bad-
tenpered as the rest of his famly. Garion could probably go down
there and hand himthe sword, and then we could all sit back and
wat ch himdeal with the problem”

“I'"d rather not have himstart killing people until after he | oses
his baby teeth,"” Garion said firmy. "Is there anybody el se there?"

"Judging fromhis wife's description, the Archduke Gtrath is anopng
the group. He's wearing a cheap crown and sort of secondhand roya
robes. There's not too nuch in the way of intelligence in his eyes."

"That one is nmne," Zakath grated. "I Ve never had the op* portunity
to deal with high treason on a personal |evel before."



"Hs wife will be eternally in your debt." Beldin grinned.
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"She might even decide to journey to Mal Zeth to offer her

t hanks—anobng ot her things—n person. She's a lush wench, Zakath. |'d
advi se that you get plenty of rest.”

"Methinks | care not for the turn this conversation hath taken,"
Cyradis said primy. "The day wears on. Let us proceed."

"Anythin' yer heart desires, nme little darlin'." Beldin
gri nned.
Cyradis snmiled in spite of herself.

Again they all spoke with that jocular bravado. They were approaching
what was probably die nost inportant Event in all of time, and making
light of it was a natural human response. Silk |led the way out of the
ni che, his soft boots making no sound on the wet stones under their
feet. Garion and Zakath, however, had to nmove with sone care to avoid
clinking. The sharply nounting stone terraces were each uniformy
about ten feet tall, but at regular intervals there were stairways

| eading fromone terrace to the one above. Silk |l ed them up about
three |l evels and then began circling the truncated pyram d. Wen they
reached the northeast corner, he paused. "We' d better be very quiet
now, " he whispered. "We're only about a hundred yards fromthat
anphitheater. W don't want sone sharp-eared Go-limto hear us."

They crept around the corner and nmade their way carefully along the
north face for several mnutes. Then Silk stopped and | eaned out over
the edge to peer down into the fog. "This is it," he whispered. "The
anphitheater's a rectangul ar indentation in the side of the peak. It
runs fromthe beach up to that portal or whatever you want to cal

it. If you | ook over the edge, you'll see that the terraces bel ow us
break oif back there a ways. The anphitheater is right bel ow us.
We're within a hundred yards of Zandramas right now "

Garion peered down into the fog, alnmost w shing that by a single act
of will he could brush aside the obscuring m st so nat he coul d | ook
at the face of his eneny.

"Steady," Beldin whispered to him "It's going to come soon enough
Let's not spoil the surprise for her."

Di sjoi nted voi ces canme up out of the fog—harsh, guttural Golim
voi ces. The fog seened to muffle them so Garion could not pick out
i ndi vi dual words, but he didn't really have to.

They wai t ed.

The sun by now had risen above the eastern horizon, and its pale disk
was faintly visible through the fog and the roiling cloud
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that was the afternath of the storm The fog began to eddy and swirl.
Gradually die m st overhead di ssolved, and now Garion could see the
sky. A thick blanket of dirty-1ooking scud | ay over the reef but
extended only a few | eagues to the east. Thus it was that the sun

| ow on the eastern horizon, shone on the underside of the clouds and
stai ned them an angry reddi sh orange with its light. It | ooked al npbst
as if the sky had taken fire.

"Col orful," Sadi murnmured, nervously passing his poisoned dagger from
one hand to the other. He set his red | eather case down and opened

it. Then he took up the earthenware bottle, worked the stopper out,
and iaid it on its side. "There should be mice on this reef," he
said, "or the eggs of seabirds. Zith and her babies will be al
right.'' Then he straightened, carefully putting a small bag he had
taken fromthe case in me pocket of his tunic. "Alittle

precaution,” he whispered by way of explanation.

The fog now | ay beneath themlike a pearly gray ocean in the shadow
of the pyram d. Garion heard a strange, nelancholy cry and raised his
eyes. The al batross hovered on notionl ess wi ngs above the fog. Garion
peered intently down into the obscuring mst, alnpost absently working
the |l eather sleeve off me hilt of his sword. The Orb was gl ow ng
faintly, and its color was not blue, but an angry red, alnost the

col or of the burning sky.

"That confirnms it, Od WIlf," Poledra said to her husband. "The
Sardion's in that cave."

Bel garath, silvery hair and beard glowing red in the light reflected
fromthe clouds overhead, grunted.

The fog bel ow began to swirl, its surface |ooking al nost |ike an
angry sea. It thinned even nore. Garion could now see shadowy forns
beneath them hazy, indistinct, and uniformy dark. The fog was now
no nmore man a faintly obscuring haze. "Holy Sorceress!" a Grolim
voi ce exclaimed in alarm "Look!"

A hooded figure in a shiny black satin robe spun about, and Garion

| ooked full into the face of the Child of Dark. He had heard the
lights beneath her skin described several tines, but no description
had prepared him for what he now saw. The lights in Zandramas' face
were not stationary, but swirled restlessly beneath her skin. In the
shadow of the ancient pyram d, her features were dark, nearly
invisible, but the swirling lights nmade it appear, in die cryptic
words of the Ashabine Oracles, as if "all the starry universe" were
contained in her flesh. Behind himhe heard the sharp hiss of

Ce' Nedra's i ndrawn
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breath. He turned his head and saw his little queen, dagger in hand
and eyes ablaze with hatred, starting toward the stairs |eading down



into the anmphitheater. Pol gara and Vel vet, obviously aware of her
desperate plan, quickly restrained and di sarned

her.

Then Pol edra stepped to the edge of the terrace. "And so it has cone
at last, Zandramas," she said in a clear voice.

"I was but waiting for thee to join thy friends, Poledra," the
sorceress replied in a taunting tone. "I was concerned for thee,
fearing that thou hadsi lost thy way. Now it is conplete, and we may
proceed in orderly fashion."

"Thy concern with order is somewhat bel ated, Zandranas," Pol edra told
her, "but no matter. We have all, as was foretold, arrived at the
appoi nted place at the appointed tinme. Shall we put aside all this
foolishness and go inside? The universe nmust be grow ng inpatient
with us.”

“Not just yet, Poledra," Zandramas replied flatly. "How tiresone,"
Bel garath's wife said wearily. "That's a failing in thee, Zandranas.
Even after sonething obviously isn't working, thou nust continue to
try. Thou hast twi sted and turned and tried to evade this neeting,

but all in vain. And all of diine evasion hath only brought thee nore
qui ckly to this place. Thinkest thou not that it is time to forgo
thine entertai nments and to go al ong gracefully?" "I do not think so,
Pol edra. "

Pol edra sighed. "All right, Zandramas," she said in a resigned tone,
"asitpleaseththee." She extended her arm pointing at Garion. "Since
thou art so bent on this, thus |I summon the Codsl ayer,"

Slow y, deliberately, Garion reached back across his shoul der and

wr apped his hand about the hilt of his sword. It nmade an angry hiss
as it slid fromits sheath and it was already flani ng an i ncandescent
blue as it enmerged. Garion's mind was icy cal mnow. All doubt and
fear were gone, even as they had been at Cthol M shrak, and the
spirit of the Child of Light possessed himutterly. He took the sword
hilt in both hands and slowy raised it until the flam ng bl ade was
pointed at the fiery clouds overhead. "This is thy fate, Zandranas!"
he roared in an awful voice, the archaic words com ng unbidden to his
lips.

"That has yet to be determ ned, Belgarion." Zandramas' tone was
defiant, as m ght be expected, but there was sonething el se behind
it. "Fate is not always so easily read." She made an inperious
gesture, and her Golins forned up into a phal anx
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around her and began to intone a harsh chant in an ancient and
hi deous | anguage.

"Get back!" Pol gara warned sharply, and she, her parents, and Bel din
stepped to the edge of the terrace.



Flickering faintly, an inky shadow began to appear at the very edge
of Garion's vision, and he began to feel an obscure sense of dread.
"Wat ch yourselves," he quietly warned his friends. "I think she's
starting one of those illusions we were tal king about |ast night.'
Then he felt a powerful surge and heard a roar of sound. A wave of
sheer darkness rolled out fromthe extended hands of the Golins
massed around Zandramas, but the wave shattered into black fragnents
that sizzled and skittered around the anphitheater |ike frightened
nmce as the four sorcerers blewit apart al nost contenptuously with a
single word spoken in unison. Several of die Golins collapsed
writhing to the stone floor, and npst of the rest of diem staggered
back, their faces suddenly pasty white.

Bel din cackled evilly. "Anl would ye like t' try it again, daiiin"?"
he taunted Zandranmas. "If that's yer intent, ye should have brought
nore Grolinms. Yer usin' '"emup at a fearful rate, don't y' know. "

"I wish you wouldn't do mat," Belgarath said to him
"So does she, |I'll wager. She takes herself very seriously, and a
little ridicule always sets that sort off their pace.'

W t hout changi ng expression, Zandramas hurled a fireball at the
dwarf, but he brushed it aside as if it were no nore than an annoyi ng
i nsect .

Garion quite suddenly understood. The sudden sheet of darkness and
the fireball were not intended seriously. They were no nore than
subterfuge, a way to distract attention fromthat shadow at the edge
of vision.

The Sorceress of Darshiva smled a chill little smile. "No matter."
She shrugged. "I was only testing you, ny droll little hunchback
Keep | aughing, Beldin. | like to see people die happy."

"Truly," he agreed. "Smile a bit yerself, me darlin', an' have a bit
of a |l ook around. Y' might say good-bye t' the sun while yer at it,
fer | don't think ye'll be seein' it fer much |onger."

"Are all these threats really necessary?" Bel garath asked wearily.

"It's customary,” Beldin told him "lnsults and boasting are a commopn
prelude to nore serious business. Besides, she started
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it." He | ooked down at Zandramas' Grolins, who had started to nove
menaci ngly forward. "I guess it's tine, though. Shall we go
downstairs then and prepare a big pot of Golimstew? | |ike nine
chopped rather fine." He extended his hand, snapped his fingers, and
wr apped the hand around the hilt of a hook-pointed U go knife.

Wth Garion in the | ead, they wal ked purposefully to the head of the
stairs and started down as the Golins, with a variety of weapons in
t heir hands, rushed to the bottom



"Get back!" Silk snapped at Vel vet, who had resolutely joined them
with one of her daggers held professionally | ow

"Not a chance," she said crisply. "I"mprotecting ny investnent."
' "What investnment?
"We can talk about it later. |I'm busy right now "

The Golimleading the charge was a huge nman, al nbst as big as Toth.
He was swi ngi ng a massive axe, and his eyes were filled with nadness.
When he was perhaps five feet from Gar-ion, Sadi stepped up to the

Ri van King's shoulder and hurled a fistful of strangely col ored
powder full into the ascending Gro-lims face. The G olimshook his
head, pawi ng at his eyes. Then he sneezed. And then his eyes filled
with horror, and he screaned. Howing in terror, he dropped his axe,
spun, and bol ted back down, shoul dering his conpani ons off the steps
as he fled. When he reached the floor of the anphitheater, he did not
stop, but ran toward the sea. He floundered out into wai st-deep water
and then stepped off the edge of an unseen terrace |urking beneath
the surface. It did not appear that he knew how to swim

"I thought you were out of that powder," Silk said to Sadi even as he
made a | ong, snooth, overhand cast with one of his daggers. A Golim
stunbl ed back, plucking at the dagger hilt protruding from his chest,
m ssed his footing, and fell heavily backward down the stairway.

"I always keep a bit for contingencies,” Sadi replied, ducking under
a sword swipe and deftly slicing a G olimacross the belly with his
poi soned dagger. The Grolimstiffened, then slowy toppled out off
the side of the staircase. A nunber of black-robed nmen, seeking to
surprise themfromthe rear, were clanbering up the rough sides of
the stairway. Velvet knelt and coolly drove one of her daggers into
the upturned face of a G olimon the verge of reaching the top. Wth
a hoarse cry he
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clutched at his face and fell backward, sweeping several of his
conpani ons of f the wall as he plunged down.

Then the blond Drasnian girl darted to the other side of the stairs,
shaki ng out her silken cord. She deftly |ooped it about the neck of a
Golimin the act of scranmbling up onto the steps. She stepped under
his flailing arns, turned until they were back to back, and | eaned
forward. The helpless GolimMs feet came up off the step, and he
clutched at the cord about his neck with both hands. His feet kicked
futilely at the air for a few nmonments, bis face turning black, and
then he went linp. Velvet turned back, unlooped her cord, and coolly
ki cked the inert body off the edge.

Durni k and Toth had noved up to take positions beside Gar-ion and
Zakath, and the four of them noved inplacably down the stairs, step
by step, chopping and snmashing at the bl ack-robed figures rushing up
to meet them Dumi k's hamrer seenmed only slightly |ess dreadful than
the swoid of the Rivan King. The Golins fell before themas they



nmoved i nexorably down the stairs. Toth was chopping nmethodically with
Durni k's axe, his face as expressionless as that of a man felling a
tree. Zakath was a fencer, and he feinted and parried with his

massi ve, though nearly weightless, sword. His thrusts were quick and
usually lethal. The steps beiow the dreadful quartet were soon
littered with twi sted bodies and were running with rivulets of bl ood.

"Watch your footing,'' Dumi k warned as he crushed another Golins
skull. "The steps are getting slippery."

Garion swept off another Grolimhead. It bounced like a child' s bal
down the steps even as the body toppled off the side of the stairway.
Garion risked a quick | ook back over his shoul der. Bel garath and

Bel din had joined Velvet to help the girl repel the bl ack-robed nen
scranbling up the sides of the steps. Beldin seened to take vicious
delight in driving his hook-pointed knife into Golimeyes, then

with a sharp twist and a jerk he would pull out sizable gobs of
brains. Belgarath, his thunbs tucked into his rope belt, waited
calmy. When a GroHrM s head appeared above the edge of the stair, the
old man woul d draw back his foot and kick the priest of Torak full in
the face. Since it was a thirty-foot drop fromthe stairs to the
stones of the anphitheater, few of the Golinms he kicked off the side
of the stairs tried the clinb a second tine.

When they reached the foot of the stairs, scarcely any of Zandranmas
Golins survived. Wth his usual prudence, Sadi darted around first
one side of the stairway and then the other
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cool Iy sinking his poisoned dagger into the bodies of those Go-linms
who had fallen to the anphitheater floor, the inert dead as well as
t he groaning injured.

Zandramas seenmed sonmewhat taken aback by the sheer violence of her
foes' descent. She held her ground nonethel ess, drawi ng herself up in
scornful defiance. Standing behind her, his nmouth agape with terror
stood a man in a cheap crown and sonewhat shopworn regal robes. Hi s
features bore a faint resenblance to those of Zakath, so Garion
assuned that he was the Archduke OGtrath. And then at last, Garion
behel d his own young son. He had avoi ded | ooking at the boy during

t he bl oody descent, since he had been unsure of what his own reaction
nm ght have been at a tinme when his concentration was vital. As Beldin
had said, Geran was no |onger a baby. Hs blond curls gave his face a
softness, but there was no softness in his eyes as he net his
father's gaze. Geran was quite obviously consunmed with hatred for the
woman who firmy held his armin her grasp.

Gravely, Garion raised his sword to his visor in salute, and, just as
gravely, Geran lifted his free hand in response.

Then the Rivan King began an inpl acabl e advance, pausing only | ong
enough to kick an unattached Grolimhead out of his way. The
uncertainty he had felt back in Dal Perivor had vani shed now.
Zandramas stood no nore than a few yards away, and the fact that she
was a wonman no | onger nmattered. He raised his flamng sword and



conti nued his advance.

The flickering shadow al ong the periphery of his vision grew darker
and he hesitated as his sense of dread increased. Try though he
m ght, he could not stifle it. He faltered.

The shadow, vague at first, began to coalesce into a hideous face
that towered behind the black-robed sorceress. The eyes were
soul | essly bl ank, and the mouth gaped open in an expression of
unspeakable loss as if the owner of the face had been plunged into a
horror beyond i magining froma place of |ight and glory. That | oss,
however, bespoke no conpassi on or gentl eness, but rather expressed
the inplacabl e need of the hideous being to find others to share its
m sery.

"Behold the King of Hell!" Zandramas cried triunphantly. "Flee now
and live a few nmoments |onger ere he pulls you all down into eterna
darkness, eternal flanmes, and eternal despair."

Garion stopped. He could not advance on that ultinate horror.
And then a voice came to himout of his nenories, and with
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the voice there cane an imge. He seened to be standing in a danp
clearing in a forest somewhere. A light, drizzling rain was falling
froma heavy, nighttime sky, and the | eaves underfoot were wet and
soggy. Eriond, all unconcerned, was speaking to them It had
happened, Garion realized, just after their first encounter with
Zandramas, who had assumed the shape of the dragon to attack them
"But the fire wasn't real," the young man was explaining. "Didn't you
all know that?" He | ooked slightly surprised at their failure to
understand. "It was only an illusion. That's all evil ever really
is—an illusion. I'msorry if any of you were worried, but | didn't
have tine to explain."

That was the key, Garion understood now. Hallucination was the

product of derangenent; illusion was not. He was not going nad. The
face of the King of Hell was no nore real than had been the illusion
of Arell that Ce' Nedra had encountered in the forest below Kell. The
only weapon the Child of Dark had to counter the Child of Light with
was illusion, a subtle trickery directed at the nind. It was a

power ful weapon, but very fragile. One ray of light could destroy it.
He started forward again.

"Grion!" Silk cried.

"I gnore the face," Garion told him "It isn't real. Zandramas is
trying to frighten us into madness. The face isn't there. It doesn't
even have as much substance as a shadow. "

Zandramas flinched, and the enornous face behind her wavered and

vani shed. Her eyes darted this way and that, lingering, Garion seened
to perceive, upon the portal leading into the cave. As surely as if
he could see it, Garion knew that there was sonething in that



cave—sonet hi ng whi ch was Zandramas' |ast |ine of defense. Then,

seenm ngly all unconcerned by the obliteration of the weapon that had
al ways served the Child of Dark so well, she nade a quick gesture to
her remai ning Groiins.

“"No." It was the light, clear voice of the Seeress of Kell. "I cannot
permit this. The issue nust be decided by the Choice, not by

sensel ess brawing. Put up thy sword, Belgarion of Riva, and withdraw
thy m nions, Zandramas of Darshiva."

Garion found that the nuscles of his | egs had suddenly cranped, and
that he could no |longer nove even one step. Painfully, he tw sted

around. He saw Cyradi s descending the stairs, guided now by Eriond.
| medi ately behind her cane Aunt Pol, Pol edra, and the Rivan Queen

"The task you both share here," Cyradis continued in an echoing
choral voice, "is not to destroy each other, for should it come to
pass that one of you destroyeth the other, your tasks
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will "remain unconpleted, and | also will be unable to conplete mne
Thus, all that is, all that was, and all that is yet to be wll
forever perish. Put up thy sword, Belgarion, and send away thy
Grolins, Zandramas. Let us go even into the Place Which Is No Mre
and rmeke our choices. The universe grows weary of our delay.'’

Regretfully, Garion sheathed his sword, but the Sorceress of
Darshiva's eyes narrowed. ' 'Kill her,'' she commanded her Grolins in
a chillingly flat voice. "Kill the blind Dalasian witch in the nanme
of the new God of Angarak."''

The remaining Golinms, their faces filled with religious exaltation
started toward the foot of the stairs. Eriond sighed and resolutely
stepped forward to place his body in front of that of Cyradis.

"That will not be necessary, Bearer of the Ob," Cyradis told him
She bowed her head slightly, and the choral voice swelled to a
crescendo. The Grolins faltered, and then began to grope around,
staring with unseeing eyes at the daylight around them

"It's the enchantment again," Zakath whi spered, "the sane one that
surrounded Keli. They're blind."

This time, however, what the Golinms saw in their blindness was not
the vision of the Face of God that the gentle old priest of Torak
they had met in the sheep canp above Kell had seen, but sonething

al together different. The enchantnment, it appeared, could cut two
ways. The Grolins cried out first in alarm then in fright. Then
their cries becane screans, and they turned, stunbling over each

ot her and even crawling on hands and knees to escape that which they
saw. They scranbled blindly dowmn to the water's edge, obviously bent
on following the hulking Go-liminto whose face Sadi had thrown that
strange powder of his. They floundered out into the now gently
rolling waves, and one by one stepped off into deep water



A few could swim but not very nany. Those who coul d swam desperately
out to sea and inevitable death. Those who could not sank beneath the
surface, their inploring hands reachi ng upward even after their heads
had gone under. Columms of bubbles rose to the top of the dark water
for a few nonents, and then they stopped.

The al batross, its great wings notionless, drifted over themfor a
monment and then returned to hover over the anphitheater

CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE

"And now art thou, as thou hast ever chosen to be, alone, Child of
Dark," Cyradis said sternly.

"The ones who were here with nme were of no nonent, Cyradis,"
Zandramas replied indifferently. "They have served their purpose, and
I no longer need them"

" "Art thou then ready to enter through the portal into the Place
Which I's No More to stand in the presence of the Sardion, there to
make thy choice?"

"Of course, Holy Seeress," Zandramas acqui esced with surprising
mldness. ' "dadly will I join with the Child of Light that together
we rmay enter the Tenple of Torak."

"Watch her, Garion," Silk whispered. "The whole tone of this is
wrong. She's up to sonething."

But Cyradis, it appeared, had al so detected the ruse. "Thy sudden
acceptance is puzzling, Zandranas," she said. "Vainly hast thou
striven for all these weary months to avoid this neet-
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i ng, and now t hou woul dst rush-eagerly into the grotto. What hath so
altered thee? Doth perchance some unseen peril lurk within yon grot?
Seekest thou still to lure the Child of Light to his doom thinking

thereby to avoid the necessity of the Choice?"

"The answer to thy question, blind witch, doth |ie behind that
portal ," Zandranas replied in a harsh voice. She turned her
glittering face toward Garion. "Surely the great Godslayer is without

fear," she said. "Or is he who slew Tbhrak becone of a sudden timd
and fearful ? What threat could. I, a nmere woman, pose to the

m ghtiest warrior in the world? Let us then investigate this grotto
together. Confidently will | deliver ny safety into thy hands,

Bel gari on. "

"It may not be so, Zandramms,'' the Seeress of Kell declared. "It is



too late now for subterfuge and deceit. Only the Choice will free

t hee now." She paused and briefly bowed her head. Again Garion heard
that choral nurmuring. "Ah," she said at |ast, "now we understand.
The passage in the book of the heavens was obscure, but nowit is
clear." She ainmed toward the portal. "Come forth, Denon Lord. Lurk
not in darkness awaiting prey, but conme forth that we may see thee."
“No!" Zandramas cried hoarsely.

But it was too late. Reluctantly, alnobst as if being driven, die
battered and hal f-crippled dragon |inped out of the grotto, roaring
and belching billows of flame and snoke. "Not again," Zakath groaned.

Garion, however, saw nore than just the dragon. Even as in the snow
cl ogged forest outside Val Al orn when he had seen the inage of Barak
superi nposed upon that of the dreadful bear rushing to his rescue
after he had speared the boar when he was no nore than fourteen, he
now saw the form of the Denpn Lord Mrdja within the shape of the
dragon. Mordja, archfbe of Na-haz, the denobn that had borne the
shrieking Urvon into the eternal pit of Hell. Mrdja, who with

a, hal f-dozen snakel i ke arnms grasped a huge sword—a sword that Garion
recogni zed all too well. The Denon Lord, encased in the formof the
dragon, strode forward with nonstrous steps w el ding Cthrek Goru, To-
rak's dread sword of shadows.

The burning red clouds overhead erupted with Iightning as the

hi deously twi nned beast canme at them "Spread out!" Gar-ion shouted.
"Silk! Tell themwhat to do!" He drew a deep breath as great bolts of
[ightning streaked down fromthe roiling red sky above to crash

agai nst the sides of the terraced pyranmd

with earth-shattering claps of thunder. "Let's go!" Garion cried to
Zakath as he once nore drew lron-grip's sword. But then he paused,
dunmbf ounded. Pol edra, as calny as she would if crossing a nmeadow,
approached the awful nonstrosity. "Thy Master is the Lord of
Deception, Mrdja," she said to the suddenly imobilized creature
before her, "but it is time for deceit to end. Thou wilt speak only
truth. What is thy purpose here? What is the purpose of all of thy
kind in this place?"

The Denon Lord, frozen within the formof the dragon, snarled its
hatred as it twisted and withed, attenpting to break free.

"Speak, Mordja," Poledra cormanded. Did anyone have that kind of
power ?

“I will not." Mordja spat out the words.
" "Thou wilt,"' Garion's grandnother said in a dreadfully quiet
voi ce.

Mordj a shrieked then, a shriek of total agony.
"What is thy purpose?" Poledra insisted.
"I serve the King of Hell!'' the denon cried.

"And what is the purpose of the King of Hell here?"



"He woul d possess the stones of power," Mordja how ed.
"And why?"

"That he may break his chains, the chains in which accursed UL bound
himlong ere any of this was nade."

"Wherefore hast thou then aided the Child of Dark, and wherefore
didst thy foe Nahaz aid the Disciple of Torak? Didst not thy Master
know t hat each of them sought to raise a God? A God which would even
nore securely bind hinP"

"What they sought was of no nonent," Mrdja snarled. "Nahaz and
contended witii each other, in truth, but our contention was not on
behal f of mad Urvon or sluttish Zandramas. In the instant that either
of them gai ned Sardi on would the King of Hell reach forth with ny
hands—er with the hands of Nahaz—and seize the stone. Then, using
its power, would the one of us or the other west Cthrag Yaska from
t he Godsl ayer and deliver both stones to our Master. In the instant
that he took up the two stones woul d he becone the new God. His
chai ns woul d break and he would contend with UL as an equal —nay, an
even mightier—od, and all that is, was, or will be would be his and
his done."

"And what then was to be the fate of the Child of Dark or the
Di sci pl e of Tbhrak?"

*' They were to be our rewards. Even now doth Nahaz feed
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eternally upon mad Urvon in the darkest pit of Hell, even as | shal
feed upon Zandranmas. The ultimte reward of the King of Hell is

eternal tornment."

The Sorceress of Darshiva gasped in horror as she heard her soul's
fate so cruelly pronounced.

"Thou canst not stop nme, Poledra," Mrdja taunted, "for the King of
Hell hath strengthened my hand."

"Thy hand, however, is confined in the body of this rude beast,"
Pol edra said. "Thou hast nmade thy choice, and in this place, a
choi ce, once made, cannot be unmade. Here wilt thou contend al one,
and thine only ally will not be the King of Hell, but no nore than
this mndless creature which thou hast chosen.”

The denon raised its dreadful, fang-filled nmuzzle with a great how ,
and it struggled, heaving its vast shoulders this way and that as it
desperately tried to wench itself free of the shape that encl osed
it.



"Does this nean we have to fight them both!" Zakath asked Garion in a
shaki ng voi ce.

“I"'mafraid so."
“Garion, have you |ost your nind?"

"It's what we do, Zakath. At least Poledra has |linmted Murd-ja's
power -+ don't know how, but she has. Since he doesn't have his ful
powers, we at |east have a chance against him Let's get at it."'
Garion clapped down his visor and strode forward, sw nging his
flam ng sword before him

Silk and the others had separated, and they were approaching the
dragon fromthe sides and fromthe rear

As he and Zakath warily noved in, Garion saw sonething that might be
an even greater advantage. The nelding of the primtive mnd of the
dragon and the age-old one of the denpbn was not conplete. The dragon,
Wi th stubborn stupidity, could only focus her single eye upon those
enenm es who stood directly before her, and she charged on, unmi ndfu
of Garion's friends noving toward her flanks. Mordja, however, was
all too rmuch aware of the dangers advancing fromthe sides and from
the rear. The division of the unnaturally joined nmnd of the vast,
bat -wi nged creature gave it a kind of uncharacteristic hesitation

i ndeci sion even. Then Silk, the sword of a fallen Grolimin his
hands, darted in fromthe rear and chopped manfully at the writhing
tail.

The dragon bellowed in pain, and flames burst from her gapi ng nouth.
Overriding what little control Mrdja exerted upon

her, she wheeled clunmsily to respond to Silk's attack. The little
thi ef, however, skipped ninbly out of her way even as the others
dashed in to attack her flanks. Durnik rhythm cally hamered on one
exposed flank while Torn chopped no less rhythmically at the other

A desperate plan cane unbidden to Garion as he saw that the dragon
had turned al nost conpletely around to neet Silk's attack. "Wrk on
her tail!" he shouted to Zakath. He backed off a few paces to give

hi msel f running room then lunbered forward, his novenments nmade
awkward by his arnmor. He | eaped over the slashing tail and ran up the
dragon's back

"Garion!" he heard Ce' Nedra screamin horror. He ignored her
frightened cry and continued to scranble up the scaly back until he
was finally able to plant his feet on the dragon's shoul ders between
the batlike wings. The dragon, he knew, would not fear or even fee
the strokes of his burning sword. Mordja, however, would. He raised
Iron-grip's sword and struck a two-handed bl ow at the base of the
scaly neck. The dragon, weaving her fearsonme head and breathing fire
and snoke as she sought out those who were attacking her, paid no
heed. Mordja, however, screaned in agony as the power of the Ob
seared him That was their advantage. Left to herself, the dragon was
i ncapabl e of neeting their many-pronged attack. It was the added
intelligence of the Denon Lord that nade her so dangerous in this
situation, but Garion had seen evidence in the past that the Ob
could inflict intol erable agony upon a denon. In that respect, it had



even nore power than did a God. Denpns fled fromthe presence of the
Gods, but they could not flee fromthe chastisenent of Aldur's Ob
"Hotter!" he commanded the stone as he raised his blade again. He
struck and struck and Struck again. The great blade no | onger bounced
of f the dragon's scales but seared its way through themto bite into
the dragon's Besh. The hal f-indistinct image of Mrdja, encased in

t he dragon, shrieked as the sword cut into his neck even as it

sl ashed at that of the dragon. Alnpbst in nid-stroke, Garion reversed
his sword and, grasping the crosspiece of the hilt, drove it down
into the dragon's back between the vast shoul ders.

Mor dj a screaned.

Garion wrenched the sword back and forth, tearing the wound even
wi der .

Even the dragon felt that. She screaned,

Garion raised his sword again, and once again sank it into die
bl eedi ng wound, deeper this tine.
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The dragon and Mordja screamed in unison.

Ludi crously, Garion renmenbered a tinme in his bygone youth when he had
wat ched old Cralto digging holes for fence posts. He consciously
imtated the old farmworker's rhythm c notion, raising his reversed
sword high overhead as Cralto had his shovel, and driving the bl ade
down into the dragon's flesh. Wth each driving blow the wound grew
deeper, and bl ood gushed and spurted fromthe quivering flesh. He
monmentarily saw the white of bone and altered his point of aim Not
even lron-grip's sword could shear through that tree-trunksized
backbone.

His friends had nonmentarily fallen back, astonished at the Rivan

Ki ng' s i nsane-appearing audacity. Then they saw that the dragon's

al nost serpentlike head was raised high in the air as she tried
desperately to withe her neck around to bite at the tornmenter

di ggi ng a huge hol e between her shoul der bl ades. They rushed back
into tine attack, hacking and stabbing at the softer scal es covering
the dragon's throat, belly, and flanks. Darting in and out quickly to
avoi d being tranmpled by the huge beast, Silk, Velvet, and Sad
attacked the unprotected underside of the distracted dragon. Durnik
was steadily poundi ng on the dragon's side, nethodically breaking
ri bs one by one as Toth chopped at the other side. Belgarath and

Pol edra, once again as wolves, were gnawing on die withing tail

Then Garion saw what he had been searching for—+the hawserlike tendon
| eadi ng down into one of the dragon's huge wings. "Hotter!" he
shouted again at the Ob.

The sword flared anew, and this time Garion did not strike. Instead
he set the edge of his weapon agai nst the tendon and began to saw
back and forth wkh it, burning through the tough |iganent rather than
choppi ng. The tendon, finally severed, snapped, its cut ends



slithering snakeli ke back into the bl eeding flesh.

The bel |l ow of pain that enmerged fromthat flame-filled nmouth was
shattering. The dragon lurched, then fell, thrashing its huge |inbs
in terrible agony.

Garion was thrown clear when the dragon fell. Desperately he rolled,
trying to get away fromthose flailing claws. Then Zakath was there,
yanking himto his feet. "You're insane, Gar-ion!" he shouted in a
shrill voice. "Are you all right?"

"I"'mfine," Garion said in a tight voice. "Let's finish it."

Toth, however, was already there. In the very shadow of the dragon's
huge head he stood, his feet planted w de apart, chopping at the base
of the dragon's throat. Great gushes of bl ood
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spurted from severed arteries as the huge nmute, his heavy shoul ders
surgi ng, sought to find and cut the barrellike w ndpi pe. Despite the
concerted efforts of Garion and his friends, there had been little
nore than pain before. Toth's singlenm nded attack, however,
threatened the dragon's very life. Were he to succeed in severing or
even broaching the thick gristle of that w ndpi pe, the dragon woul d
di e, choking for lack of breath or drowning in her own blood. She

cl awed her way back onto her forelegs and reared hi gh over the huge
mut e.

"Toth!" Durni k shouted. "Get out of there!l She's going to strike!l"

But it was not the fanged tnouth that struck. Dinmy, within the

bl eedi ng body of the dragon, Garion saw the indistinct shape of
Mordj a desperately raise Cthrek Goru, the sword of shadows. Then the
Denon Lord thrust out with the sword. The blade, as if insubstantial
energed fromthe dragon's chest and, as snoothly, plunged into Toth
to enmerge fromhis back. The nmute stiffened, then slid linply off the
sword, unable even in death to cry out.

"No!" Durnik roared in a voice filled with indescribable | oss.

Garion's mnd went absolutely cold. "Keep her teeth off me," he told
Zakath in a flat, unenotional tone. Then he dashed forward, reversing
his sword once again in preparation for a thrust such as he had never
delivered before. He ained that thrust not at the wound Toth had
opened but at the dragon's broad chest instead.

Cthrek Goru flickered out to ward himoff, but Garion parried that
desperat e defensive stroke, then set his shoul der agai nst the nmassive
crosspiece of his sword's hilt. He fixed the now shrinking demon with
a |l ook of pure hatred and then he drove his sword into the dragon's
chest with all his strength, and the great surge as the Orb unl eashed
its power al nost staggered him

The sword of the Rivan King slid smoothly into the dragon's heart,
like a stick into water.



The awful bellowi ng fromboth the dragon and the Denon Lord broke off
suddenly in a kind of gurgling sigh.

Gimy, Garion wenched his sword free and stepped clear of the
convul sing beast. Then, |ike a burning house collapsing in on itself,
the dragon crunpled to the ground, twitched a few tines, and was
still.

Garion wearily turned.
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Tbth's face was calm but blind Cyradis knelt on one side of his body
and Durai k on the other. They were both weepi ng openly.

Hi gh overhead, the albatross cried out once, a cry of pain and | oss.
Cyradi s was weeping, her blindfold wet with her tears.

The smoky- | ooki ng orange sky roil ed and tunbl ed overhead, and inky

bl ack patches lay in the folds of the clouds, ' shifting, coiling, and
undul ating as the clouds, still stained on their undersides by the
newrisen sun, withed in the sky above and flinched and shuddered as
t hey begot drunken-appearing |ightning that staggered down through
the murky air to strike savagely at the altar of the One-Eyed God on
t he pinnacl e above.

Cyradi s was weepi ng.

The sharply regular stones that floored the anphitheater were stil
darkly wet fromthe clinging fog that had envel oped the reef before
dawn and t he downpour of yesterday. The white speckles in that iron-
hard stone glittered Iike stars under their sheen of nvoisture.

Cyradi s was weepi ng.

Garion drew in a deep breath and | ooked around t he anphitheater. It
was not as l|large perhaps as he had first imgi ned—certainly not

| arge enough to contain what had happened here—but then, all the
wor |l d woul d probably not have been | arge enough to contain that. The
faces of his conpanions, bathed in the fiery light fromthe sky and
periodically glowi ng dead white in the intense flashes of the
stuttering lightning, seemed awed by the enornmty of what had j ust
happened. The anphitheater was littered with dead Grolins, shrunken
bl ack patches lying on the stones or spraw ed i n bonel ess-1o00ki ng
clunps on the stairs. Garion heard a peculiar, voiceless runble that
died off into sonething alnost |like a sigh. He | ooked incuriously at
the dragon. Its tongue protruded fromits gaping nouth, and its
reptilian eyes stared blankly at Hm The sound he had heard had cone
fromthat vast carcass. The beast's entrails, still unaware that
they, like the rest of the dragon, were dead, continued their

nmet hodi cal work of digestion. Zandramas stood frozen in shock. The
beast she had raised and the denmon she had sent to possess it were
both dead, and her desperate effort to evade the necessity of

st andi ng powerl| ess and defenseless in the place of the Choice had



crunbled and fallen as a child's castle of sand crunbl es before the
encroachi ng waves. Garion's son | ooked
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upon his father with unquestioning trust and pride, and Garion took a
certain confort in that clear-eyed gaze

Cyradis was weeping. All else in Garion's mnd was drawn from
reflection and random i npressi ons. The one incontrovertible fact,
however, was that the Seeress of Kell was crushed by her grief. At
this particular tine she was the nost inportant person in the

uni verse, and perhaps it had al ways been so. It night very well be,
Garion thought, that the world had been created for the one express
purpose of bringing this frail girl to this place at this tinme to
make this single Choice. But could she do that now? Mght it not be
that the death of her guide and protector—the one person in all the
world she had truly | oved—had rendered her incapable of making the
Choi ce?

Cyradi s was weeping, and so |ong as she wept, the mnutes ticked by.
Garion saw now as clearly as if he were reading in that book of the
heavens whi ch guided the seers that the tine of the neeting and of
the Choice was not only this particular day, but would conme in a
specific instant of this day, and if Cyradis, bowed down by her
unbearabl e grief, were unable to choose in that instant, all mat had
been, all that was, and all that was yet to be would shi mer and
vani sh |li ke an epheneral dream Her weeping nust cease, or all would
be forever |ost.

It began with a clear-toned single voice, a voice that rose and rose
in elegaic sadness that contained within it the sum of human woe.
Then ot her voices enmerged singly or in trios or hi octets to join
that aching song. The chorus of the group m nd of the seers plunbed
the depths of the grief of the Seeress of Kell and then sank in an
unbearabl e di m nuendo of bl ackest despair and faded off into a
silence nore profound than the silence of the grave.

Cyradi s was weepi ng, but she did not weep alone. Her entire race wept
with her.

That | one voice began again, and the nelody was simlar to the one
that had just died away. To Garion's untrained ear, it seened al npst
the sane, but a subtle chord change had sonmehow taken place, and as
the other voices joined in, nmore chords insinuated thenselves into
the song, and the grief and unutterabl e despair were questioned in
the final notes.

Yet once again the song began, not this time with a single voice but
with a mghty chord that seenmed to shake the very roots of heaven
with its triunmphant affirmation. The nel ody renmai ned basically the
same, but what had begun as a dirge was now an exul tation.
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Cyradis gently laid Toth's hand on his notionless chest, snmoothed his
hair, and groped across his body to touch Durnik's tear-wet face
consol ingly.

She rose, no | onger weeping, and Garion's fears dissolved and faded
as the norning fog that had obscured the reef had faded beneath the
onsl aught of the sun. "Go," she said in a resolute voice, pointing at
t he now-unguarded portal. "The tine approaches. Go thou, Child of
Light, and thou, Child of Dark, even into the grot, for we have

choi ces to make whi ch; once nade, may never be unnade. Conme ye with
me, therefore, into the Place Which Is No More, there to decide the
fate of all nmen.” And with firmand unfaltering step, the Seeress of
Kell led the way toward that portal surmounted by the stony inmage of
the face of Torak.

Garion found hinself powerless in the grip of that clear voice and he

fell in beside satin-robed Zandramas to follow the sl ender Seeress.
He felt a faint brush against his arnored right shoul der as he and
the Child of Dark entered the portal. It was alnmpbst with a wy

anusenent that he realized that the forces controlling this neeting
were not so entirely sure of thenselves. They had placed a barrier
bet ween hi m and the Sorceress of Darshiva. Zandramas' unprotected
throat lay quite easily within the reach of his vengeful hands, but
the barrier nmade her as unassailable as if she had been on the far
side of the nobon. Faintly, he was aware that the others were com ng
up behind, his friends following him and Geran and the violently
trembling Gtrath trailing after Zandranas.

"This need not be so, Belgarion of Riva," Zandramas whi spered
urgently. "WII we, the two nost powerful ones in all the universe,
submt to the haphazard choice of this brain-sickly girl? Let us
best ow our choi ces upon ourselves. Thus will we both becone Gods.
Easily will we be able to set aside UL and the others and rule al
creation jointly." The swirling lights beneath the skin of her face
spun faster now, and her eyes glowed red.' 'Once we have achieved
divinity, thou canst put aside thine earthly wife, who is not, after
all, human, and thou and |I could mate. Thou coul dst father a race of
Gods upon ne, Belgarion, and we could sate each other with unearthly
delights, Thou wilt find me fair, King of Riva, as all nen have, and
I will consune thy days with the passion of Gods, and we will share
in the neeting of Light and iDark."

Garion was startled, even a little awed by the single-mndedness of
the Spirit of the Child of Dark. The thing was as
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i mpl acabl e and as unchangeabl e as adamanti ne rock. He perceived that
it did not change because it could not. He began to grope his way
toward somet hing that seemed significant. Light could change. Every
day was testinmony to that. Dark could not. Then it was at |ast that
he understood the true neaning of the eternal division which had rent
the uni verse apart. The Dark sought inmobile stasis; the Light sought
progression. The Dark crouched in a perceived perfection; the Light,
however, noved on, informed by the concept of perfectability. Wen



Garion spoke, it was not in reply to the blatant inducenents of

Zandramas, but rather to the Spirit of Dark itself. "It will change
you know," he said. "Nothing you can do will stop ne from believing
that. Torak offered to be nmy father, and now Zandramas offers to be
my wife. | rejected Ibrak, and | reject Zandramas. You cannot |ock ne

into immobility. If | change only one little thing, you ve lost. Go
stop the tide if you can, and | eave ne alone to do my work."

The gasp that cane fromthe nmouth of Zandramas was nore than human.
Garion's sudden understandi ng had actually stung the Dark, not merely
its instrument. He felt a faint, alnost feath-erlike probing, and
made no effort to repel it.

Zandramas hi ssed, her eyes aflane with hate-filled frustration
"Didn't you find what you wanted?" Garion asked.

The voice that came fromher |ips was dry, unenotional. "You'll have
to make your choice eventually, you know, " it said.

The voice that came from Garion's lips was not his own, and it was
just as dry and clinical. "There's plenty of tinme," it replied. "W
instrument will choose when it is needful."

"A clever nmove, but it does not yet signify the end of the gane."

"Of course not. The last npve lies in the hands of the Seeress of
Kell."

"So be it, then."
They were wal ki ng down a | ong, nusty-snelling corridor

"I absolutely hate this," Garion heard Silk murnmur from behind him
" '"It's going to be all right, Kheldar,'" Velvet told the little man
confortingly. "I won't |et anything happen to you."

Then the corridor opened out into a subnerged grotto. The walls were
rough, irregular, for this was not a construction but a natura
cavern. Water oozed down a far wall to trickle end-
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lessly with silvery note into a dark pool. The grotto had a faintly
reptilian snell overlaid by the odor of |ong-dead nmeat, and the fl oor
was littered with gnawed white bones. By some ironic twist, the lair
of the Dragon God had becone the lair of the dragon herself. No
better guard had been necessary to protect this place.

On the near wall stood a massive throne carved froma single rock

and before the throne there was one of the now all-too-famliar
altars. Lying on the center of that altar was an- oblong stone
somewhat |arger than a man's head. The stone glowed red, and its ugly
light illuminated the grotto. Just to one side of the altar lay a
human skel eton, its bony arm extended in a gesture of |onging. Garion



frowned. Some sacrifice to Torak, perhaps? Sone victimof the dragon?
Then he knew. It was the Mel cene schol ar who had stolen the Sardion
fromthe university and fled with it to this place to die here in

unt hi nki ng adoration of .the stone that had killed him

Just over his shoulder, Garion heard a sudden animalli ke snarl com ng
fromthe Ob, and a sinilar sound came fromthe red stone, the
Sardion, which lay on the altar. There was a confused babbl e of sound
in a multitude of |anguages, some drawn, for all Garion knew, from
the farthest reaches of the universe. Flickering streaks of blue shot
up through the milky-red Sardion, and sinmlarly, angry red bathed the
Ob in undul ant waves as all the conflicts of all the ages cane
together in this small, confined space.

"Control it, Garion!" Belgarath said sharply. "If you don't they'l
destroy each other—and the universe, as well!"

Garion reached back over his shoul der and pl aced his nmarked pal m over
the Orb, speaking silently to the vengeful stone. ' 'Not yet," he
said. "AH in good tine." He could not have explai ned why he had
chosen those precise words. Grunbling alnost |ike a petulant child,
the Orb fell silent, and the Sardion also grudgi ngly broke off its
snarl. The lights, however, continued to stain the surfaces of both
st ones.

"You were quite good back there,'' the voice in Garion's nind
congratulated him ' 'Qur eneny is a bit off balance now. Don't get
overconfident, though. We 're at a slight di sadvantage here because
the Spirit of the Child of Dark is very strong in this grotto. "

"' Way didn 't you tell ne that before ?'
"' Wbuld you have paid any attention ? Listen carefully, Gar-ion. My
opposite has agreed that we should |l eave the matter in
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Cyradi s' hands. Zandranmas, however, has made no such conmm tnment.
She's very likely to make one | ast attenpt. Put yourself between her
and the Sardion. No matter what you have to do, don't let her reach
t hat stone. "

" "All right,"' Garion said bleakly. He reasoned that attenpting to
edge into position inch by inch would not deceive the Sorceress of
Darshiva as to his intent. Instead, quite calmy and deliberately, he
sinmply stepped in front of the altar, drew his sword, and set its
point on the floor of the grotto in front of himw th his crossed
hands resting on the ponmel.

"What art thou about?" Zandramas demanded in a harsh, suspicious tone
of voi ce.

"You know exactly what |'m doing, Zandramas," Garion replied. "The
two spirits have agreed to |let Cyradis decide between them | haven't
heard you agree yet. Do you still think you can avoid the Choice?"



Her |ight-speckled face twisted with hatred. "Thou wilt pay for this,
Bel garion," she answered. "All that thou art and all that thou | ovest
will perish here.'

"That's for Cyradis to decide, not you. In the neantine, nobody's
going to touch the Sardion until after Cyradis nakes her choice."

Zandramas ground her teeth in sudden, inpotent fury.

And t hen Pol edra cane closer, her tawny hair stained by the |ight of
the Sardion. "Very well done, young wolf," she said to Garion.

"Thou no | onger hast the power, Poledra."
words cane from Zandramas' unnovi ng nout h.

The strangely abstracted

"Point." The familiar dry voice spoke through Poledra's lips.

"l perceive no point."

"That's because you've always di scarded your instrunents when you
were finished with them Poledra was the Child of Light at Vo M nbre.
She was even able to defeat Torak there—if only tenporarily. Once
that power is bestowed, it can never be wholly taken away. Did not
her control over the Denon Lord prove that to you?"

Garion was al nost staggered by that. Poledra? The Child of Light
during that dreadful battle five hundred years ago?

The voice went on. "Do you acknow edge the point?" it asked its
opposi te.

"What difference can it make? The gane will be played out soon."
"I claimpoint. Qur rules required that you acknow edge it."
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"Very well. | acknow edge the point. You've really becone quite
chil di sh about this, you know. "

"Arule is arule, and the gane isn't finished yet."

Garion went back to watching Zandramas very closely so that he m ght
nmeet any sudden nove she nade toward the Sardion.

"When is the time, Cyradis?" Belgarath quietly asked the Seeress of
Kel i .

"Soon," she replied. "Very soon."

"We're all here,"” Silk said, nervously |ooking up-at the ceiling.
"Why don't we get on with it?"



' '"This is the day, Kheldar,'' she said,' "but it is not the instant.
In the instant of the Choice, a great light shall appear, a |ight
which even /will see.”

It was the strange detached calmthat came over himthat alerted
Garion to the fact that the ultinate Event was about to take place.
It was the same cal mthat had envel oped himin the ruins of Ctho

M shrak when he had met Torak

Then, as if the thought of his nane had aroused, if only briefly, the
spirit of the One-Eyed God fromits eternal slunber, Garion seened to
hear Torak's dreadful voice intoning that prophetic passage fromthe
| ast page of the Ashabi ne Oracl es:

"Know that we are brothers, Belgarion, though our hate for each other
may one day sunder the heavens. W are brothers in that we share a
dreadful task. That thou art reading nmy words nmeans that thou hast
been ny destroyer. Thus nmust | charge thee with the task. What is
foretold in these pages is an abonmi nation. Do not let it come to
pass. Destroy the world. Destroy the universe if need be, but do not
permit this to cone to pass. In thy hand is now the fate of all that
was, all that is, and all that is yet to be. Hail, my hated brother,
and farewell. We will neet—er have nmet—n the City of Endl ess Night,
and there will our dispute be concluded. The task, however, stil
lieth before us in the Place Which Is No Mire. One of us nust go
there to face the ultimte horror. Should it be thou, fail us not.
Failing all else, thou nust reave the |life fromthine only son, even
as thou hast reft nmne fromne."

This time, however, the words of Torak did not fill Garion with

weepi ng. They sinmply intensified his resolve as he finally began to
understand. What Torak had seen in the vision that had cone to him at
Ashaba had been so terrifying that in the nonent of his awakening
fromhis prophetic dreamthe mai med God had felt inpelled to lay the
possibility of the dreadful task upon his npst hated foe. That

nmonment ary horror had surpassed even

Thbrak's towering pride. It had only been |ater, after the pride had
reasserted itself, that Torak had nutilated the pages of his
prophecy. In that one bl eak nmonent of sanity, the maimed God had
spoken truly for perhaps the one tine in his life. Garion could only
i magi ne the agony of self-abasement that single nmonment of truth had
cost Thrak. In the silence of his mind Garion pledged his fidelity to
the task his nost ancient foe had lain upon him "I will do all that
is in my power to keep this abomination fromcom ng to pass, ny
brother," he threw out his thought to the spirit of Torak. ' 'Return
to thy rest, for here / take up the burden."

The dusky red glow of the Sardion had nmuted the swirling tights in
the flesh of Zandramas, and Garion could now see her features quite
clearly. Her expression was troubled. She had quite obviously been
unprepared for the sudden acqui escence of the spirit that dom nated
her. Her drive to win at any cost had been frustrated by the

wi t hdrawal of the support of that spirit. Her own nind—er what was
left of it—still strove to evade facing the choice. The two
propheci es had agreed at the beginning of tine to place the entire
matter in the hands of the Seeress of Kell. The evasions, the



trickery, and the nultitudinous atrocities nmat had marked the passage
of the Child of Dark through the wortd had all cone fromthe tw sted
Grolimperceptions of the Sorceress of Darshiva herself. At this
nmonment, Zandramas was nore dangerous than she had ever been

"Well, Zandramas," Poledra said, "and is this the tinme thou hast
chosen for our neeting? Shall we destroy each other now when we have
cone so close to the ultimte instant? If thou but await the Choice
of Cyradis, thou wilt stand an even chance of obtaining that which
thou hast so desperately sought. If thou shoul dst confront ne,
however, thou wilt cast the entire matter into the lap of pure
chance. WIt thou throw away thy half chance of success in exchange
for an absol ute uncertainty?"

"I am stronger than thou art, Poledra,"
"I amthe Child of Dark."

Zandr amas decl ared defiantly.

"And | was the Child of Light. How rmuch art thou willing to ganble on
the possibility that | can still call forth the strength and power?
WIlt thou ganble all, Zandramas? All?"

Zandramas' eyes narrowed, and Garion could clearly feel the clenching

of her will. Then, with a blasting surge of energy and a vast roar
she released it. An aura of darkness suddenly surrounded her, and she
sei zed Canon's son and lifted him "Thus will | conquer, Poledral!"”

she hissed. She closed her hand about
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the struggling boy's wist and pushed his O b-marked hand out in
front of her." "In the instant the hand of Bel garion's son touches
the Sardion, | will triunph." Inplacably, step by step, she started
forward.

Garion raised his sword and leveled its point at her. "Push her
back,'' he conmanded the Orb. A bolt of intense blue |ight shot from
the sword point, but it divided as it struck that dark aura, encasing
the shadow but in no way interfering with Zan-dramas' advance. "Do
sonmet hing!" Garion shouted silently.

7 can't interfere,'' the voice told him

"Is that really the best thou canst do, Zandramas?" Pol edra asked
calmy. Garion had often heard that same note in Aunt Pol's voice,

but never with quite such indom table determ nation. Pol edra raised
her hand al nost indifferently and rel eased her will. The surge and
the sound nearly buckled Garion's knees. The aura of dark surroundi ng
Zandramas and Geran vani shed. The Sorceress of Darshiva, however, did
not falter, but continued her slow advance. "WIt thou kill thy son
Bel gari on of Riva?" she asked. "For thou canst not strike at ne

wi t hout destroying him"



' 7 can't do it!'" Garion cried out, his eyes suddenly full of tears.
"lIcan't!"

" "You nust. You 've been warned that this m ght happen. If she
succeeds and puts your son's hand on the Sardion, he will be worse
t han dead. Do what nust be done, Garion. "

Weepi ng uncontroll ably, Garion raised his sword. Geran | ooked him
steadily in the face, his eyes unafraid.

" "No!"' It was Ce' Nedra. She dashed across the floor of the grotto
and threw herself directly in front of Zandramas. Her face was
deathly pale. "If you intend to kill my baby, you'll have to kill ne,
too, Garion," she said in a broken voice. She turned her back on
Garion and bowed her head.

"So much the better," Zandranmas gloated. "WIt thou kill thy son and
thy wife both, Belgarion of Riva? WIt thou carry that with thee to
thy grave?”

Garion's face twisted in agony as he gripped the hilt of his flamng
sword nore firmy. Wth one stroke, he would destroy his very Hie.

Zandramas, still holding Geran, stared at himincredul ously. "Thou
wilt not!" she exclainmed. "Thou canst not!"

Garion clenched his teeth and raised his sword even higher.
Zandramas' incredulity suddenly turned to fright. Her ad-

vance stopped, and she began to shrink back fromthat awful stroke.
“Now, Ce' Nedra!" Polgara's voice cracked |like a whip

The Rivan Queen, who had been coiled |ike a spring beneath her
apparent nute submission to her fate, exploded. Wth a single |eap
she snatched Geran fromthe arns of Zandramas and fled with him back
to Pol gara's side.

Zandramas howl ed and tried to follow, her face filled with rage.
"No, Zandramas," Poledra said. "If thou turnest away, | will kil
thee—er Belgarion will. Thou hast inadvertently reveal ed thy

deci sion. Thy choice hath been made, and thou art BO | onger the Child
of Dark, but are only an ordinary Golimpriestess. There is no

| onger any need for thee here. Thou art free now to depart—er to
die."

Zandramas froze
"Thus all thy subterfuge and evasi on have conme to naught,
Zandramas. Thou hast no | onger any choice. WIt thou now subnit to

t he decision of the Seeress of Kell?"

Zandramas stared at her, the expression on her star-touched fece a
m xture of fear and towering hatred.

"Well, Zandramms," Poledra said, "what is it to be? WIt thou die



this close to thy prom sed exaltation?" Poledra' s gol den eyes were
penetrating as she | ooked into the face of the Golimpriestess. "Ah,
no," she said quite calmy, "I perceive that thou wilt not. Thou
canst not. But | would hear the words fromthine own nouth,
Zandramas. W It thou now accept the decision of Cyradis?"

Zandramas cl enched her teeth. "I will," she grated.
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CHAPTER TWVENTY- FOUR

The thunder still cracked and runbl ed outside, and the w nd
acconpanyi ng the stormthat had been brewi ng since the earth had been
made noaned in the passageway |eading into the grotto fromthe
anphitheater outside. In an abstract sort of way as he resheathed his
sword, Garion recognized precisely what his mnd was doing. It had
happened so often in the past that he wondered why he had not
expected it. The circunstances required that he nmake a decision. The
feet that he no | onger even considered the decision, but concentrated
i nstead on a neticul ous exam nation of his surroundings, indicated
that he had al ready nade his choice somewhere so deep in his mnd
that it did not even register on the surface. There was, he conceded,
a very good reason for what he was doing. Dwelling upon an inpending
crisis or confrontation would only rattle him lead himinto that
distracting series of "what ifs," and make him begin to have those
second thoughts that could quite easily | ock
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himinto an agoni zed i ndeci sion. Ri ght or wong, the choice had been
made now, and to continue to worry at it would serve no purpose. The
choi ce, he knew, was based not only on careful reasoning but also on
deep feelings. He had that serene inner peace which flowed fromthe
know edge that the choice, whatever it was, was right. Calmy, he
turned his attention to the grotto itself.

The stones of the walls appeared, though it was hard to be sure in
the pervading red light of the Sardion, to be a kind of basalt that
had fractured into a nyriad of flat surfaces and sharp edges. The

fl oor was peculiarly snooth, either as a result of eons of patiently
eroding water or of a single thought of Torak during his sojourn in
this cave while he had contended with and ultimately rejected UL, his
father. The trickle of water into the pool on the far side of the
grotto was sonething of a nystery. This was the highest peak of the
reef. Water should run down from here, not up to the hidden spring in
the wall. Beldin could probably explain it—er Dum k. Garion knew that
he needed to be alert in this strange place, and he did not want to
break his concentration by pondering the ins and outs of hydraulics.

And then, since it was the only source of light in this dimgrotto,
Garion's alnost indifferent eyes were drawn inevitably to the
Sardion. It was not a pretty stone. It was streaked with pal e orange
and mlky white in alternating stripes banded cl osely together, and
it was now stained with the wavering blue |ight emanating fromthe
Ob. It was as snmooth and polished as the Orb. The Orb had been



pol i shed by the hand of Al dur, but who had polished the Sardion? Sone
God unknown? Some shaggy clan of the brutish precursors of man
squatting in dull-eyed patience over the stone, devoting generation
after generation to the single inconprehensible task of rubbing the
orange and white surface snooth with call oused and broken-nail ed
hands that were nore |ike paws than human appendages? Even such

unt hi nki ng creatures would have felt the power of the stone, and,
feeling it to be a God—er at the very least, sonme object descended
froma God—ni ght not their m ndl ess polishing have been sone obscure
act of worship?

Then Garion |let his eyes wander over the faces of his conpanions, the
fam liar faces of those who had, in response to destinies that had
been witten large in the stars since the-beginning of days,
acconpanied himto this place on this particular day. The death of

l oth had answered the one unanswered question, and now all was in

pl ace.
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Cyradis, her face still tearstained and marked by her grief, stepped
to the altar to face them "The tinme draws nigh," she said in a

cl ear, unwavering voice. "Now nust the choices of the Child of Light
and the Child of Dark be made. All nust be in readi ness when the

i nstant of ny Choice arrives. Know ye both that your choices, once
made, cannot be unnade.”

' "My choice was nmade at the beginning of days-,'' Zandranmas

decl ared. "Adown all the endless corridors of time hath the nane of
Bel gari on's son echoed, for he hath touched Cthrag Yaska, which
spurneth all other hands save the hand of Belga-rion hinself. In the
i nstant that Geran touches Cthrag Sardius, will he becone an

omi potent God, higher than all the rest, and he shall have |ordship
and dom nion over all of creation. Stand forth, Child of Dark. Take
thy place before the altar of Torak to await the Choice of the
Seeress of Kelt. In the instant that she chooses thee, reach forth
thy hand and seize thy destiny."

It was the last clue. Now Garion knew what the choice he had nade in
di e deep silences of his mind had been, and he knew why it was so
perfectly right. Reluctantly, Geran wal ked toward the altar, stopped
and then turned, his small face grave.

“And now, Child of Light," Cyradis said, "the tinme hath cone for thee
to make thy choice. Upon which of thy conpanions wilt thou lay the
bur den?"

Garion had little sense of the melodramatic. Ce' Nedra, and even on
occasi on Aunt Pol, were, he knew, quite capable of extracting the

| ast ounce of theatricality fromany given situation, whereas he, a
solid, practical Sendar, was nore inclined toward matter-of-fact
unostentation. He was quite certain, however, that Zandramas sonehow



knew what his choice should be. He al so knew that, despite her
reluctant agreenent to | eave the Choice in the hands of the Seeress
of Kell, the black-robed sorceress was still perfectly capable of
sonme desperate final ploy. He had to do sonmething to throw her off

bal ance so that she would hesitate at the crucial nonent. If he
appeared to be on the verge of making the wong choice, the Sorceress
woul d exult and she would think that she had finally won. Then, at
the | ast possible instant, he could nmake the correct choice. The
Child of Dark's nonentary chagrin mght well freeze her hand and give
himtime to block her. Carefully, he noted her position and that of
Geran and Orath. Geran stood perhaps ten feet in front of the altar
with Zandramas no nmore than a few feet fromhim Orath was cowering
back agai nst the rough stone wall at the back of the grotto.

It would have to be exactly right. He would have to build up an

al nost unbearabl e suspense in the mnd of Zandramas, then dash her
hopes all at once. Rather artfully, he drew his face into an
expressi on of agoni zed i ndeci sion. He wandered anong his friends, his
face filled with a pur