PROLOGUE

Bei ng an account of how Bel garion's Son was stolen and how he | earned
t he Abductor was that Zandramas agai nst whom the puissant Orb of Al dur
had warned. —from The Lives ofBelgarion the Great (Introduction, Vol

I'V)

Now, as has been told, in the earliest of days the Gods created the
world and filled it with all manner of beasts and fow s and pl ants.
Men al so they created, and each God chose from anong the races of nen
t hose whom t hey woul d gui de and over whom they would rule. The God

Al dur, however, took none, choosing to live apart in his tower and
study the creation which they had made.

But a time cane when a hungry child arrived at Al dur's tower, and
Al dur took the child in and taught himthe WI I
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and the Word, by which all power may be used, in the manner that nen
call sorcery. And when the boy showed prom se, Al dur naned him

Bel garath and made him a disciple. Then in time others cane, and

Al dur taught them and nmade them al so his disciples. Among these was a
mal f ormed child whom Al dur named Bel di n.

There cane a day when Al dur took up a stone and shaped it and he
called it his Orb, for the stone had fallen from beyond the stars and
was a seat of great power, a center for one of the two Destinies

whi ch had been in conflict for control of all creation since the

begi nni ng of days.

But the God Torak coveted the stone and stole it, for the Dark
Destiny had clainmed his soul for its agent. Then the nmen of Aloria,
known as Alorns, net with Belgarath, who | ed Cherek Bear-shoul ders
and his three sons into the far East where Torak had built Ctho

M shrak, the City of Eternal N ght. By stealth, they stole back the
Ob and returned with it.

Wth the counsel of the Gods, Belgarath divided Aloria into the

ki ngdonms of Cherek, Drasnia, Algaria, and Riva, naming each for one
who had acconpanied him And to Riva lron-grip, who was to rule over
the Isle of the Wnds, he gave the keeping of the Orb, which Riva

pl aced on the pomel of the great sword that he hung upon the wall of
the Hall of the Rivan King, behind his throne.

Then Bel garat h sought his home, but found tragedy awaiting him His
bel oved wi fe Pol edra had passed fromthe world of the living in
giving birth to twin girls. In time, he sent Beldaran, the fairer of
these, to be a wife to Riva Iron-grip to found the line of Rivan

ki ngs. Hi s other daughter, Polgara, he kept with him since her dark
hair bore a single |ock of white, the mark of a sorceress.

Guarded by the power of the Orb, all went well with the West for

t housands of years. Then, on an evil day, King Gorek of Riva and his
sons and sons' sons were slain by foul treachery. One child escaped,
however, to be henceforth guarded in secret by Belgarath and Pol gara.



On the Isle, the Rivan Warder, Brand, sorrowfully took over the
authority of his slain lord, and his sons continued to guard Aldur's
Ob and all were known as Brand.

But there canme a tine when Zedar the Apostate found a child of such
i nnocence that he could touch the Orb without being destroyed by its
fire. Thus Zedar stole the Orb and

DAVI D EDDI NGS 3

fled with it toward the place where his dread Master, Torak, |ay
hi dden.

When Belgarath | earned of this, he went up to the quiet farmin
Sendaria where Pol gara was rearing a boy naned Garion, who was the

| ast descendant of the Rivan line. Taking the boy with them they set
out after the Orb. After many perilous adventures, they found the
child, whomthey named Errand. And, with Errand bearing the Ob, they
returned to set the Orb back upon the sword.

Then Garion, now narmed Bel garion for the powers of sorcery he had
shown, |earned of the Prophecy, which revealed that the tine was at
hand when he, as the Child of Light, nmust confront the evil CGod
Torak, to kill or to be killed. Fearfully, he departed eastward for
the City of Endless Night to neet his fate. But with the aid of the
great sword that bore the Orb of Al dur, he prevailed and slew the
God.

Thus Bel gari on, descendant of Riva Iron-grip, was crowned King of

Ri va and Overlord of the Wst. He took to wife the Tol nedran Princess
Ce' Nedra, while Polgara took the faithful smith Durnik as her
husband, since the Gods had raised himfromthe dead and had gi ven
himthe power of sorcery to be her equal. Wth Belgarath, she and
Durnik left for the Vale of Aldur in Algaria, where they planned to
rear the strange, gentle child Errand.

The years passed as Belgarion | earned to be a husband to his young
bri de and began mastering his powers of sorcery and the power of his
throne. There was peace in the West, but trouble stirred in the
Sout h, where Kal Zakath, Enperor of Mallorea, waged war upon the King
of the Murgos. And Belgarath, returning froma trip to Mall orea,
reported dark runors of a stone known as the Sardi on. But what it

m ght be, other than an object of fear, he could not say.

Then on a ni ght when young Errand was visiting in the Citadel at

Ri va, he and Bel gari on were awakened by the voice of the Prophecy
within their mnds and directed to the throne room And there the
blue Orb on the pormel of the sword turned angry red of a sudden and
it spoke, saying, "Beware Zandramasf" But none could | earn who or
what Zandranmas was.

Now, after years of waiting, Ce' Nedra found herself with child. But
the fanatic followers of the Bear-cult were active again, crying that
no Toi nedran should be Queen and that she nmust be set aside for one
of the true bl ood of the Al orns.
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When the Queen was great with child, she was set upon by an assassin
in her bath and al nbost drowned. The assassin fled to the tower of the
Citadel and fromthere threw herself to her death. But Prince

Khel dar, the Drasnian adventurer who was al so known as Silk, saw from
her garnents that she mght be a follower of the cult. Belgarion was
wroth, but he did not yet nove to war.

Ti me passed, and Queen Ce' Nedra was delivered of a healthy male heir
to the Throne of Riva. And great was the rejoicing fromall the | ands
of the Alorns and beyond, and notables assenbled at Riva to rejoice
and celebrate this happy birth.

When all had departed and peace agai n descended upon the Citadel

Bel gari on resunmed his studies of the ancient Prophecy which nmen
called the Min Codex. A strange blot had | ong troubled him but now
he found that he could read it in the |ight cast by the Orb. Thus he
| earned that the Dark Prophecy and his obligations as the Child of

Li ght had not ended with the slaying of Torak. The Child of Dark was
now Zandr amas, whom he nust nmeet in tine to cone "in the place which
is no nore."

Hi s soul was heavy within himas he journeyed hastily to confer with
hi s grandfather Belgarath in the Vale of Al dur. But even as he was
speaking with the old man, new words of ill were brought him by
messenger. Assassins had penetrated the Citadel at night, and the
fai thful Rivan Warder, Brand, had been killed.

Wth Belgarath and his Aunt Pol gara, Belgarion sped to Riva, where
one assassin weakly clung to life. Prince Kheldar arrived and was
able to identify the conmatose assassin as a nmenber of the Bear-cult.
New evi dence reveal ed that the cult was nassing an arny at Rheon in
Drasnia and was building a fleet at Jarvi kshol mon the coast of

Cher ek.

Now Ki ng Bel gari on declared war upon the Bear-cult. Upon the advice
of the other Alorn monarchs, he noved first against the shipyards at
Jarvi ksholmto prevent the threat of a hostile fleet in the Sea of
the Wnds. His attack was qui ck and savage. Jarvi kshol mwas razed to
the ground, and the half-built fleet was burned before a single kee
touched water.

But victory turned to ashes when a nmessage from Riva reached him His
i nfant son had been abduct ed.

Bel gari on, Belgarath, and Pol gara turned thenselves into
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birds by sorcery and flew back to Riva in a single day. The city of

Ri va had al ready been searched house by house. But with the aid of
the Orb, Belgarion was able to follow the trail of the abductors to
the west coast of the Isle. There they cane upon a band of Cherek
cultists and fell upon them One survived, and Polgara forced himto
speak. He declared that the child had been stolen on the orders of

U fgar, |eader of the Bear-cult, whose headquarters were at Rheon in
eastern Drasnia. Before Polgara could west further information from
him however, the cultist |eaped fromthe top of the cliff upon which
they stood and dashed hinself to death on the rocks bel ow



Now the war turned to Rheon. Bel garion found his troops badly

out nunbered and an anbush awaiting his advance toward the city. He
was facing defeat when Prince Kheldar arrived with a force of Nadrak
mercenaries to turn the tide of battle. Reinforced by the Nadraks,
the Rivans besieged the city of Rheon.

Bel gari on and Durni k conbined their wills to weaken the wails of the
city until the siege engines of Baron Mandorallen could bring them
down. The Rivans and Nadraks poured into the city, |ed by Bel garion.
The battle inside was savage, but the cultists were driven back and
nost of them were slaughtered. Then Bel gari on and Durni k captured the
cult | eader, U fgar.

Though Bel garion had already | earned that his son was not within the
city, he hoped that close questioning mght drag the child's

wher eabouts from U fgar. The cult |eader stubbornly refused to
answer; then, surprisingly, Errand drew the information directly from
U fgar's mnd.

While it becanme clear that U fgar had been responsible for the
attenpt on Ce'Nedra's |ife, he had played no part in the theft of the
child. Indeed, his chief goal had been the death of Beigarion's son
preferably before its birth. He obviously knew nothing of the
abduction, which did not at all suit his purpose.

Then the sorcerer Beldin joined them He quickly recognized U fgar as
Har akan, an underling of Torak's last |iving disciple Uvon. Harakan
suddenly vani shed, and Beldin sped in pursuit.

Messengers now arrived from Riva. Investigations foll ow ng
Bei gari on's departure had di scovered a shepherd in the hills who had
seen a figure carrying what mnight have been
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a baby enmbark upon a ship of Nyissan design and sail southward.

Then Cyradis, a Seeress of Kell, sent a projection of herself to tel
them nmore. The child, she clainmed, had been taken by Zandramas, who
had spun such a web of deceit to throw the bl ane upon Harakan that
even the cult menbers who had been |l eft behind to be discovered had
bel i eved what Pol gara had extracted fromthe captive on the cliff of
the Isle of the W nds.

Clearly, she said, the Child of Dark had stolen the baby for a
purpose. That purpose was connected with the Sardi on. Now they nust
pursue Zandranmas. Beyond that she woul d not speak, except to identify
those who nust go with Bel-garion. Then, |eaving her huge, mute guide
Toth behind to acconpany them she vani shed.

Bel garion's heart sank within himas he realized that his son's
abduct or was now nmont hs ahead and that the trail had grown extrenely
dim But he grimy gathered his conpanions to pursue Zandranmas, even
to the edge of the world or beyond, if need be.

Part One



THE SERPENT QUEEN
CHAPTER ONE

Somewhere in the darkness, Garion could hear the crystalline tap of
wat er dripping with a slow, nonotonous regularity. The air around him
was cool, snelling of rock and danpness overlaid with the nusty odor
of pallid white things that grow in the dark and flinch fromthe
light. He found hinmself straining to catch all the nyriad sounds that
whi spered t hrough the dark caves of U go—the mpist trickle of water,
the dusty slither of dislodged pebbles slowy running down a shallow
incline, and the nournful sighing of air com ng down fromthe surface
through m nute fissures in the rock

Bel garath stopped and lifted the snoky torch that filled the
passageway with flickering orange |ight and | eapi ng shadows. "Wiit
here a nonent," he said, and then he noved off down the murky gallery
with his scuffed, m smatched
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boots shuffling along the uneven floor. The rest of themwaited with
the darkness pressing in all around them

"I hate this," Silk nuttered, half to hinmself. "I absolutely hate
it."

They wai t ed.

The ruddy flicker of Belgarath's torch reappeared at the farend of
the gallery. "Allright," hecalled. "It's this way."

Garion put his arm about Ce' Nedra's sl ender shoulders. A kind of deep
silence had fallen over her during their ride south from Rheon as it
had grown i ncreasingly evident that their entire canpai gn agai nst the
Bear-cult in eastern Drasnia had done little nore than give Zandramas
a nearly insurmountable | ead with the abducted Geran. The frustration
that made Garion want to beat his fists against the rocks around him
and how in inpotent fury had plunged Ce' Nedra into a profound
depression instead, and now she stunbled through the dark caves of

U go, sunk in a kind of nunmb misery, neither knowi ng nor caring where
the others led her. He turned his head to | ook back at Polgara, his
face mirroring all his deep concern. The | ook she returned hi mwas
grave, but seem ngly unperturbed. She parted the front of her blue

cl oak and nmoved her hands in the mnute gestures of the Drasnian
secret |anguage. —Be sure she stays warn+she said. —She's very
susceptible to chills just now, —

A hal f-dozen desperate questions sprang into Garion's nmnd; but with
Ce' Nedra at his side with his arm about her shoul ders, there was no
way he coul d voice them

—+t's inportant for you to stay calm Garion—Polgara's ringers told
him —Bbon't |let her know how concerned you are. |'m watching her, and



I"l'l know what to do when the tine cones. —

Bel garath stopped again and stood tuggi ng at one earl obe, | ooking
dubi ously down a dark passageway and then down another which branched
off to the left.

“"You' re lost again, aren't you?" Silk accused him The rat-faced
little Drasnian had put aside his pearl-gray doublet and his jewels
and gold chains and now wore an old brown tunic, shiny with age, a
not h-eaten fur cloak and a shapel ess, battered hat, once again
subner gi ng hinself in one of his innunerable disguises.

"Of course I'mnot lost," Belgarath retorted. "I just haven't
pi npoi nted exactly where we are at the nonent."

"Bel garath, that's what the word | ost means."
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“Nonsense. | think we go this way.
passageway.

He pointed down the |eft-hand

"You thinkT

"Uh—Silk," Durnik the smith cautioned quietly, "you really ought to
keep your voice down. That ceiling up there doesn't |ook all that
stable to ne, and sonetines a loud noise is all it takes to bring one
of them down."

Silk froze, his eyes rolling apprehensively upward and sweat visibly
standi ng out on his forehead. "Polgara," he whispered in a strangled
tone, "make him stop that."

"Leave him al one, Durnik," she said calmy. "You know how he feels
about caves."

"I just thought he ought to know, Pol," the smth explained. "Things
do happen in caves."

"Pol garal!" Silk's voice was agoni zed. "Pl ease. 1"

“I"l'l go back and see how Errand and Toth are doing with the
horses,” Durnik said. He | ooked at the sweating little Drasnian
"Just try not to shout,"” he advised.

As they rounded a corner in the twisting gallery, the passageway
opened out into a large cavern with a broad vein of quartz running
across its ceiling. At some point, perhaps even miles away, the vein
reached the surface, and refracted sunlight, shattered into its
conmponent el enments by the facets of the quartz, spilled down into the
cavern in dancing rainbows that flared and faded as they shifted

across the sparkling surface of the small, shallow | ake in the center
of the cave. At the far end of the lake, a tiny waterfall tinkled
endl essly fromrock to rock to fill the cavern with its nusic.

"Ce' Nedra, |ook!" Garion urged.



"What ?" She raised her head. "Oh, yes," she said indifferently, "very
pretty."” And she went back to her abstracted sil ence.

Garion gave Aunt Pol a hel pl ess | ook.

"Fat her," Polgara said then, "I think it's just about lunch tine.
This seens like a good place to rest a bit and have a bite to eat."

"Pol, we're never going to get there if we stop every mle or two."

"Why do you always argue with ne, father? Is it out of sone obscure
princi pl e?"

He gl owered at her for a nonment, then turned away, nmuttering to
hi nsel f.

Errand and Toth | ed the horses down to the shore of the
12
KI NG OF THE MJURGOS

crystal lake to water them They were a strangely m snatched pair
Errand was a slight young man with blond, curly hair and he wore a

si nmpl e brown peasant snock. Toth towered above himlike a giant tree
| oomi ng over a sapling. Although winter was coning on in the Kingdons
of the West, the huge nute still wore only sandals, a short kirtle
belted at the waist, and an unbl eached wool bl anket drawn over one
shoul der. His bare arnms and | egs were like tree trunks, and his
nmuscl es knotted and ri ppl ed whenever he noved. Hi s nondescript brown
hair was drawn straight back and tied at the nape of his neck with a
short length of |eather thong. Blind Cyradis had told themthat this
silent giant was to aid themin the search for Zandramas and Garion's
stolen son, but so far Toth seened content nerely to follow them

i npassively, giving no hint that he even cared where they were going.

"Whuld you like to help ne, Ce' Nedra?" Pol gara asked pl easantly,
unbuckling the straps on one of the packs.

Ce' Nedra, nunb-faced and inattentive, wal ked slowmy across the snooth
stone floor of the cavern to stand nutely beside the pack horse.

"We'll need bread," Polgara said, rummgi ng through the pack as if
unawar e of the young woman's obvi ous abstraction. She took out
several |ong, dark brown | oaves of peasant bread and piled themlike
sticks of firewood in the little queen's arnms. "And cheese, of
course," she added, lifting out a wax-covered ball of Sendarian
cheddar. She pursed her |ips. "And perhaps a bit of the ham as well
woul dn't you say?"

"l suppose so0," Ce'Nedra replied in an expressionless tone.

"Garion," Polgara went on, "would you lay this cloth on that flat
rock over there?" She | ooked back at Ce'Nedra. "1 hate to eat off an
uncovered table, don't you?"

"Um " Ce' Nedra replied.



The two of themcarried the | oaves of bread, the wax-coated cheese,
and the hamto the inprovised table. Polgara snapped her fingers and
shook her head. "I forgot the knife. Wuld you get it for ne?"

Ce' Nedra nodded and started back toward the pack horse.

"What's wrong with her, Aunt Pol?" Garion asked in a tense whisper
“"It's a formof melancholia, dear.”
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"I's it dangerous?"

"It isif it goes on for too long."

“Can you do anything? |I nean, could you give her sone kind of
medi ci ne or somet hi ng?”

"“I'"d rather not do that unless | have to, Garion. Sometines the
medi ci nes just nmask the synptons, and other problens start to crop
up. Most of the tinme, it's best to let these things run their natura
course. "

"Aunt Pol, | can't stand to see her like this."

"You're going to have to endure it for a while, Garion. Just behave
as if you weren't aware of the way she's acting. She's not quite
ready to cone out of it yet.'' She turned with a warmsmle. "Ah,
there it is," she said, taking the knife from Ce' Nedra. "Thank you,
dear. "

They all gathered around Pol gara's nakeshift table for their sinple
lunch. As he ate, Durnik the smth gazed thoughtfully at the smal

crystal lake. "I wonder if there could be any fish in there," he
nused.
“"No, dear," Pol gara said.

"It is possible, Pol. If the lake's fed by streans fromthe surface,
the fish could have been washed down here when they were m nnows,
and—

"No, Durnik."

He si ghed.

After lunch, they re-entered the endless, twisting galleries, once
again following Belgarath's flickering torch. The hours linped by as
they trudged mile after mle with the darkness pressing pal pably in

around t hem

"How nuch farther do we have to go, Grandfather?" Gar-ion asked,
falling in beside the old man.



"It's hard to say exactly. Distances can be deceptive here in the
caves. "

"Have you got any idea at all about why we had to conme here? | nean,
is there anything in the Min Codex—er maybe the Dari ne—that talks
about sonething that's supposed to happen here in U go?"

"Not that | remember, no
"You don't suppose we m ght have m sunderstood, do you?"

"Qur friend was pretty specific, Garion. He said that we have to stop
at Prolgu on our way south, because something that has to happen is
goi ng to happen here."

"Can't it happen w thout us?" Garion demanded. "W're
14
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just floundering around here in these caves, and all the while
Zandramas is getting farther and farther ahead of us with ny son."

"What's that?" Errand asked suddenly from somewhere behind them "I
t hought | heard sonething."

They stopped to listen. The guttering sound of Belgarath's torch
suddenly sounded very toud as Garion strained his ears, trying to
reach out into the darkness to capture any wayward sound. The sl ow
drip of water echoed its soft tapping from sonewhere in the dark, and
the faint sigh of air com ng down through the cracks and crevices in
the rock provided a nournful acconpaninment. Then, very faintly,
Garion heard the sound of singing, of choral voices raised in the
peculiarly discordant but deeply reverent hynn to UL that had echoed
and re-echoed through these dimcaverns for over five mllennia.

"Ah, the U gos," Belgarath said with satisfaction. "W're alnost to
Prol gu. Now maybe we'll find out what it is that's supposed to happen
here. "

They went perhaps another nile along the passageway whi ch rather
suddenly becane steeper, taking them deeper and deeper into the
earth.

"Yakkf" a voice from somewhere ahead barked sharply. "Tacha vel k? "«

"Bel garath, lyun hak," the old sorcerer replied calmy in response to
t he chal | enge.

"Bel garath? " The voice sounded startled. "Zajek kattig, Bel garath?"
“"Marekeg Gorim |yun zajek."
"Veed no. Mar ishum U go."

Bel garath extinguished his torch as the U go sentry approached with a
phosphorescently gl owi ng wooden bowl held al oft.



"Yad ho, Belgarath. G oja UL."
"Yad ho," the old man answered the ritual greeting. "Groja UL."

The short, broad-shoul dered U go bowed briefly, then turned and | ed
t hem on down the gl oony passageway. The greeni sh, unwavering gl ow
fromthe wooden bowl he carried spread its eerie light in the dim
gallery, painting all their faces with a ghostly pallor. After
another mle or so, the gallery opened out into one of those vast
caverns where the pale glow of that strange, cold light the U gos
contrived w nked
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at them from a hundred openings high up in the stone wall. They
carefully noved along a narrow | edge to the foot of a stone stairway
that had been chipped fromthe rock wall of the cave. Their guide
spoke briefly to Bel garath.

"We'l| have to | eave the horses here," the old man said.

"I can stay with them " Durnik offered.

“"No. The U gos will tend to them Let's go up." And he started up the
steep flight of stairs.

They clinbed in silence, the sound of their footsteps echoing back
hollowly fromthe far side of the cavern.

"Pl ease don't |ean out over the edge like that, Errand," Pol gara said
when they were about hal fway up.

"I just wanted to see how far down it goes,"”
know that there's water down there?"

he replied. "Did you

"That's one of the reasons |'d rather you stayed away fromthe edge."
He flashed her a sudden smile and went on up

At the top of the stairs, they skirted the edge of the dim

subt erranean abyss for several hundred yards, then entered one of the
gal leries where the U gos |ived and worked in snmall cubicles carved
fromthe rock. Beyond that gallery lay the Gorims half-lit cavern
with its lake and its island and the peculiarly pyramn d-shaped house
surrounded by solemm white pillars. At the far end of the nmarble
causeway which crossed the | ake, the Gorimof U go, dressed as al ways
in his white robe, stood peering across the water. "Bel garath?" he
called in a quavering voice, "is that you?"

"Yes, it's me, Holy One," the old man replied. "You m ght have
guessed that 1'd turn up again."

"Wel cone, old friend."

Bel garath started toward the causeway, but Ce' Nedra darted past him



with her coppery curls flying and ran toward the Gorimw th her arns
out stret ched.

"Ce' Nedra?" he said, blinking as she threw her arns about his neck

"Oh, Holy Gorim" she sobbed, burying her face in his shoul der
"soneone' s taken my baby."

"They' ve done what ?" he excl ai ned.

Garion had started al nost involuntarily to cross the causeway to
Ce' Nedra's side, but Polgara put her hand on his armto stop him
"Not just yet, dear," she nurnured.

" But —

"This may be what she needs, Garion."
16
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"But, Aunt Pol, she's crying."

"Yes, dear. That's what |'ve been waiting for. W have to let her
grief run its course before she can begin to cone out of it."

The Gorim held the sobbing little queen in his arnms, murnuring to her
in a soft, conforting tone. After the first storm of her weeping had
subsi ded, he raised his lined old face. "Wen did all this happen?"
he asked.

"Late last sunmer," Belgarath told him "It's a fairly involved
story."

"Cone inside then, all of you," the Gorimsaid. "My servants wi |
prepare food and drink for you, and we can talk while you eat."

They filed into the pyram d-shaped house standing on the Gorinis

i sland and entered the large central roomwth its stone benches and
table, its glowing crystal |anps hanging on chains fromthe ceiling,
and its peculiar, inward-sloping walls. The Gorim spoke briefly with
one of his silent servants, then turned with his armstill about

Ce' Nedra's shoulders. "Sit, ny friends," he said to them

As they sat at the stone table, one of the Gorims servants entered,
carrying a tray of polished crystal goblets and a couple of flagons
of the fiery U go drink.

“"Now, " the saintly old man said, "what has happened?"
Bel garath filled hinself one of the goblets and then quickly sketched

in the events of the past several nonths, telling the Gorim of the
nmur der of Brand, of the attenpt to sow dis-sention in the Al orn ranks



and of the canpaign against the cult stronghold at Jarvi kshol m

"And then," he went on as the Gorinls servants brought in trays of
raw fruits and vegetabl es and a snoking roast hot fromthe spit,
"right about at the sane tinme we captured Jarvi kshol m soneone crept
into the nursery in the Citadel at Riva and took Prince Geran out of
his cradle. Wien we got back to the Isle, we discovered that the Ob
will followthe baby's trail—-as long as it stays on dry | and, anyway.
It led us to the west side of the island, and we encountered sone
Cherek Bear-cultists the abductor had | eft behind. When we questioned
them they told us that the new cult |eader, U fgar, had ordered the
abduction. "

"But what they told you was not true?" the Gorimasked shrewdly.
“Not by half," Silk replied.

"Of course the problemthere was that they didn't know they were
lying," Belgarath continued. "They'd been very carefully prepared,
and the story we got fromthem sounded quite plausible—particularly
in view of the fact that we were already at war with the cult.
Anyway, we mounted a canpai gn against the last cult stronghold at
Rheon in northeastern Drasnia. After we took the town and captured
U fgar, the truth started to come out. U fgar turned out to be a
Mal | orean Groli mnaned Harakan and he had absolutely nothing to do
with the abduction. The real culprit was this nysterious Zandramas |
told you about several years ago. |'mnot sure exactly what part the
Sardion plays in all this; but for sonme reason, Zandramas wants to
take the baby to the place nentioned in the Min Codex—the pl ace
which is no nore. Urvon desperately wants to prevent that, so he sent
hi s henchman here to the west to kill the baby to keep it from
happeni ng. "

"Have you any idea at all about where to begin the search?" the Gorim
asked.

Bel garath shrugged. "A couple of clues is all. W're fairly sure that
Zandramas |left the Isle of the Wnds aboard a Nyis-san ship, so
that's where we're going to start. The Codex says that |'m supposed
to find the path to the Sardion in the nysteries, and I'mfairly
certain that when we find the Sardi on, Zandranmas and the baby won't
be far away. Maybe | can get some hints in those prophecies—+f | can
ever find any uncorrupted copies.”

"It also appears that the Seers of Kell are directly involving
t hensel ves, " Pol gara added.

"The seers?" The Gorim s voice was startled. "They' ve never done that
before."

"I know," she replied. "One of thenmagiri named Cy-radi s—appeared at
Rheon and gave us sone additional information, and certain
i nstructions."

"That is very unlike them™"

“I think that things are noving toward the ultinmate clinmax, Holy
One," Belgarath said. "We were all concentrating so nmuch on the



neeti ng between Garion and Torak that we |ost sight of the fact that
the real neetings are the ones between the Child of Light and the
Child of Dark. Cyradis told us that this is going to be the | ast
nmeeting, and that this tinme, everything's going to be decided once
and for all. |
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rather suspect that's the reason that the seers are finally coming
out into the open.”

The Gorimfrowned. "I would not have ever thought to see them concern
thensel ves with the affairs of other nen," he said gravely.

"Just who are these seers, Holy Gorin" Ce' Nedra asked in a subdued
voi ce.

"They are our cousins, child," he replied sinply.
Her | ook betrayed her bafflenment.

"After the Gods made the races of nman, there cane the tinme of the
choosing," he explained. "There were seven races of man—even as there
are seven Gods. Al dur chose to go his way al one, however, and that
nmeant that one of the races of man renmi ned unchosen and Godl ess. "

"Yes," she nodded, "I've heard that part of the story."

"W were all of the sane people,” the Gorimcontinued. "Us, the
Morindim the Karands in the north of Mallorea, the Melcenes far to
the east and the Dais. We were closest to the Dais, but when we went
forth in search of the God UL, they had already turned their eyes to
the skies in their attenpt to read the stars. W urged themto cone
with us, but they would not."

“And you' ve lost all contact with them then?'' she asked.

"On occasion, sone few of their seers have cone to us, usually on
some quest of which they woul d not speak. The seers are very w se,
for the Vision which comes to them gives them know edge of the past,
the present, and the future—and nore inportantly, the meani ng of
it."

“"Are they all wonen, then?"

“No. There are nmen as well. Wen the sight cones to them they always
bind their eyes to exclude all comon |ight so that this other |ight
can be seen nore clearly. Inevitably, when a seer appears, there also
appears a nmute to be guide and protector. They are al ways

pai red—forever."

"Why are the Grplins so afraid of then?" Silk asked suddenly. "I've



been in Mallorea a fewtines and |'ve seen Mallorean Golinms go al
to pieces at just the nention of Kell."

"l suspect that the Dais have taken steps to keep the Grolins away
fromKell. It's the very center of their learning, and Golins are
i ntol erant of non-Angarak things."

"What is the purpose of these seers, Holy One?" Garion asked.

“It's not only the seers, Belgarion," the Gorimreplied. "The Dais
are involved in all branches of arcane know edge—necromancy,

wi zardry, magic, witchcraft—all of these and nore. No one—except the
Dai s thenmsel ves—seens to know exactly what their purpose mni ght be.
What-_ever it is, though, they are entirely comritted to it—both "the
ones in Mallorea and those here in the west."

“In the west?" Silk blinked. "I didn't know that there were any Dais
here. "

The Gori m nodded. "They were divided by the Sea of the East when
Torak used the Orb to crack the world. The western Dais were enslaved
by the Murgos during the third mllennium But wherever they
live—east or west—they have | abored for eons at sone task. Watever
that task may be, they are convinced that the fate of all creation
depends on it."

"Does it?" Garion asked.

"We don't know, Belgarion. We don't know what the task is, so we
can't even guess at its significance. W do know that they follow
nei ther of the Prophecies which dom nate the universe. They believe
that their task was |aid upon them by sonme higher destiny."

"And that's the thing that concerns ne," Belgarath said. "Cyradis is
mani pul ating us with these cryptic little announcenents of hers; and
for all I know, she's manipul ating Zandranmas as well. | don't I|ike
being | ed around by the nose—particularly by someone whose notives |
don't understand. She conplicates this whole business, and | don't
like conplications. | like nice, sinple situations and nice, easy
solutions."

"Good and Evil?" Durni k suggest ed.

"That's a difficult one, Durnik. | prefer '"themand us.' That clears
away all the excess baggage and allows you to get right down to
cases. "

Garion slept restlessly that night and he rose early with his head
feeling as if it were stuffed with sand. He sat for a tine on one of
the stone benches in the central roomof the Gorims house; then
caught in a kind of npody restl essness, he went outside to | ook
across the quiet |ake surrounding the island. The faint light from

t he gl obes hanging on their chains fromthe ceiling of the cavern
cast a dimglow on the surface of the | ake, and that glow filled the
cave with a pale lumnosity that seenmed nore like a light seen in a
dream t han
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any kind of illum nation to be found in the real world. As he stood
lost in thought at the water's edge, a novenent on the far shore
caught his eye.

They came singly and in groups of two and three, pale young wonen
with the large, dark eyes and colorless hair of the U gos. They al
wor e nodest white gowns, and they gathered shyly on the shore on the
far side of the marble causeway, waiting in the dimlight. Garion

| ooked across the | ake at them then raised his voice to call, "Ws
t here sonet hing you wanted?”

They whi spered together for a moment, then pushed one of their nunber
forward to speak for them "We—we wanted to see the Princess

Ce' Nedra," she blurted bashfully, her face dyed with a rosy bl ush.
"If she's not too busy, that is." Her speech was halting, as if she
were talking in a | anguage not wholly famliar to her.

“I'"l'l go see if she's awake," Garion offered.

"Thank you, sir," she replied, shrinking back into the protection of
her group of friends.

Garion went back inside and found Ce' Nedra sitting up in bed. Her
face had none of that numb indifference that had marked it for the
past several weeks, and her eyes seened alert. "You're up early," she
not ed.

"I had a little trouble sleeping. Are you all right?"

"I'mfine, Garion. Why do you ask?"
"I was just— He broke off with a shrug. "There are sonme young U go
wonen outside. They want to see you."

She frowned. "Who could they possibly be?"

"They seened to know you. They said that they wanted to see the
Princess Ce' Nedra."

"Of course!" she exclainmed, springing fromher bed. "I'd al npst
forgotten them" She quickly pulled on a teal-green dressing gown and
dashed fromthe room

Curiously, Garion started to follow her, but stopped in the centra
hal | of the house when he saw Pol gara, Durnik, and the Gorimsitting
quietly at the stone table.

"What was that all about?" Polgara asked, |ooking after the scurrying
little queen.

"There are sonme U go wonmen outside,” Garion replied. "They seemto be



friends of hers."

"She was very popul ar during her visit here," the Gorimsaid. "U go
girls are very shy, but Ce' Nedra befriended themall. They adored
her."

"Excuse nme, your Worship," Durnik said, "but is Relg anywhere about?
I thought | might ook in on him as long as we're here."

"Rel g and Tai ba have taken their children and noved to Maragor," the
Gorimreplied.

“Maragor ?" Garion blinked. "Wat about the ghosts there?"

"They are under the protection of the God Mara," the Gorimtold him
"There seems to be sonme kind of understandi ng between Mara and UL.

I"'mnot sure | entirely understand it, but Mara insists that Taiba's
children are Marags and he has vowed to watch over themin Maragor."

Garion frowned. "But isn't their first-born son going to be Gorim
sonmeday?”

The ol d man nodded. "Yes. His eyes are still as blue as sapphires.
was concerned myself at first, Belgarion, but I"'mcertain that UL
wWill return Relg's son to the caves of U go at the proper tine."

"How is Ce' Nedra this norning, Garion?" Polgara asked seriously.

"She seens to be al nbst back to nornmal. Does that nmean that she's al
right?"

"It's a good sign, dear, but it nmight be alittle early to be sure.
Why don't you go keep an eye on her?"

"Al right."

"Just try not to be obvious. This is a rather critical tine, and we
don't want her getting the idea that we're spying on her."

“I''"l'l be careful, Aunt Pol." He went outside and began wal ki ng around
the small island as if he were only stretching his | egs. He cast
frequent glances at the group on the far shore. The pale, white-
gowned U go wonen were clustered about Ce' Nedra. Her green robe and
her flam ng red hair stood out in sharp contrast in the midst of the
group. A sudden inmage cane into Garion's mnd. Wth her vibrant
coloring, Ce' Nedra | ooked very rmuch like a single crinson rose
growing in the mdst of a bed of white lilies.

After about a half an hour, Polgara came out of the house. "Garion,"
she said, "have you seen Errand this norning?"

"No, Aunt Pol."

"He's not in his room" She frowned slightly. "What is that boy
thinking of? Go see if you can find him?"

"Yes, ma'am " he replied automatically. As he started



22

KING OP THE MJRGOS
DAVI D EDDI NGS

23

across the causeway, he smiled to hinmself. In spite of all that had
happened, he and Aunt Pol always returned to the sanme relationship

t hey had shared when he was a boy. He was fairly certain that nost of
the tinme she did not even remenber that he was a king, and so she
often sent himon nenial errands with no real awareness that they

nm ght be beneath his dignity. Mreover, he found that he did not
really mnd. To fall back into the pattern of i mredi ately obeying her
perenptory conmands relieved himof the necessity of making difficult
deci sions and took himback to those days when he was just a sinple
farm boy with none of the cares and responsibilities that had cone to
himwith the crown of Riva.

Ce' Nedra and her friends were seated on rocks not far fromthe dim
| ake shore. Their conversation was subdued, and Ce' Nedra's face was
sonber agai n.

“Are you all right?" he asked her as he approached them

"Yes," she replied. "We were just talking, that's all."

He | ooked at her, but decided not to say anything nore. "Have you
seen Errand?" he asked instead.

"No. Isn't he in the house?"

He shook his head. "I think he's gone exploring. Aunt Pol asked nme to
find him'

One of the young U go wonen whi spered sonething to Ce' Nedra.

"Saba says that she saw himin the main gallery when she was comi ng
here," Ce'Nedra told him "It was about an hour ago."

"Whi ch way is that?" he asked.

"Over there." She pointed toward an opening | eading back into the
rock.

He nodded. "Are you warm enough?" he asked her
“I'"'mfine, Garion."

“I'"l'l be back in a bit," he said and wal ked toward the gallery she
had pointed out. It made hi munconfortable to be forced to step
around her this way, but the possibility that a chance remark m ght
push her back into that bl eak depression made himwary and half-
afraid to speak at all. A purely physical ailnent was one thing, but
an illness of the m nd was sonething horrifying.

The gallery he entered, like all the caves and passageways i n which



the U gos lived out their lives, was faintly illumnated by the dim
gl ow of phosphorescent rocks. The cubicles on either side of the
gal l ery were scrupul ously neat, and he

saw entire famlies gathered about stone tables for their norning
neal , apparently oblivious to the fact that the fronts of their
gquarters were open to scrutiny by anyone who chanced to pass this
way.

Since few of the U gos could speak his | anguage, it was inpossible
for Garion to ask anyone if Errand had passed, and he soon found that
he was wandering nore or |ess aimessly, hoping that he mi ght chance
across his friend. At the far end of the gallery, he energed into the
vast cavern where that flight of chiseled stairs |ed dowward toward
the di m reaches bel ow.

He considered the possibility that Errand m ght have gone down to
visit his horse, but sonething seemed to tell himthat he should turn
instead to follow the broad | edge circling the edge of the chasm He
had gone no nore than a few hundred yards when he heard the sound of
voi ces issuing fromthe nmouth of a dark passageway angling back into
the rock face. The shifting echoes nade it inpossible to distinguish
i ndi vi dual words, but it seemed to Garion that one of the voices was
Errand's. He entered the passageway, follow ng the sound al one.

At first there was no light in the unused gallery, and he put his
hand to the rough rock wall to grope his way al ong; but as he rounded
a corner, he saw a light com ng from somewhere ahead—a peculiar kind
of steady white radiance quite unlike the faint greenish gl ow of
phosphorescence that normally illum nated this dark world of the
caves. And then the corridor he was followi ng bent sharply to the

| eft, and he rounded that corner to see Errand talking with a tall
white-robed figure. Garion's eyes wi dened. The |ight he had seen was
emanating fromthat figure, and he felt the awesone presence of a
transcendent being.

The glowing figure did not turn, but spoke in a calm quiet voice.
"“Join us, Belgarion, and wel cone.”

Garion found that he was actually trenbling as he wordl essly obeyed.
Then the figure in white turned, and he found hinmself | ooking
directly into the tineless face of UL hinself.

"I have been instructing young Eriond here in the task which lies
before him" the Father of the Gods said.

"Eriond?"

"It is his true nane, Belgarion. It is tinme for himto put aside the
chil di sh nanme of his boyhood and to assume his true one. Even as thou
wert conceal ed beneath thy sinple
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"Garion,1 so hath he lain hidden under that 'Errand.' There is w sdom
inthis, for the true name of a man with a great task |ying before



himcan oft times bring danger when its owner hath not yet cone into
his inheritance."

"It's a good name, don't you think, Belgarion?" Eriond said proudly.

"It's an excellent name, Eriond," Garion agreed. The Ob, standing on
the pomrel of the great sword sheathed across Garion's back, gl owed
its blue response to the incandescently white radi ance of UL, and the
God nodded his acknow edgenent of the stone.

"Tasks have been set for each of you," UL continued, "and for the
conmpani ons who acconpany you. All these tasks must be conpleted ere
the neeting between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark may cone
again."

"Please, Holy UL," Garion said, "can you tell me—+s nmy son al
right?"

"He is well, Belgarion. The one who holds himw Il see to his needs.
For the moment he is in no danger."”

"Thank you," Garion said gratefully. Then he squared his shoul ders.
"And what is ny task?" he asked.

"Thy task hath already been revealed to thee by the Seer-ess of Kell
Bel gari on. Thou nust bar the path of Zandramas to the Sardion; for
should the Child of Dark reach that dread stone with thy son, the
Dark shall prevail in this final neeting."

Garion steeled hinmself and then blurted his next question, afraid of
what the answer might be. "In the Oracles of Ash-aba it says that the
Dark God will conme again," he said. "Does that mean that Torak will
be reborn and that |I'm going to have to fight him again?"

“"Nay, Belgarion. My son hinself will not return. Thy flam ng sword
reft himof his life, and he is no nore. The eneny in this neeting
will be nore perilous. The spirit which infused Torak hath found
anot her vessel. Torak was nminmed and i nperfect by reason of his

pri de. The one who shall rise in his stead—shouldst thou fail in thy
task—wi Il be invincible; and not thy sword nor all the swords in al
this world will be enough to withstand him"

"Then it's Zandramas that | have to fight," Garion said grimy. "I've
got reason enough, that's certain." "The neeting between the Child of
Light and the Child
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of Dark shall not be a neeting between thee and Zandramas," UL told
hi m

"But the Codex says that Zandramas is the Child of Dark," Garion
prot est ed.

"At this present time, yes—even as at this present tine thou art the
Child of Light. That burden, however, shall pass from each of you ere



the final neeting can take place. Know this, noreover. The event

whi ch began with the birth of thy son nust be conpleted in a certain
time. The tasks which Iie before thee and thy conpani ons are many,
and all rnust be conpleted ere the tinme appointed for this neeting.
Shoui dst thou or any of thy conpanions fail in the conpletion of any
task, then shall all our striving for uncounted ages cone to naught.
This final neeting between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark
nmust be conplete, and all of the necessary conditions nmust be net,
for it isin this neeting that all that was divided shall be nmade one
again. The fate of this world—and of all other worlds—+ies in thy
hands, Bel garion, and the outcome will not depend upon thy sword but
upon a choi ce which thou nmust make."

The Father of the Gods | ooked at the two of them fondly. "Be not
afraid, nmy sons,” he told them "for though you are different in many
ways, you share the same spirit. Aid and sustain each other and be
conforted in the know edge that | amwi th you." Then the gl owi ng
figure shimered and was gone, and the caves of Ul go resounded with
an echo like the aftersound of some uni magi nably huge bell

CHAPTER TWO

A kind of unthinking serenity had come over Garion, a calmresolve
much akin to that which he had felt when he had faced Torak in the
decaying ruins of the City of Endless N ght half a world away. As he
t hought back on that dreadful night, he began to grope his way toward
a startling truth. The nmai ned God had not been striving for a purely
physi cal victory. He had been trying with all the dreadful force of
his will to force themto submt to him and it had been their
steadfast refusal to yield, nore than Garion's flam ng sword, which
had defeated himin the end. Slowy, alnost |ike the onset of dawn,
the truth cane to Garion. Although evil mght seeminvincible as it
stal ked the world in darkness, it nonethel ess yearned toward the
light, and only in the surrender of the light could the darkness

prevail. So long as the Child of Light remained firm and unyiel ding,
he was still invin-
26
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cible. As he stood in the dark cave listening to the shimering
aftersound of UL's departure, Garion seenmed to see directly into the
m nd of his eneny. Beneath it all, Torak had been afraid, and even
now t hat sane fear gnawed at the heart of Zandranas.

And then Garion perceived yet another truth, a truth at once
enormously sinple and at the same tinme so profound that the scope of
it shook every fiber of his being. There was no such thing as

dar kness! What seened so vast and overwhel mi ng was not hing nore than
the absence of light. So long as the Child of Light kept that firmy
in mnd, the Child of Dark could never win. Torak had known this;
Zandramas knew it; and now at | ast Garion hinself understood it, and
t he know edge brought with it a surging exultation

"It gets easier once you understand, doesn't it?" the young man they



had al ways called Errand asked quietly.
"You knew what | was thinking, didn't you?"
"Yes. Does that bother you?"

“No. | suppose not." Garion | ooked around. The gallery in which they
st ood suddenly seened very dark now that UL was gone. Garion knew the
way back, but the idea which he had just grasped seened to require
sonme kind of affirmation. He turned his head and spoke directly to
the Orb riding on the pommel of his great sword. "Could you give us a
bit of light?" he asked it.

The Orb responded by igniting into blue fire and at the sane tine
filling Garion's mind with its crystal song. Garion | ooked at Eriond.
"Shall we go back now? Aunt Pol was sort of worried when she couldn't
find you."

As they turned and foll owed the deserted gallery back along the way
they had conme, Garion laid his armaffectionately across his young
friend' s shoul ders. For sone reason they seened very close just now

They energed fromthe gallery at the brink of the dimabyss where
pale lights dotted the sheer walls and the rmurnur of a waterfall far
bel ow came whi spering up to them

Garion suddenly renenbered sonething that had happened the day
before. "What is it about you and water that concerns Aunt Pol so
much?" he asked curiously.

Eri ond | aughed. "Oh, that. When | was little—ust after we noved into
Pol edra's cottage in the Vale—+ used to fall into the river fairly
often.”
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Garion grinned. "That seens |ike a perfectly natural thing

to me."

"It hasn't happened for a long time now, but | think that Pol gara
feels that maybe |'m saving it up for a special occasion of sone
sort."

Garion | aughed, and they entered the cubicle-lined corridor that |ed
toward the Gorims cavern. The U gos who |ived and worked there threw
startled glances in their direction as they passed.

"Uh—Belgarion," Eriond said, "the Ob is still glowng."

"Ch," Garion replied, "I'd forgotten about that." He | ooked back over
his shoul der at the cheerfully burning stone. "It's all right now "



he told it. "You can stop." The Orb's final flicker seened faintly

di sappoi nted. The others were gathered at breakfast in the centra
room of the Gorim s house. Polgara | ooked up as the two of them
entered. "Where have you— she began, then stopped as she | ooked into
Eriond's eyes nore closely. "Something' s happened, hasn't it?" she
asked i nstead.

Eri ond nodded. "Yes," he replied. "UL wanted to talk with us. There
were somne things we needed to know. "

Bel garath pushed aside his plate, his face becomng intent. "I think
you' d better tell us about this," he said to them "Take your tine
and don't skip over anything."

Garion crossed to the table and sat down beside Ce' Nedra. He
described the neeting with the Father of the Gods carefully, trying
as best he could to repeat UL's exact words. "And then he said that
Eriond and | shared the same spirit and that we were supposed to aid
and sustain each other," he concl uded.

"Was that all he said?" Belgarath asked. "Pretty nuch, yes."

"Except that he told us he was with us," Eriond added. "He didn't say
anyt hing nore specific about this certain tinme when everything has to
be conpl eted?" the old nman demanded with a slightly worried
expressi on.

Garion shook his head. "No. |I'msorry, Gandfather. |I'mafraid not."
Bel garath' s expressi on suddenly becane exasperated. "I hate working
to a schedule |I haven't seen,” he nuttered. "I can't tell if I'm

ahead or behind."” Ce' Nedra had been clinging to Garion, her face
filled with

both concern and relief. "Are you really sure he said that our baby
is all right?" she denmanded.

"He said that he is well,"” Eriond assured her. "He told us that the
one who holds himw |l see to his needs and that for the nonent he's
in no danger."

"For the nonent?" Ce' Nedra exclainmed. "What's that supposed to nean?”
"He didn't get any nore specific, Ce' Nedra," Garion said.

"Why didn't you ask UL where he is?"

"Because |'m sure he wouldn't have told nme. Finding Geran and
Zandramas is nmy job, and | don't think they're going to | et ne evade
it by getting sonebody else to do it for ne."

"They? Who are they?"

"The Propheci es—both of them They're playing a game, and we all have
to follow the rul es—even if we don't know what they are.”

"That's nonsense."



"Go tell them It wasn't ny idea.”

Aunt Pol was | ooking oddly at Eriond. "Have you known?" she asked
him "About your nane, 1 nean?"

"I knew | had another nane. Wen you called me Errand, it didn't seem
quite right, for some reason. Do you mnd very nuch, Pol gara?"

She rose with a smle, cane around the table, and enbraced him
warmy. "No, Eriond," she told him "I don't mnd at all."”

"Just exactly what is the task UL set for you?" Bel garath asked.
"He said that |I'd recognize it when | canme to it."
"I's that all he said about it?"

"He said that it was very inportant and that it was going to change
me. "

Bel garath shook his head. "Wy does everything al ways have to be in
riddl es?" he conpl ai ned.

"It's another one of those rules Garion nentioned," Silk told him
refilling his goblet fromone of the flagons. "Well, what next, old
man?"

Bel garath thought about it, tugging at an earl obe and | ooki ng up at
one of the faintly glowing lanps. "I think it's fairly safe to say
that this neeting was the thing that was supposed to happen here at
Prolgu,” he said, "so | expect that it's
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time for us to nove along. It might not hurt for us to get where
we're going a little early, but I"'mpositive that it's going to be a
disaster if we get there late." He rose fromhis seat and put his
hand on the Gorims frail shoulder. "I'Il try to get word to you from
time to tine," he prom sed. "Could you ask sone of your people to

| ead us through the caves to Arendia? | want to get out into the open
as soon as possible.”

"Of course, nmy old friend," the Gorimreplied, "and may UL gui de your
steps.”

"I hope sonebody does," Silk murnured.

Bel garath gave hima hard | ook.

"It's all right, Belgarath," Silk said expansively. "The fact that
you get lost aU the tinme doesn't dimnish our respect for you in the
slightest. I"'msure it's just a bad habit you picked up

somewher e—probably because your mind was on weightier matters."

Bel garath | ooked at Garion. "Did we really have to bring



hi m al ong. ?"
"Yes, Grandfather, we really did."

It was shortly after sunrise two days | ater when they reached the
irregularly shaped cave nmouth that opened out into a birch forest.
The white trees lifted their bare linbs toward an intensely bl ue sky,
and fallen | eaves covered the ground with a carpet of gold. The U gos
who had gui ded them t hrough the caves wi nced visibly and drew back
fromthe sunlight. They murnured a few words to Bel garath, he thanked
them and then they retreated back into the protective darkness.

"You have absolutely no idea how rmuch better | feel now," Silk said
with relief as he energed fromthe cave and | ooked around at the
frosty morning sunlight. Here and there back anmobng the trees were
pat ches of frozen snow, crusty and sparkling in the slanting rays of
the norning sun; somewhere off to the left, they could hear the rush
and babbl e of a nountain brook tunmbling over stones.

"Have you any notion of exactly where we are?" Durni k asked Bel garath
as they rode out into the birch trees.

The ol d man squi nted back over his shoul der, gauging the angle of the
newrisen sun. "My guess is that we're in the foothills above centra
Arendia," he replied.

"South of the |lower end of the Arendish forest?" Silk asked.

DAVI D EDDI NGS

31

"That's hard to say for sure."

The little Drasnian | ooked around. "I'd better take a |ook," he said.
He pointed at a hill rising out of the forest. "I might be able to
see sonething fromup there."

"And | think some breakfast night be in order,"
find a clear spot and build a fire."

Pol gara said. "Let's

"I won't be too long," Silk said, turning his horse and riding off
through the white trunks of the birches.

The rest of themrode on down the slope, the hooves of their horses
rustling the deep-piled carpet of golden |eaves. Several hundred
yards into the forest, they reached a clearing on the banks of the
brook they had heard when they had energed fromthe cave. Pol gara
drew in her horse. "This should do," she decided. "Garion, why don't
you and Er-iond gather sone firewood? | think sone bacon and toasted
bread m ght be nice."

"Yes, Aunt Pol," he said automatically, swi nging down fromhis
saddl e. Eriond joined him and the two of them went back in anong the
white trees in search of fallen Iinbs.

"It's pleasant being back out in the sunlight again," Eriond said as
he pulled a |large branch out fromunder a fallen tree. "The caves are



ni ce enough, | suppose, but | like to be able to | ook at the sky."

Garion felt very close to this open-faced young nman. The experience
they had shared in the cave had brought them even cl oser together and
had focused an idea that had hovered on the edge of Garion's

awar eness for several years now. The fact that both he and Eriond had
been rai sed by Aunt Pol and Durni k had made themin many respects
very much tike brothers. He considered that as he bundl ed severa
large linmbs together with a length of rope. He realized at the sane
time that he knew very iittle about Eriond and what m ght have
happened to hi m before they had found himat Rak Cthol. "Eriond," he
said curiously, "can you renmenber anything at all about where you
lived before Zedar found you?"

The young man | ooked up toward the sky, his eyes lost in thought. "It
was in a city of sone kind, | think," he replied. "I seemto renenber
streets—and shops."

"Do you renenber your nother at all?"

"I don't think so. | don't renmenber living in any place for very
| ong—er staying with the same people. It seens
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that | just used to go to a door, and people would take ne inside and
give ne sonething to eat and a place to sleep."” Garion felt a sudden
sharp pang of synpathy. Eriond was as much—er even nore—an orphan as
he was hinself, "Do you renenber the day when Zedar found you?" he
asked. Eriond nodded. "Yes," he replied, "quite clearly. It was
cloudy, and there weren't any shadows, so | couldn't tell exactly
what tinme of day it was. | net himin a very narrow street—an all ey
of sone kind, | think. | renmenber that his eyes had a sort of injured
ook in themas if sonething terrible had happened to him" He

si ghed. "Poor Zedar."

"Did he ever talk to you?"

"Not very often. About all he ever said was that he had an errand for
me. He used to talk in his sleep once in a while, though. | renenber
that he used to say 'Master.' Sonetinmes when he said it, his voice
woul d be full of love. Other times it was full of fear. It was al npst
as if he had two entirely different Masters."

"He did. At first he was one of the disciples of Aldur. Then |ater
his Master was Torak."

"Why do you suppose he did that, Belgarion? Changed Masters, | nean?"
"I don't know, Eriond. | really don't know "

Durni k had built a small fire in the center of the clearing, and



Pol gara, humming softly to herself, was setting out her pots and pans
beside it. As Garion and Eriond began breaking the branches they had
gat hered into manageabl e I engths, Silk rode back down the hill to
rejoin them "You can see quite a way fromup there," he reported as
he swung down from his saddle. "W're about ten | eagues above the
hi gh road from Muros. "

"Could you see the River Malerin?" Belgarath asked him
Silk shook his head. "Not the river itself,” he replied, "but there's
a. fairly good-sized valley off to the south. 1'd imgine that it

runs through there."

"I was fairly close then. How s the terrain | ook between here and the
hi gh road?"

"We've got sonme rough going ahead of us," Silk told him "It's steep
and the woods | ook pretty dense."

"We'll have to make the best time we can. Once we get to the high
road, we'll be all right."
Silk made a sour face. "There's another problem

t hough," he said. "There's a stormconing in fromthe west."

Durnik lifted his face to sniff at the frosty air and nodded.
"“Snow, " he confirmed. "You can snell it comng."

Silk gave hima disgusted | ook. "You had to say it, didn't you,
Dur ni k?" he said al nbst accusingly.

Durni k's |l ook was slightly puzzl ed.

"Didn't you know that tal king about unpl easant things makes them
happen?”

"Silk, that's pure nonsense."

The little man sniffed. "I knowbut it's true all the sane."”

The breakfast of bread, dried fruit, and bacon Aunt Pol prepared for
them was sinple, but there was nore than enough to satisfy themall.
When they had finished, they repacked, quenched their fire with water
fromthe icy brook, and rode on down the steep slope, follow ng the
course of the tunbling streamthrough the white-trunked birch forest.
Dumi k fell in beside the nmute Toth as they rode. "Tell ne, Toth," he
said tentatively, eyeing the frothy white water pitching down over
nossy green boul ders, "have you ever done any fishing?"

The huge man sniled shyly.

"Well, 1've got lines and hooks in one of the packs. Maybe if we get
the chance ..." Durnik left it hanging.

Toth's smil|le broadened into a grin.



Silk stood up in his stirrups and peered on ahead. "That stormisn't
much nore than a hal f-hour away," he told them

Bel garath grunted. "I doubt that we'll meke very good tinme once it
hits," he replied.

"I hate snow." Silk shivered glumy
"That's a peculiar trait in a Drasnian."
"Why do you think | left Drasnia in the first place?"

The heavy bank of cloud | ooned in front of themas they continued on
down the hill. The norning sunlight paled and then di sappeared as the
| eadi ng edge of the stormraced high overhead to blot out the crisp
bl ue of the autum sky. "Here ft cones," Eriond said cheerfully as
the first few fl akes began to dance and swirl in the stiff breeze
noving up the ridge toward them

Sil k gave the young man a sour |ook, crammed his battered hat down
| oner over his ears and pulled his shabby cloak tighter about him He
| ooked at Belgarath. "I don't suppose
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you' d consi der doi ng sonet hing about this?" he asked pointedly.
"It wouldn't be a good idea."

"Sonetines you're a terrible disappointment to ne, Bel-garath,” Silk
said, drawing hinself even nore deeply into his cloak.

It began to snow harder, and the trees about them becane hazy and
indistinct in the shifting curtain of white that cane seething up
t hrough the forest.

A nmle or so farther down the hill they left the birch trees and
entered a dark green forest of towering firs. The thick evergreens
broke the force of the wind, and the snow sifted lazily down through
t he boughs, lightly dusting the needl e-strewn floor of the forest.
Bel garath shook the snow out of the folds of his cloak and | ooked
around, choosing a route.

"Lost agai n?" Silk asked.

“No, not really.” The old man | ooked back at Durni k. "How far down

this hill do you think we're going to have to go to get bel ow this?"
he asked.
Durni k scratched at his chin. "It's sort of hard to say," he replied.

He turned to the nute at his side. "Wat do you think, Toth?" he
asked.

The giant lifted his head and sniffed at the air, then nmade a series
of obscure gestures with one hand.



“You're probably right,"” Durnik agreed. He turned back to Bel garath.
"If the slope stays this steep, we ought to be able to get bel ow the
snow i ne sonetinme this afternoon—+f we keep noving."

"Well, | guess we'd better nove along then,"”
the way on down the hill at a jolting trot.

Bel garath said and | ed

It continued to snow. The light dusting on the ground beneath the
firs became a covering, and the di mess that had hovered anong the
dark tree trunks faded as the white snow brought its peculiar
sourcel ess |ight.

They stopped about noon and took a quick [unch of bread and cheese,
then continued to descend through the forest toward Arendia. By

m dafternoon, as Durnik and Toth had predicted, the snow was m xed
with a chill rain. Soon the few |l arge, wet flakes were gone, and they
rode through a steady drizzle that weathed down anong the trees.

Late in the afternoon the wind picked up, and the rain driven before
it was cold and unpl easant. Durnik |ooked around. "I think that it's
about time for us to find a place

DAVI D EDDI NGS

35

to stop for the night," he said. "W'll need shelter fromthis w nd,
and finding dry firewood mght be a bit of a problem" The huge Toth,
whose feet very nearly dragged on the ground on either side of his
horse, | ooked around and then pointed toward a dense thicket of
sapling evergreens standing at the far edge of the broad clearing
they had just entered. Once again he began to nove his hands in those
pecul i ar gestures. Durnik watched himintently for a few nonents,

t hen nodded, and the two of them rode on across to the thicket,

di srount ed, and went to work.

The canpsite they constructed was well back anmong the slender tree
trunks of the thicket where the force of the wind was broken and the
dense branches shed the rain like a thatched roof. The two of them
bent a half circle of the tall saplings over and tied their tips to
the trunks of other trees to forma donelike franework of

consi derabl e size. Then they covered the frame with tent canvas and
tied it in place securely. The resulting structure was a round-

t opped, open-fronted pavilion perhaps as big as a fair-sized room At
the front, they dug in a firepit and lined it with rocks.

The rain had soaked down the forest, and collecting dry firewdod was
difficult, but Garion drew upon the experience he had gai ned during
the quest for the Ob to seek out those sheltered hol |l ows under
fallen trees, the spots on the |eeward sides of |large tree trunks and
t he brush-choked areas under overhangi ng rocks where dry tw gs and
branches coul d be found. By evening he and Eriond had piled up a
consi derabl e supply of wood not far fromthe fire pit where Pol gara
and Ce' Nedra were preparing supper

, There was a small spring several hundred yards on down the
sl ope, and Garion slipped and slid downhill with two | eather
wat er bags slung over his shoulders. The |ight was fading rapidly



under the dark, w ndswept evergreens, and the ruddy glow of their
canpfire beckoned cheerfuly as he started back up through the trees
with the full waterbags hangi ng pendul ously down agai nst his thighs.

Pol gara had hung her danp cloak on a tree |inb and was humring softly
to herself as she and Ce' Nedra worked over the fire.

"Why, thank you, your Mjesty," Ce' Nedra said as Gar-ion handed her
the waterbags. Her little smle was sonehow wistful, as if she were
maki ng a conscious effort to be |ight hearted.
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“It's nmy pleasure, your Majesty,"” he replied with a florid bow "A
good scullion can always find water when the cook's hel per needs it."

She sniled briefly, kissed his cheek, and then sighed and went back
to dicing vegetables for the stew Polgara was stirring.

After they had eaten, they all sat drowsily before the fire,
listening to the sound of the wind in the treetops and the seething
hiss of the rain in the forest about them

"How far did we cone today?" Ce' Nedra asked in a voice near sleep as
she | eaned wearily agai nst Garion's shoul der

"Seven or eight |eagues, |'d guess,” Durnik replied. "It's slow going
when you don't have a road to follow "

"We'll nmke better time, once we hit the high road from Miros to the
Great Fair," Silk added. His eyes brightened at that thought, and his
| ong, pointed nose started to twitch

“Never nmind," Belgarath told him

"We will need supplies, Belgarath,"” Silk said, his eyes

still bright.

“I think we'll let Durnik take care of that. People who do business
with you al ways seemto develop this sense of outrage once they've
had time to think things through."”

"But, Belgarath, | thought you said that you were in a hurry."

"I don't quite get the connection."

"Peopl e al ways travel faster when sonmebody's chasing them-er hadn't
you noticed that?"

Bel garath gave hima long, hard look. "Just let it drop, Silk," he
said, "Why don't we all get some sleep?" he suggested to the rest of
them "We've got a long day tonorrow. "

It was well after mdnight when Garion suddenly started into
wakef ul ness. He lay rolled up in his blankets beside Ce' Nedra,



listening to her regular breathing and the soft patter of the rain on
the tree Iinbs. The wind had died, and the fire at the front of their
snug shelter had burned down to a few ruddy coals. He shook the | ast
remmants of sleep fromhis nmind, trying to remenber what it was that
had awakened hi m

"Don't nmke any noise," Belgarath said softly fromthe far side of
the shelter.

"Did sonething wake you, too, Grandfather?"

"I want you to get out of your blankets very slowmy," the
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old man said in a voice so quiet that it scarcely reached Garion's
ears, "and get your hands on your sword."

"What is it, G andfather?”

"Listen!" Belgarath said.

From hi gh overhead in the rainy darkness there canme the ponderous
flap of vast wings and a sudden flare of sooty red light. The wi ngs

fl apped again, and then the sound was gone.

“"Move, Garion," Belgarath said urgently. "Get your sword—and put
sonmet hing over the Orb so that she can't see the glow fromit."

Garion untangled his Ilegs fromhis blankets and groped in the
darkness for lron-grip's sword.

Again there was the vast flapping sound overhead, and then a strange,
hi ssing cry, acconpani ed by another flare of that sooty red |light.

"What's that?" Ce' Nedra cried out.
"Be still, girl!" Belgarath snapped.

They lay tensely in the darkness as the flapping sound faded off into
t he rai nswept night.

"What's out there, Belgarath?" Silk asked tensely.
"She's a very large beast,"” the old man replied quietly. "Her eyes
aren't very good, and she's as stupid as a stunp, but she's very
dangerous. She's hunting. Possibly she snells the horses—er us."

"How do you know it's a she?" Durnik asked.
"Because there's only one of themleft in the world. She doesn't cone
out of her cave very often, but over the centuries enough people have

caught glinpses of her to give rise to all those | egends."

"I"'mstarting to get a very uneasy feeling about this," Silk
mur nmur ed.



"She doesn't really look that nuch |like the dragons in all those
drawi ngs," Bel garath continued, "but she is big, and she does fly."

"Ch, cone now, Belgarath,” Durnik scoffed. "There's no such thing as
a dragon."

"I"'mglad to hear it. Now, why don't you go out and explain that to
her ?"

"Is she the sanme creature we heard that night in the nountains above
Mar agor ?" Gari on asked.

"Yes. Have you got your sword?"

"Ri ght here, Grandfather."

"Good. Now, very slowy, creep out and smother the | ast
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of those coals with dirt. Fire attracts her, so let's not take any
chances on a sudden flare-up."

Garion inched his way out through the open front of the shelter and
hurriedly scooped dirt over the fire pit with his hands.

"Is it really a flying lizard?" Silk whi spered hoarsely. "No,"

Bel garath replied, "actually she's a species of bird. She has a |ong,
snakel i ke tail, and what she's covered with | ooks nore |ike scales
than feathers. She also has teeth—Ilots of very long, sharp teeth."
"Just exactly how big is she?" Durni k asked. "You renenber Fal dor's
barn?" "Yes."

"About that big,"

From quite sone distance off there came another screeching bellow and
the murky red flare.

"Her fire isn't really all that serious," Belgarath continued in the
same | ow voice, "particularly since these woods are so wet. It's when
she catches you in dry grass that it starts to be a problem She's
bi g, but she's not very brave—and on the ground she's as clunsy as a
pig on a frozen pond. If it gets dbwn to a fight, we probably won't
be able to hurt her very much. About the best we can hope for is to
frighten her off."

"Fight?" Silk choked. "You're not serious." "W may not have any
choice. If she's hungry and picks up our scent or the scent of the
horses, she'll tear these woods apart |ooking for us. She has a few
sensitive spots. Her tail is probably the best. Her wings get in the

way, so she can't see behind her too well, and when she's on the



ground, she can't turn very fast."

"Let's see if |'ve got this straight,” Silk said. "You want us to
sneak up behind this dragon and hit it on the tail, is that it?"

"Approxi mately, yes."

"Bel garath, have you | ost your mnd? Wiy not just use sorcery to
drive it away?"

"Because she's imrune to sorcery," Polgara explained calmy. "It was
one of the little refinenments Torak added when he and the other Cods
created her species. He was so inpressed with the concept of a dragon
that he chose it as his totemcreature. He tried in every way he
could to make it invincible."

"It was one of his character defects," Belgarath added sourly. "Al
right, the dragon is clumsy and stupid and she's not used to pain. If
we're careful, we can probably frighten her away wi thout anyone
getting hurt."

"She's coning back," Eriond said.

They listened as the flapping of those huge wi ngs reverberated again
t hrough the sodden forest.

"Let's get out into the open," Belgarath said tensely.
"That's a good idea," Silk agreed. "If | have to do this, | want |ots
of |l evel running room around ne."

"Ce' Nedra," Polgara said, "I want you to get as far back into this
t hi cket as you can. Find a place to hide."

"Yes, Lady Polgara,"” Ce'Nedra replied in a frightened little voice.
They crept out of the shelter into the darkness. The rain had

sl ackened to a kind of m sty drizzle weathing dowmn anong the trees.
Their horses, picketed not far away, snorted nervously, and Garion
could snell the sharp odor of their fear over the resinous scent of
wet evergreens.

“"All right," Bel garath whi spered. "Spread out—and be careful. Don't
try to attack her unless you're sure that her attention is sonepl ace
el se. "

They crept out of the thicket into the broad clearing and started
across. Grion, sword in hand, noved carefully, feeling for
obstructions with his feet. Wen he reached the far side, he |ocated
a large tree trunk and went around behind it.

They waited tensely, straining their eyes toward the rai nswept night
sky.

The heavy flapping of great w ngs reverberated down anong the trees,
and once again they heard that vast bellow Even as the sound crashed
down on them Garion saw the huge billow of snoky flane in the sky
overhead and, outlined by that flanme, the shape of the dragon



hersel f. She was even bigger than he had i nagi ned. Her wi ngs m ght
easily have shaded an acre. Her cruel beak was agape, and he could
clearly see her pointed teeth with the flames withing about them
She had a very | ong, snakelike neck, huge talons, and a |ong,
reptilian tail that |lashed at the air behind her as she plunged down
toward the clearing.

Then Eriond stepped out from behind a tree trunk and wal ked out into
the center of the clearing as calmy as if he were nerely taking a
m drmorni ng stroll
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"Eriond!" Polgara cried as, with a triunphant shriek, the dragon
swooped down into the clearing. Talons extended, she struck at the
unprotected young rman. Her beak gaped, and vast billows of sooty
orange flame poured forth to engulf him Wth fear for the boy
clutching at his heart, Garion ran forward with his sword al oft; but
even as he ran at the huge beast, he felt the sudden faniliar surge
of Aunt Pol's will, and Eriond vani shed as she translocated himto
safety.

The earth shook as the dragon struck the ground, and her vast roar of
frustration filled the clearing with the ruddy Iight of her fire. She
was enornous. Her hal f-fol ded, scaly-Iooking w ngs reared above her

hi gher than any house. Her lashing tail was thicker than the body of
a horse, and her curved, tooth-studded beak was dreadful. A sickening
stench filled the clearing each tinme she belched forth her billows of
flame. By the light of her fire, Garion could clearly see her slitted
yel l ow eyes. From what Bel garath had sai d, he expected a | ook of dul
stupidity, but the burning eyes that searched the clearing were alert
and filled with an intense, frightening eagerness.

Then Durni k and Toth were upon her. They dashed fromthe shelter of
the trees, Durnik with his axe and Toth with the smth's sharp-bl aded
spade, and nethodically they began to chop at the dragon's withing
tail. She shrieked, belching flame into the air, and began to claw at
t he sodden forest loamw th her tal ons.

"Look out!" Silk shouted. "She's turning!"

The dragon whirled awkwardly, her wi ngs beating at the air and her
talons throwi ng up huge clots of earth, but Durnik and Toth had

al ready run back into the shelter of the trees. As she swept the
clearing with her burning eyes, Silk ninbly darted out behind her
with his short, broad-bladed Drasnian sword in his hand. Again and
again he drove it into the base of her huge tail. Then, as she

fl oundered around to neet his attack, he danced clear to regain the
safety of the surrounding forest.

And then Eriond stepped into the clearing again. Wthout any sign of
fear but with a grave expression on his face, he wal ked out of the
trees and noved directly toward the ragi ng beast. "Why are you doi ng
this?" he asked her calmy. "You know that this isn't the tine or

pl ace. "



The dragon al nost seenmed to flinch back at the .sound of his voice,
and her burning eyes grew wary.

DAVI D EDDI NGS

41

"You can't avoid what's going to happen,"” he continued seriously.
“None of us can—and you can't change it with this kind of
foolishness. You' d better go. We really don't want to have to hurt
you. "

The dragon faltered, and Gari on suddenly sensed that she was not only
baffl ed, but that she was also afraid. Then she seemed to cl ench
herself. Wth an enraged bell ow, she sent out a vast sheet of flane
from her gaping beak to engulf Eriond, who made no effort to escape.

Every nerve in Garion's body shrieked at himto run to his young
friend s aid, but he found that he could not nobve so nuch as a
nmuscl e. He stood, sword in hand, |ocked in a kind of hel pl ess stasis.

As the billow of flame subsided, Eriond enmerged fromit unscathed and
with an expression of regretful firmess on his face. "I'd hoped that
we woul dn't have to do this," he said to the dragon, "but you aren't
giving us too rmuch choice, you know. " He sighed. "All right,

Bel garion,"” he said, "make her go away—but please try not to hurt her
too nuch."

Wth a kind of surging exultation, as if those words had somehow
released himfromall restraint, Garion ran directly up behind the
dragon with his suddenly bl azing sword and began to rain blows on her
unprotected back and tail. The awful reek of burning flesh filled the
clearing, and the dragon shrieked in pain. She flailed her huge tai
in agony, and it was nore to protect hinself fromthat ponderous

| ashi ng than out of any conscious effort to injure the beast that
Garion swng a massive blowwith Iron-grip's sword. The sharp edge
sheared effortlessly through scale and flesh and bone, snoothly

| oppi ng of f about four feet of the withing tip of the tail

The shriek which thundered fromthe dragon's beak was shattering, and
her fire boiled skyward in a huge cloud. A great jet of streaning

bl ood spurted fromthe wound the sword had left, splashing into
Garion's face and nonentarily blinding him

"Garion!" Polgara shouted. "Look out!"

He clawed at his eyes to clear away the hot blood. Wth terrifying
agility, the dragon whirled, her talons tearing at the earth and her
wi ngs thundering. The Orb exploded into intense fire, and its blue
flame ran anew up the sword, hissing and snmoking as it burned away
the thick bl ood which be-
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snmeared the blade. In the very act of striking at himw th her beak
the dragon flinched back fromthe i ncandescence of the burning sword.
Garion raised his blade, and once again the dragon flinched,
retreating step by step across the wet clearing.

She was afraid! For sone reason, the blue fire of the sword
frightened her! Shrieking and trying desperately to defend herself
with furnacelike gusts of fire, she backed away, her wounded t ai
still spraying the clearing with bl ood. There was clearly sonething
about the fire of the Orb which she found unbearable. Once again
filled with that wild surge of excitenent, Garion raised his sword,
and a searing pillar of fire erupted fromits tip. He began to |ash
at the dragon with that whip of flame and heard the crackling sizzle
as it seared her wings and shoulders. Fiercely he flogged her with
the flame of his sword until, with a howl of agony, she turned and
fled, tearing the earth with her talons and desperately flapping the
huge sails of her wi ngs.

Ponderously, she hurled herself into the air and clawed at the night
with her wings, struggling to lift her vast bul k. She crashed through
t he upper branches of the firs at the edge of the clearing, fighting
in panic to rise above the forest until she was clear. Shrieking, she
flew off toward the southwest, filling the nurky air with seething
clouds of fire and stream ng bl ood behind her as she went.

A stunned silence fell over themall as they |ooked up at the great
beast fl eeing through the rainy sky.

Pol gara, her face dreadfully pale, came out fromunder the trees to
confront Eriond. "Just exactly what were you thinking of?" she asked
himin a terribly quiet voice.

"I don't quite follow you, Polgara," he replied, |ooking puzzled.

She controlled herself with an obvious effort. "Doesn't the word
‘danger' have any neaning to you at all?"

"You nean the dragon? Oh, she wasn't really all that dangerous."

"She did sort of bury you up to the eyebrows in fire, Eriond," Silk
poi nted out.

"Ch, that," Eriond smled. "But the fire wasn't real." He | ooked
around at the rest of them "Didn't you all know that?" he asked,

| ooking slightly surprised. "It was only an illusion. That's all that
evil ever really is—an illusion. |I'm

sorry if any of you were worried, but | didn't have tine to explain."

Aunt Pol stared at the unperturbed young man for a nonment, then
turned her eyes on Garion, who stood still holding his burning sword.
"And you—you— Words sonehow failed her. Slowy she sank her face
into her trenbling hands. "Two of them 1' she said in a terrible

voice. "Two of theml | don't think | can stand this—ot two of them"

Durni k | ooked at her gravely, then handed his axe to the giant Toth.



He stepped over and put his arm about her shoul ders. "There, there,"
he said. For a nonent she seemed to resist, but then she suddenly
buried her face in his shoul der. "Cone al ong now, Pol," he said
soothingly and gently turned her around to wal k her back to their
shelter. "Things won't seemnearly so bad in the norning."
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CHAPTER THREE

Garion slept very little during the remai nder of that rainy night.
His pulse still raced with excitenment, and he |ay under his blankets
beside Ce' Nedra, living and reliving his encounter with the dragon

It was only toward the tag end of the night that he becane cal m
enough to consider an idea that had cone to himin the nmdst of the
fight. He had enjoyed it. He had actually enjoyed a struggl e that
shoul d have terrified him the nore he thought about it, the nore he
realized that this was not the first time that this had happened. As
far back as his early childhood, this same wild excitenent had filled
hi m each tine he had been in danger

The solid good sense of his Sendarian upbringing told himthat this
ent husiasm for conflict and peril was probably an unhealthy outgrowth
of his Alorn heritage and that he should strive to keep it rigidly
controll ed, but deep inside he knew
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that he would not. He had finally found the answer to the plaintive
"Why ne?" which he had voiced so often in the past. He was inevitably
chosen for these dreadful, frightening tasks because he was perfecdy
suited for them

"It's what | do,"” he nmuttered to hinmself. "Any tine there's sonething
so ridicul ously dangerous that no rational human bei ng woul d even
consider trying it, they send for ne."

"What was that, Garion?" Ce' Nedra murnmured drowsily.

“Not hing, dear," he replied. "I was just thinking out |loud. Go back
to sleep."”
"Umm " she murmured and snuggled closer to him filling his nostrils

with the warm fragrance of her hair

Dawn crept slowy under the overspreading |inbs of the sodden forest
with a kind of grow ng pal eness. The persistent drizzle joined with a
nmorning mst rising fromthe forest floor to forma kind of danp,
gray cloud envel oping the dark trunks of fir and spruce.

Garion awke froma half doze and saw the shadowy forns of Durnik and
Toth standing quietly beside the cold fire pit at the front of the
shelter. He slipped out fromunder the blankets, moving carefully to
avoi d waking his sleeping wife, and pulled on his clanmy boots. Then
he stood up, pulled on his cloak, and noved out from under the tent
canvas to join them



He | ooked up toward the gl oony nmorning sky. "Still raining, | see,"
he noted in that quiet tone people use when they rise before the sun

Durni k nodded. "At this time of year it probably won't bl ow over for
a week or so." He opened the |eather pouch at his hip and took out
his wad of tinder. "I suppose we'd better get a fire going," he said.
Toth, huge and silent, went over to the side of their shelter, picked
up two | eather water bags and started down the steep slope toward the
spring. Despite his enormous size, he made al nrost no sound as he
nmoved t hrough the fog-shrouded bushes.

Durni k knelt by the fire pit and carefully heaped dry twigs in the
center. Then he laid his ball of tinder beside the twi gs and took out
his flint and steel

"I's Aunt Pol still asleep?" Garion asked him

"Dozing. She says that it's very pleasant to lie in a warm
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bed whil e sonmebody el se builds up the fire." Durnifcsmled gently.
Garion also smled. "That's probably because for all those years she
was usually the first one up." He paused. "lIs she still unhappy about

| ast night?" he asked.

"Oh," Durnik said, bending over the pit and striking at his flint

with his steel, "I think she's regained her conposure a bit." Hs
flint and steel nade a subdued clicking sound; with each click a
shower of bright, lingering sparks spilled down into the pit. One of

themfell glowing onto the tinder, and the smth gently blew on it
until a tiny tongue of orange flanme rose fromthe center. Then he

carefully nmoved the tinder under the twigs, and the flane grew and
spread with a dry crackling. "There we are," he said, brushing the
fire fromthe tinder and returning it to his pouch along with his

flint and steel

Garion knelt beside himand began snapping a dry branch into short
| engt hs.

"You were very brave last night, Garion," Durnik said as the two of
themfed the small fire.

"I think the word is insane," Garion replied wyly. "Wuld anybody in
his right mind try to do something like that? | think the trouble is
that I'musually right in the mddle of those things before | give
any thought to how dangerous they are. Sonetines | wonder if
Grandf at her wasn't right. Maybe Aunt Pol did drop me on ny head when
| was a baby."



Durni k chuckl ed softly. "I sort of doubt it," he said. "She's very
careful with children and other breakable things."

They added nore branches to the fire until they had a cheerful blaze
goi ng, and then Garion stood up. The firelight reflected back from
the fog with a soft, ruddy gl ow that had about it a kind of hazy
unreality, as if, all unaware, they had inadvertently crossed the
boundaries of the real world sonmetime during the night and entered
the real ns of nagic and enchant nent.

As Toth canme back up fromthe spring with the two dripping waterbags,
Pol gara energed fromtheir shelter, brushing her long, dark hair. For
some reason the single white | ock above her left brow seemed al npost

i ncandescent this nmorning. "It's a very nice fire, dear," she said,
ki ssing her hus-

band. Then she | ooked at Garion. "Are you all right?" she asked him
"What? Oh, yes. I'mfine."

“No cuts or bruises or singes you mght have overl ooked | ast night?"
“"No. | seemto have gotten through it without a scratch." He
hesitated. "Were you really upset |ast night, Aunt Pol —wi th Eriond
and ne, | nean?"

"Yes, Garion, | really was—but that was |ast night. What would you
like for breakfast this norning?"

Some tine later, as the pale dawn crept steadily under the
trees, Silk stood shivering on one side of the fire pit with his
hands stretched out to the flanmes and his eyes suspiciously

fixed on the bubbling pot Aunt Pol had set on a flat rock at
the very edge of the fire. "Gruel ?" he asked. "Again?"

"Hot porridge," Aunt Pol corrected, stirring the contents of the pot
with a | ong-handl ed wooden spoon.

"They're the same thing, Polgara.”
“Not really. Gruel is thinner."
"Thick or thin, it's all the same."

She | ooked at himwi th one raised eyebrow. "Tell ne, Prince Khel dar
why are you al ways so di sagreeable in the norning?"

"Because | detest nornings. The only reason there's such a thing as
nmorning in the first place is to keep night and afternoon from
bunmpi ng i nto each other."

"Per haps one of ny tonics nmight sweeten your blood."



Hi s eyes grew wary. "Ah—o. Thanks all the same, Pol-_. gara. Now
that I'mall the way awake, | feel nuch better."

"I"'mso glad for you. Now, do you suppose you could ;. npve away a
bit? I"'mgoing to need that side of the fire for the bacon."

"Anyt hing you say." And he turned and went quickly back into the
shel ter.

Bel garath, who was | ounging on top of his blankets,

| ooked at the little man with an anused expression. "For a

supposedly intelligent man, you do have a tendency to bl un-
.,. der fromtime to tinme, don't you?" he asked. "You should

£ have | earned by now not to bother Pol when she's cooking."

* Silk grunted and picked up his nmoth-eaten fur cape. "I

think I'll go check the horses,"” he said. "Do you want to

;  come al ong?"

Bel garath cast an appraising eye at Polgaral s dw ndling
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supply of firewood. "That mi ght not be a bad idea," he agreed, rising
to his feet.

"Til go with you," Garion said. "lI've got a fewkinks I'd like to
work out. | think I slept on a stunp last night." He slung the | oop
of his sword belt across one shoul der and followed the other two out
of the shelter.

"It's sort of hard to believe that it really happened, isn't it?"
Sil k murrmured when they reached the clearing. "The dragon, | mean.
Now that it's daylight, everything | ooks so prosaic."

“Not quite," Garion said, pointing at the scaly chunk of the dragon's
tail lying on the far edge of the clearing. The tip end of it was
still twitching slightly.

Silk nodded. "That is the sort of thing you wouldn't ordinarily run
across on a casual morning stroll." He |looked at Belgarath. "Is she
likely to bother us again?" he asked. "This is going to be a very
nervous journey if we have to keep | ooking back over our shoul ders
every step of the way. |Is she at all vindictive?"

"How do you nean?" the old man asked him



"Well, Garion did kind of cut her tail off, after all. Do you think
she m ght take it personally?”

“Not usually," Belgarath replied. "She doesn't really have that much
in the way of a brain." He frowned thoughtfully. "What bothers ne is
that there was sonet hing about the whole encounter that was al
wrong. "

"Even the idea of it was wong," Silk shuddered.

Bel garath shook his head. "That's not what | nmean. | can't be sure if
| imagined it or not, but she seened to be | ooking specifically for
one of us."

"Eriond?" Garion suggested.

"It sort of seenmed that way, didn't it? But when she found him she

| ooked alnpst as if he frightened her. And what did he nean by those

peculiar things he said to her?"

"Who knows?" Silk shrugged. "He's always been a strange boy. | don't
think he lives in the same world with the rest of us.”

"But why was the dragon so afraid of Garion's sword?"

"That sword frightens whole arnies, Belgarath. The fire alone is
pretty terrifying."

"She likes fire, Silk. |I've seen her try to be coy and seductive for

the benefit of a burning barn, and one tine she flew around for a
week making cal ves' eyes at a forest fire.

There's sonet hi ng about [ast night that keeps nagging at ne.

Eri ond cane out of the thicket where the horses were picketed,
wal ki ng carefully around the dripping bushes.

“"Are they all right?" Garion asked.
"The horses? They're fine, Belgarion. |Is breakfast alnost ready?”
"If that's what you want to call it," Silk replied sourly.

"Polgara's really a very good cook, Kheldar," Eriond assured him
earnestly.

“"Not even the best cook in the world can do very nuch with porridge.”
Eriond's eyes brightened. "She's making porridge? | |ove porridge."
Silk gave hima long | ook, then turned sadly to Garion. "You see how
easily the young are corrupted?' he observed. "Just give themthe
faintest hint of a whol esonme upbringing, and they're | ost forever."
He squared his shoulders. "All right," he said grinmy, "let's go get

it over with."

After breakfast, they broke down their night's encanprment and set out



through the soft drizzle falling fromthe weeping sky. It was about
noon when they reached a wi de swath of cleared |land, a stretch of
bushy, stunp-dotted ground perhaps a quarter of a mle wide, and in
the center of that swath lay. a w de, nuddy road.

"The high road from Miros,"” Silk said with sone satisfaction

"Why did they cut down all the trees?" Eriond asked him

"They used to have trouble with robbers Iying in anmbush right beside
the road. The cleared space on each side gives travelers a sporting
chance to get away."

They rode out fromunder the dripping trees and across the weed-grown
clearing to the nuddy road. "Now we should be able to nmake better
time," Belgarath said, nudging his horse into a trot.

They followed the road south for several hours, noving at a steady
canter. As they rode down out of the forested foothills, the trees
gave way to roiling grasslands. They crested a hilltop and reined in
to give their steanming nmounts a brief rest. Sonewhat to the northwest
they saw the dark border of the great Arendish forest, hazy in the

m sty drizzle, and not far ahead the grim gray-walled pile of

M nbrate castle broodi ng down on the grasslands |ying bel ow
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Ce' Nedra sighed as she stared out over the sodden plain and at the
fortress that seenmed to hold in its very stones all the stiff-necked,
wary suspicion that was at the core of Arendish society.

“"Are you all right?" Garion asked her, fearful that her sigh m ght
signify a return to that bl eak nel ancholy which she had so recently
shaken of f.

"There's sonething so nournful about Arendia," she replied. "Al
t hose thousands of years of hatred and grief, and what did they
prove? Even that castle seens to be weeping.'

"That's just the rain, Ce' Nedra," he said carefully.
“No," she sighed again. "It's nore than that."

The road from Muros was a nmuddy yel |l ow scar, stretching between
fields of browned, drooping grasses as it wound down to the Arendish
plain, and for the next several days they rode past great, rearing

M nbrate castles and through dirty thatch and wattle villages where
acrid wood snmoke hung in the chill air like a miasma and the hopel ess
expressions on the faces of the ragged serfs bespoke lives lived out
in msery and despair. They stopped each night in nmean, shabby
waysi de i nns reeking of spoiled food and unwashed bodi es.



On the fourth day, they crested a hill and | ooked down at the garish
sprawl of the Great Arendish Fair, standing at the junction of the
hi gh road from Muros and the Great West Road. The tents and pavilions
spread for a |l eague or nore in every direction in a gaudy profusion
of blue and red and yell ow beneath a weepi ng gray sky, and pack-
trains going to and fromthat great commercial center craw ed across
the plain |ike streans of ants.

Si | k pushed his shabby hat back fromhis face. "Maybe |'d better go
down and take a quick | ook around before we all ride in," he said.
"We've been out of touch for a while, and it mght not hurt to get
the feel of things."

“"All right," Belgarath agreed, "but no chicanery."

" Chi canery?"

"You know what | nean, Silk. Keep your instincts under control."
"Trust ne, Belgarath."

“"Not if |I can help it."

Sil k | aughed and thunped his heels to his horse's flanks.

The rest of themrode at a wal k down the | ong slope as Silk galloped
on ahead toward that perpetually tenporary

tent-city standing in its sea of nud. As they approached the fair
Garion could hear a cacophonous tunult filling the air—a sort of

baw i ng cl anor of thousands of voices shouting all at once. There was
al so a nyriad of scents—ef spices and cooking food, of rare perfunes,
and of horse corrals.

Bel garath drew in his mount. "Let's wait here for Silk," he said. "
don't want to blunder into anything."

They sat their horses to one side of the road in the chill rain,
wat ching the sl ow crawl of pack trains slipping and sliding up the
nmuddy road toward them

About three-quarters of an hour later, Silk canme poundi ng back up the
hill. "I think we m ght want to approach carefully,” he said, his
poi nted face serious.

"What's the matter?" Bel garath asked.

“I ran into Delvor," Silk replied, "and he told nme that there's an
Angar ak nerchant who's been aski ng questions about us."

“Maybe we should just bypass the fair, then,"” Durnik suggested.

Sil k shook his head. "I think we ought to find out alittle bit nore
about this curious Angarak. Delvor's offered to put us up in his
tents for a day or so, but it might not be a bad idea if we circle
the fair and conme in fromthe south. W can join one of the caravans
com ng up from Tol Honeth. That way we won't be quite so obvious."



Bel garath considered it, squinting up at the rainy sky. "All right,"
he decided. "I don't want to waste too nuch tinme, but I don't I|ike
the idea of soneone followi ng us, either. Let's go see what Del vor
can tell us."

They rode in a wide half circle through the rain-drenched grass and
reached the nmuddy track of the Great West Road a mile or so south of
the fair. A half-dozen Tol nedran nerchants wrapped in rich fur cl oaks
rode at the head of a string of creaking wagons, and Garion and his
friends unobtrusively fell in at the tail end of their colum as the
gradual darkening of the sky announced the approach of a dreary,

rai n-swept evening.

The narrow | anes |lying between the tents and pavilions seethed with
merchants fromall parts of the world. The soupy nud was ankl e-deep
churned by the hooves of hundreds of horses and the feet of brightly
dressed nmen of trade, who bawl ed and shouted and haggled with each
other, ignoring the nud and rain. Torches and |l anterns hung at the
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si des of open-fronted booths made of canvas, where treasures of
i ncal cul able worth stood in curious proximty to brass pots and cheap
tin plates.

"It's this way," Silk said, turning into a side lane. "Del-vor's
tents are a few hundred yards on up ahead."

"Who's Deivor?" Ce' Nedra asked Garion as they rode past a noisy
tavern pavilion.

"Afriend of Silk's. We net himthe last tine we were here. | think
he's a nenber of Drasnian Intelligence."

She sniffed. "Aren't ail Drasnians nenbers of the intelligence
service?"

He grinned. "Probably," he agreed.

Dei vor was waiting for themin front of his blue and white striped
pavilion. Silk's friend had changed very little in the years since
Garion had | ast seen him He was as bald as an egg, and his
expression was still as shrewd and cynical as it had been before. He
wore a fur-trimmed cloak pulled tightly about his shoulders, and his
bal d head gl eanmed wetly in the rain. "My servants will care for your
horses,” he told them as they dismounted. "Let's get in out of sight
before too many people see you."

They followed himinto his warm well-1ighted pavilion, and he
carefully tied down the tent flap behind them The pavilion was very
nearly as confortabl e-1ooking as a well-appointed house. There were
chairs and divans and a |arge, polished table set with a splendid
supper. The floors and walls were carpeted in blue, oil |anps hung on
chains fromthe ceiling, and in each corner there was an iron brazier
filled with glowing coals. Delvor's servants all wore sober livery
and they wordl essly took the dripping cloaks from Garion and his
friends and carried themthrough a canvas partition to an adjoi ning
tent.



"Please," Deivor said politely, "seat yourselves. | took the liberty
of having a bit of supper prepared.”

Silk | ooked around as they all sat down at the table. "Cpulent," he
not ed.

Dei vor shrugged. "A little planning—and quite a bit of noney. A tent
doesn't have to be unconfortable.”

"And it's portable,"” Silk added. "If one has to | eave soneplace in a
hurry, a tent can be folded up and taken along. That's hard to do
with a house."

"There's that, too," Deivor adnmtted blandly. "Please
DAVI D EDO NGS
53

eat, ny friends. | know the kind of accommpbdati ons—and neal s—that are
offered in the inns here in Arendia."

The supper that had been set for themwas as fine as one that m ght
have cone to the table of a nobleman. A heap of snoking chops |ay on
a silver platter, and there were boil ed onions and peas and carrots
swinmmng in a delicate cheese sauce. The bread was of the finest
white, still steami ng hot fromthe oven, and there was a w de

sel ection of excellent w nes.

"Your cook appears to be a man of some tal ent, Deivor," Pol gara
not ed.

"Thank you, mnmy Lady," he replied. "He costs me a few dozen extra
crowns a year and he's got a foul tenper, but | think he's worth the
expense and aggravation."

"What's this about a curious Angarak merchant?" Bel -garath asked,
hel pi ng hinself to a couple of the chops.

"He rode into the fair a few days ago with a half-dozen servants, but
no pack horses or wagons. Their horses |ooked hard-ridden, as if he
and his nmen had cone here in a hurry. Since he arrived, he hasn't
done any business at all. He and his people have spent all their tine
aski ng questions."

"Are they specifically asking for us?"

“Not by nanme, Ancient One, but the way they've been describing you
didn't | eave nmuch doubt. He's been offering noney for
informati on—quite a bit of noney."

"What ki nd of Angarak is he?"

"He claims to be a Nadrak, but if he's a Nadrak, |I'ma Thull. | think
he's a Mail orean. He's about nedi um hei ght and build, clean-shaven
and soberly dressed. About the only tiling unusual about himis his
eyes. They seemto be completety white—except for the pupils.



There's no color to themat all."
Aunt Pol raised her head quickly. "Blind?" she asked.

"Blind? No, | don't think so. He seens to be able to see where he's
goi ng. Why do you ask, my Lady?"

"What you just described is the result of a very rare con-dition,"
she replied. "Mdst of the people who suffer fromit are Wnd."

“If we're going to ride out of here w thout having himabout ten

m nut es behind us, we're going to need sonme kind of distraction to
delay him" Silk said, toying with a crystal goblet. He | ooked at his
friend. "I don't suppose you stil
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have any of those lead coins you hid in that Mirgo tent the last tine
we were here, do you?"

"I"'mafraid not, Silk. | had to go through custons at the Tol nedran
border a few nonths ago. | didn't think it would be wi se to have the
custons people find that kind of thing in my packs, so | buried them
under a tree."

"Lead coins?" Ce' Nedra said with a puzzled | ook. "What could you
possi bly buy with coins made of |ead?"

"They're gilded, your Mjesty," Delvor told her. "They | ook exactly
Uke Tol nedran gold crowns."

Ce' Nedra's face suddenly went pale. "That's horrible!" she gasped.

Delvor's face mirrored his puzzlement at the vehenmence of her
reaction.

"Her Majesty is a Tol nedran, Delvor," Silk rem nded him "and
counterfeit nmoney strikes at the very core of a Tol nedran's being.
think it has something to do with their religion."

"I don't find that particularly armusing, Prince Kheldar," Ce' Nedra
said tartly.

After supper they talked for a while |onger, the confortable talk of
peopl e who are warm and wel | -fed, and then Delvor led theminto an
adj oining tent that had been partitioned off into sleeping chanbers.
Garion fell asleep al nost as soon as his head touched the pill ow and
he awoke the followi ng norning feeling nore refreshed than he had in
weeks. He dressed quietly to avoid waking Ce' Nedra and went out into
the main pavilion.

Silk and Delvor sat at the table talking quietly. "There's a great
deal of fernment going on here in Arendia," Delvor was saying. "The
news of the canpai gn against the Bear-cult in the Al orn kingdonms has
stirred the blood of all the young hot heads—both M nbrate and
Asturian. The thought of a fight sonmeplace that they weren't invited



to attend fills young Arends with anguish."

"There's nothing new about that," Silk said. "Good norning, Garion."

"Gentlenen," Garion said politely, pulling up a chair

“Your Majesty," Delvor greeted him Then he turned back to Silk. "The
thing that concerns everybody nore than the casual belligerence of

t he young nobl es, though, is the unrest that's arisen anong the
serfs.”

Garion renmenbered the m serable hovels in the villages
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they had passed in the last few days and the hopel ess | ooks on the
faces of their inhabitants. "They have reason enough for discontent,
don't you think?" he said.

“I"d be the first to agree, your Mjesty," Delvor said, "and it's not
the first tine it's happened. This tine, though, it's alittle nore
serious. The authorities have been finding caches of weapons—fairly
sophi sticated ones. A serf with a pitchfork isn't much of a match for
an arnored M nbrate knight. A serf with a crossbow, however, is an

al together different matter. There have been several incidents—and
some reprisals.”

"How coul d serfs get those kinds of weapons?" Garion asked him "Most
of the tine they don't even have enough to eat. How coul d they
possibly afford to buy crossbows?"

"They're conming in fromoutside the country,” Delvor told him "W
haven't been able to pinpoint the source yet, but it's fairly obvious
t hat somebody wants to make sure that the Arendi sh nobility is too
busy at home to get involved in anything anypl ace el se.”

"Kal Zakath, perhaps?" Silk suggested.

"It's entirely possible," Delvor agreed. "There's no question that
the enmperor of Mallorea has global anmbitions, and turnmoil in the

Ki ngdonms of the West would be his best ally if he decides to turn his
armes northward after he finally kills King Ugit."

Garion groaned. "That's all | need," he said, "one nore thing to
worry about . "

When the others joined themin the nmain pavilion, Delvor's servants
brought in a huge breakfast. There were whole platters of eggs, heaps
of bacon and sausage, and plate after plate of fruit and rich

pastri es.

"Now this is what | call a breakfast," Silk said enthusiastically.
Pol gara gave him a cool |ook. "Go ahead and say it, Prince Kheldar,"

she said. "I'msure that you have all sorts of interesting
observations to neke."



"Whuld / say anything about that excellent gruel you offer us every
nor ni ng, dear |ady?" he asked with exaggerated i nnocence.

“"Not if you're at all concerned about your health, you wouldn't,6"”
Ce' Nedra sai d sweetly.

One of the servants entered the tent with an of fended expression on
his face. "There's an obnoxious, filthy hunch-
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back outside, Delvor," he reported. "He has the foul est mouth |'ve
ever run across and he's demanding to be let in. Do you want us to
chase hi m of f 2"

"Ch, that would be Uncle Beldin," Pol gara said.
"You know hi nm?" Del vor seened surprised.

“I"ve known himsince | was a baby," she replied. "He's not really as
bad as he seens—ence you get used to him" She frowned slightly. "You
probably ought to let himconme in," she advised. "He can be terribly
unpl easant when people irritate him"

"Bel garath," Beldin grow ed, roughly pushing his way past the
protesting servant, "is this all the farther you've conme? | thought
you'd be in Tol Honeth by now. "

"We had to stop at Prolgu to see the Gorim" Belgarath replied
mldly.

"This isn't a grand tour, you blockhead," Beldin snapped irritably.

The little hunchback was as filthy as ever. The wet rags he wore for
clothes were tied to his body here and there with lengths of rotten

twine. Hs hair was natted and had twi gs and bits of straw clinging

toit. H's hideous face was as black as a thundercl oud as he stunped
to the table on his short, gnarled | egs and hel ped hinself to a bit

of sausage.

"Please try to be civil, uncle,"” Aunt Pol said.

"Why?" He pointed at a small pot standing on the table. "What's in
t hat ?"

"Jam " Delvor replied, looking slightly intim dated.

"Interesting,"” Beldin said. He dipped one dirty hand into the pot and
began feedi ng gobs of jaminto his nmouth. "Not bad," he said, licking
his fingers.

"There's bread right there, uncle,” Aunt fol said pointedly.

"I don't like bread," he grunted, wi ping his hand on his clothes.

"Did you nmanage to catch up with Harakan?" Bel garath asked hi m



Bel din retorted with a nunber of expletives that made Ce' Nedra's face
bl anch. "He gave ne the slip again. | don't have the tine to waste
chasing him so I'lIl have to forgo the pleasure of splitting himup
the mddle." He dipped his hand into the jam pot again.

“If we run across him we'll take care of it for you," Silk offered.
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"He's a sorcerer, Kheldar. If you get in his way, he'll hang your
guts on a fence."

"I was going to let Garion do it."

Bel din set down the enpty jam pot and bel ched.

"Can | offer you anything el se?" Delvor asked him

"No, thanks all the same, but I'mfull now " He turned back to

Bel garath. "Were you planning to get as far as Tol Honeth before
summrer ?"

"We're not really that far behind, Beldin," Belgarath protested.

Bel din made an indelicate sound. "Keep your eyes open on the way
south,” he advised. "There's a Mallorean who's been aski ng questions
about you and the others. He's been hiring people all up and down the
Great West Road."

Bel garath | ooked at him sharply. "Could you get any kind of name?"
"He uses several. The one that crops up nost often is Naradas."

"Have you got any idea of what he | ooks Iike?" Silk asked.

"About all 1've been able to pick up is the fact that he's got funny
eyes. Fromwhat |'ve been told, they're all white."

"Well," Delvor said, "well, well, well
"What's that supposed to nean?" Bel din asked him

"The man with white eyes is right here in the fair. He's been asking
questions here, too."

"That makes it fairly easy, then. Have sonebody go run a knife into
his back."

Bel garath shook his head. "The |egionnaires who police the fair get
exci ted when unexpl ai ned bodi es start showi ng up," he said.

Bel di n shrugged. "Rap himon the head with sonmething, then drag hima
few mles out onto the plain. Cut his throat and dunp himin a hole.
He probably won't sprout until spring." He | ooked over at Pol gara
with a sly grin creasing his ugly face. "If you keep nibbling on that



pastry, girl, you're going to spread. You' re chubby enough already."
" Chubby?"

"That's all right, Pol. Sone nmen like girls with fat bottons."

"Why don't you wi pe the jam out of your beard, uncle?"

"I"'msaving it for lunch." He scratched one arnpit.

"Li ce agai n?" she asked coolly.
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"It's always possible. | don't mnd a fewlice, though. They're
better conpany than nost people | know. "

"Where are you goi ng now?" Bel garath asked him

"Back to Mallorea. | want to root around in Darshiva for a while and
see what | can dig up about Zandramges."

Del vor had been looking at the griny little man with a specul ative
squint. "Were you planning to | eave i nmedi ately, Master Bel din?" he
asked.

" W]y?ll
“I"'d like a word with you in private, if you' ve got a few nonments."”
"Secrets, Delvor?" Silk asked.

“"Not really, old boy. I've got a sort of an idea, but I'd like to get
it a bit nore devel oped before | tell you about it." He turned back
to the hunchback. "Why don't we take a little stroll, Master Beldin?
I have a notion that m ght appeal to you, and it really won't take
very long."

Bel din's | ook was curious. "All right," he agreed, and the two of
them went outside into the drizzling norning.

"What was that all about?" Garion asked Sil k.

“It's an irritating habit Del vor picked up at the Acadeny. He |ikes
to pull off clever ploys without any advance warni ng. That way he can
sit around afterward and bask in everyone's stunned admiration." The
little man | ooked at the table. "I believe I'lIl have just a bit nore
of that sausage," he said, "and naybe a few nobre eggs. It's a |long
way to Tol Honeth, and I'd |like to put in a buffer against all that
gruel . "

Pol gara | ooked at Ce' Nedra. "Have you ever noticed that when sone



people find a notion they think is funny, they tend to keep playing
with it long past the point where it bores everyone else to tears?"

Ce' Nedra looked at Silk with a sly little twinkle in her eyes. "I've
noticed that, Lady Pol gara. Do you suppose it nmight be the result of
a limted inmagination?”

“I"'msure that has sonmething to do with it, dear." Aunt Pol gara

| ooked at Silk with a serene smle. "Now, did you want to play sone
nore, Khel dar?"

"Ah—o, Polgara. | don't really think so.”

It was shortly before noon when Delvor and Beldin returned, each with
a self-satisfied smrk on his face. "It was a truly masterfu
performance, Master Beldin," Delvor congratulated the little
hunchback as they entered.

"Child' s play." Beldin shrugged deprecatingly. "People

i nevitably believe that a deformed body houses a defective brain.
|'ve used that to my advantage nany tinmes."

"I"'msure they'Il tell us what this is all about eventually," Silk
sai d.

"It wasn't too conplicated, Silk," Delvor told him "You'll be able
to | eave now without any worries about that curious Mllorean."

" d,l?n

"He was trying to buy information," Delvor shrugged, "so we sold him
sonme, and he left—at a full gallop.”

"What sort of information did you sell hinP"
"It went sort of like this," Beldin said. He stooped a bit nore,

del i berately exaggerating his deformty, and his face took on an
expression of vapid inmbecility. "An' it please yer honor," he said in

a squeaky voice dripping with servile stupidity, "I hears that you
wants to find some people an' that you says you'll pay to know where
they be. | seed the people yer lookin fer, an" | kin tell you where

t hey was—f you gi nme enough noney. How nmuch was you willin' to pay?"

Del vor | aughed delightedly. "Naradas swallowed it whole. | took
Master Beldin to himand told himthat 1'd found someone who knew
about the people he was | ooking for. We agreed to a price, and then
your friend here gulled himconpletely."

"Whi ch way did you send hi n?" Bel garath asked.

“North." Beldin shrugged. "I told himthat I'd seen you canped by the
roadside up in the Arendi sh forest—that one of the nenbers of your
party had fallen sick and that you' d stopped to nurse himback to

health."

"Wasn't he at all suspicious?" Silk asked.



Del vor shook his head. "The thing that nmakes people suspicious is
hel p that conmes for no particular reason. | gave Naradas every reason
to believe that | was sincere. | cheated Master Bel di n—eutrageously.
Nar adas gave hima few silver coins for his information. My price,
however, was nuch hi gher."

"Brilliant," Silk murmured admringly.

"There's sonething you ought to know about Wite Eyes, though,”

Bel din told Belgarath. "He's a Mallorean Grolim | didn't probe into
himtoo hard, because | didn't want himto catch what | was doing,
but I was able to get that much. He's got a great deal of power, so
wat ch out for him"

60
KI NG OF THE MURGOS
"Did you find out whom he's working for?"

Bel di n shook his head. "I pulled back as soon as | found out what he
was." The hunchback's face grew bl eak. "Be careful about this one,
Bel garath. He's very dangerous."”

Bel garath's face grew grim "So am |, Beldin," he said.

"I know, but there are some things you won't do. Naradas doesn't fee
that kind of restraint."

CHAPTER FOUR

They rode south under clearing skies for the next six days. A cold
wi nd bent the wi nter-browned grass at the sides of the road, and the
rolling plain of southern Arendia | ay dead and sere beneath a chil

bl ue sky. They passed an occasi onal nud-and-wattle village where
ragged serfs clenched thensel ves to endure yet another wi nter and
nore infrequently a rearing stone keep where a proud M nbrate baron
kept a watchful eye on his neighbors.

The Great West Road, like all roads that formed a part of the

Tol nedran hi ghway system was patrolled by scarlet-cloaked |nperia
Legionnaires. Garion and his friends al so encountered an occasi ona
mer chant traveling northward with wary eyes and acconpani ed by burly
hirelings whose hands never strayed far fromtheir weapons.

They reached the River Arend on a frosty midnmorning and 61
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| ooked across the sparkling ford at the Forest of Vordue in northern
Tol nedra. "Did you want to stop at Vo M nbre?" Silk asked Bel garath.



The ol d man shook his head. "Mandoratlen and Lelldorin have probably
al ready advi sed Korodul Iin about what happened in Drasnia, and |'m
not really in the nood for three or four days of speeches filled with
thee's and thou's and forasnmuches. Besides, | want to get to To
Honeth as soon as possible."

As they splashed through the shallow waters of the ford, Garion
remenbered sonething. "WIIl we have to stop at that custons
station?" he asked.

“"Naturally," Silk replied. "Everybody has to go through
cust ons—except for licensed snmugglers, of course.” He | ooked over at
Bel garath. "Do you want nme to handl e things when we get there?"

"Just don't get too creative."

“Not hi ng could have been further frommy mnd, Belgarath. Al | want
is a chance to try these out." He indicated the seedy clothing he
Wor e.

"“I"ve been sort of wondering what you had in m nd when you pi cked out
your wardrobe," Durnik said.

Silk gave hima sly w nk.

They rode up out of the ford and on into the Forest of Vordue with
its neatly spaced trees and grooned undergrowth. They had gone no
nore than a | eague when they canme to the whitewashed buil di ng that
housed the custons station. One corner of the |ong, shedlike
structure showed signs of a recent fire, and the red-tile roof was
badl y soot-darkened at that end. A half-dozen slovenly sol diers of
the custons service were huddled in the nuddy yard about a snall open
fire, drinking cheap wine to ward off the chill. One of them a
stubbl e-faced man in a patched cloak and rusty breastpl ate,

i ndolently rose, stepped into the mddle of the road, and held up one
beefy hand. "That's as far as you go," he declared. "Take your horses
over there beside the building and open your packs for inspection.”
Silk pushed forward. "OF course, sergeant,"” he replied in an
obsequi ous, fawning tone. "W have nothing to hide."

"We'l| decide that," the unshaven sol dier said, swaying slightly as
he barred their path.

The custons agent enmerged fromthe station with a bl anket wapped
about his shoulders. It was the sanme stout nman

whom t hey had encountered years before when they had passed this way
during their pursuit of Zedar and the stolen Orb. On their previous
neeti ng, however, there had been a certain snmug self-satisfaction
about him Now his florid face bore the discontented expression of a
man who lives with the conviction that |ife has somehow cheated him
"What do you have to decl are?" he denmanded brusquely.

“Nothing on this trip, I'mafraid, your Excellency," Silk answered in
a whining voice. "W're just poor travelers on our way to To
Honet h. "



The paunchy agent peered at the little man. "I think we' ve net
before, haven't we? Aren't you Radek of Boktor?"

"The sane, your Excellency. You have an extrenely good nenory."

“I'n my business, you have to. How did you do with your Sendari an
wool ens that tinme?"

Silk's face grew mel ancholy. "Not nearly as well as |'d hoped. The
weat her broke before | got to Tol Honeth, so the price was |ess than
hal f of what it should have been.”

"I"'msorry to hear that,"
m nd openi ng your packs?"

the agent said perfunctorily. "Wuld you

"All we have is food and spare clothing." The little Dras-nian was

actual ly sniveling.

"It's been nmy experience that people sonetines forget that they're
carrying things of value. Open the packs, Radek."

"Anyt hi ng you say, Excellency." Silk clanmbered down
fromhis horse and began unbuckling the straps on the packs.

"I wish | did have things of value in here," he sighed trag-

ically, "but that unfortunate venture in the wool market

; started a long decline for ne, I'mafraid. I"'mvirtually out

of busi ness. "

The agent grunted and runmaged through their packs for severa

m nutes, shivering all the while. Finally he turned back to Silk with
a sour look. "It seens that you're telling the truth, Radek. |'m
sorry | doubted you." He blew on his hands trying to warmthem

"Ti mes have been hard of late. Nothing's cone through here in the

| ast six nonths that was even worth a decent bribe."

"“I"ve heard that there's been sonme trouble down here in % Vordue, "
Si | k whined as he buckl ed the packs shut again. |. "Something about a
secession fromthe rest of Tol nedra."

"The nost idiotic thing in the history of the Enpire," the
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agent exploded. "All the brains went out of the Vordue fanily after

the Grand Duke Kador died. They should have known that fell ow was an
agent for a foreign power." "Which fell ow was that?"



"The one who cl ained that he was an eastern nmerchant. He wormed his
way into the confidence of the Vordues and puffed themup with
flattery. By the tinme he was done, they actually believed that they
wer e conpetent enough to run their own kingdom independent of the
rest of Tolnedra. But that Varana's a sly one, let nme tell you. He
struck a bargain with King Korodullin, and before long all of Vordue
was crawming with M nbrate knights stealing everything in sight." He
poi nted at the scorched corner of his station. "You see that? A

pl atoon or so of them came by here and sacked the building. Then they
set fire to the place."

"Tragic," Silk commiserated with him "Did anyone ever find out just
who t hat so-called nerchant was working for?"

"Those idiots in Tol Vordue didn't, that's for certain, but | knew
who he was the mnute | laid eyes on him?"

" d,l?n

"The man was a Rivan, and that puts the whole thing right in the |ap
of King Belgarion. He's always hated the Vordues anyway, so he cane
up with this schene to break their power in northern Tol nedra." He
smled bleakly. "He's getting exactly what he's got com ng to him

t hough. They forced himto marry the Princess Ce' Nedra, and she's
making his life

m serable."” "How were you able to tell that the agent was Ri van?"
Sil k asked curiously.

"That's easy, Radek. The Rivans have been isolated on that island of
theirs for thousands of years. They're so inbred that all kinds of
defects and deformities crop up in them™

"He was deformed?"

The agent shook his head. "It was his eyes," he said. "They didn't

have any color to themat all-—-absolutely white." He shuddered. "It
was a chilling thing to see." He pulled his blanket tighter about his
shoul ders. "I'msorry, Radek, but |I'mfreezing out here. |'m going

back inside where it's warm You and your friends are free to go."
And with that he hurried back into the station and the warnth of his
fireside.

"Isn't that interesting?" Silk said as they rode away.

Bel garath was frowning. "The next question is who this busy man with
the white eyes is working for," he said.

“Urvon?" Durnik suggested. "Maybe he put Harakan to work in the north
and Naradas here in the south—both of themtrying to stir up as much
turmoil as possible."

“"Maybe," Bel garath grunted, "but then again maybe not."
"My dear Prince Kheldar," Ce' Nedra said, pushing back the hood of her

cloak with one mttened hand, "what exactly was the purpose of al
that cringing and sniveling?"



"Characterization, Ce' Nedra," he replied airily. "Radek of Boktor was
a ponpous, arrogant ass—as long as he was rich. Now that he's poor
he's gone the other way entirely. It's the nature of the nman."

"But, there isn't any such person as Radek of Boktor."

"Of course there is. You just saw him Radek of Boktor exists in the
menori es of people all over this part of the world. In many ways he's
even nore real than that bloated time-server back there.”

"But he's>ow. You just made himup."

"Certainly | did, and I'"'mreally rather proud of him Hi s existence,
hi s background, and his entire life history are a matter of public
record. He's as real as you are.”

"That doesn't make sense at all, Silk," she protested.
"That's because you aren't Drasnian, Ce' Nedra."

They reached Tol Honeth several days |later. The white marble Inperia
City gleaned in the frosty wi nter sunshine, and the |egionnaires
standi ng guard at the carved bronze gates were as crisp and burnished
as always. As Garion and his friends clattered across the marble-
paved bridge to the gate, the officer in charge of the guard
detachnment took one | ook at Ce' Nedra and banged his clenched fist on
his polished breastplate in salute. "Your Inperial Hi ghness," he
greeted her. "If we had known you were approaching, we would have
sent out an escort."

1 "That's all right, Captain,"” she replied in atired little
voi ce. "Do you suppose you could send one of your nen --:ee¢-' o0On
ahead of us to the palace to advise the Enperor that we're £ here?”
| b "“At once, your Inperial Highness,"
and standing aside to | et them pass.

he said, saluting f again

"I just wish that soneday sonebody in Tol nedra woul d
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remenber that you're married," Garion nuttered, feeling a bit surly
about it.

"What was that, dear?" Ce' Nedra asked.

"Can't they get it through their heads that you' re the Queen of Riva
now? Every tine one of themcalls you 'Your Inperial Hi ghness,' it
makes me feel like sonme kind of hanger-on—er a servant of sonme sort.”
“"Aren't you being a little oversensitive, Garion?"

He grunted sourly, still feeling just a bit offended.

The avenues of Tol Honeth were broad and faced with the proud, |ofty



houses of the Tolnedran elite. Columms and statuary abounded on the
fronts of those residences in vast, ostentatious display, and the
richly garbed merchant princes in the streets were bedecked with
jewel s beyond price. Silk |ooked at them as he rode past and then
ruefully down at his own shabby, threadbare garnents. He sighed
bitterly.

"More characterization, Radek?" Aunt Pol gara asked him
"Only in part,"” he replied. "OfF course Radek woul d be envi ous, but |
have to admit that | do sort of mss nmy own finery."

"How on earth do you keep all these fictitious people straight?"

"Concentration, Polgara," he said, "concentration. You can't succeed
at any gane if you don't concentrate.”

The I nperial Conmpound was a cluster of scul ptured marbl e buil dings
enclosed within a high wall and situated atop a hill in the western
quarter of the city. Warned in advance of their approach, the

| egionnaires at the gate adnmtted the party imediately with crisp
mlitary salutes. Beyond the gate |ay a paved courtyard, and standing
at the foot of the marble stairs leading up to a colum-fronted
bui | di ng stood the Enperor Varana. "Wl conme to Tol Honeth," he said
to them as they dismunted. Ce' Nedra hurried toward him but stopped
at the last nmonment and curtsied formally. "Your |nperial Mjesty,"
she sai d.

"Why so cerenpnial, Ce' Nedra?" he asked, holding out his arnms to her

"Pl ease, Uncle," she said, glancing at the palace functionaries
lining the top of the stairs, "not here. If you kiss ne here, |l
break down and cry, and a Borune never cries in public.”

“Ah," he said with an understandi ng | ook. Then he turned
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to the rest of them "Conme inside, all of you. Let's get in out of
the cold." He turned, offered Ce' Nedra his armand |inped up the
stairs.

Just inside the doors, there was a large circular rotunda, lined
along its walls with marble busts of the |ast thousand years or so of
Tol nedran Enperors. "Look |like a gang of pickpockets, don't they?"
Varana said to Garion with a wy smle

"I don't see yours anywhere," Garion replied.

"The royal sculptor is having trouble with ny nose. The Anadil es
descended from peasant stock, and ny nose isn't suitably inperial for
his taste." He |l ed them down a broad hallway to a |large, candle-lit
roomw th a crinson carpet and drapes and deeply uphol stered
furniture of the same hue. In each corner stood a glow ng iron
brazier, and the room was pleasantly warm "Please," the Enperor
sai d, "make yourselves confortable. |I'lIl send for sonething hot to



dri nk and have the kitchen prepare a dinner for us." He spoke briefly
with the legionnaire at the door as Garion and his friends renoved
their cl oaks and seated thensel ves.

“Now, " Varana said, closing the door, "what brings you to To
Honet h?"

"You' ve heard about our canpai gn agai nst the Bear-cult?" Bel garath
asked him "and the reason for it?"

The Enperor nodded.

"As it turned out, the canpaign was nisdirected. The cult was not
i nvolved in the abduction of Prince Geran, although there was an
effort to inplicate them The person we're |ooking for is nanmed
Zandramas. Does that name nean anything to you?"

Varana frowned. "No," he replied, "I can't say that it does."

Bel garath rapidly sketched in the situation, telling Varana what they
had | earned about Zandramas, Harakan, and the Sardi on. When he had
finished, the Enperor's expression was slightly dubious.

"I can accept nost of what you say, Belgarath,” he said, "but sone of
it— He shrugged, holding up both hands.

"What's the probl enP”
"Varana's a sceptic, father," Polgara said. "There are certain things
he prefers not to think about.”

"Even after everything that happened at Thull Mardu?" Bel garath
| ooked surprised.
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"It's a matter of principle, Belgarath." Varana |l aughed. "It has to
do with being a Tol nedran—and a soldier."

Bel garath gave himan anmused | ook. "All right, then, can you accept
the fact that the abduction m ght have been politically notivated?"

"Of course. | understand politics."

"Good. There have al ways been two nmgjor centers of power in

Mal | orea—the throne and the church. Now it looks as if this Zandranmas
is raising a third. W can't tell if Kal Zakath is directly involved

in any way, but there's some kind of power struggle going on between

Urvon and Zandramas. For sone reason Garion's son is central to that

struggle."”

"We've al so picked up sone hints along the way that for one reason or
anot her the Maltoreans don't want us to become involved," Silk added.
"There are agents stirring up trouble in Arendia, and it nay have
been a Mal | orean who was behind the Vordue secession.”



Varana | ooked at him sharply.
"A man naned Naradas."

“"Now that's a nanme | have heard," the Enperor said. "Supposedly he's
an Angarak nmerchant here to negotiate some very sweeping trade
agreenents. He travels a great deal and spends a | ot of nobney. My
comerci al advisors think that he's an agent for King Urgit. Now that
Zakath controls the nmning regions in eastern Cthol Mirgos, Ugit
desperately needs noney to finance the war he's got going on down

t here."

Silk shook his head. "I don't think so," he said. "Naradas is a
Mal l orean Grolim It's not likely that he'd be working for the King
of the Murgos."

There was a respectful tap at the door.
"Yes?" Varana said.

The door opened and Lord Morin, the Inperial Chanberlain, entered. He
was an old man now and very thin. Hi s hair had gone conpletely white
and it stood out in wisps. His skin had that waxy transparency one
sees in the very old, and he noved slowy. "The Drasni an Anbassador
your Majesty,” he announced in a quavering voice. "He says that he
has some information of great urgency for you—and for your guests."”

"You'd better show himin then, Mrin."

"There's a young lady with him your Mjesty," Mrin added. "A
Drasni an nobl ewoman, | believe."
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"We'l| see them both," Varana said.

"As you wish, your Majesty,” Mrin replied with a creaky bow.

When the aged Chanberl ain escorted the anbassador and his conpani on
into the room Garion blinked in surprise. "H s Excellency, Prince
Khal don, Anmbassador of the Royal Court of Drasnia," Morin announced,
"and her Ladyship, the Margravine Liselle, a—dh— He faltered.

"Spy, your Excellency," Liselle supplied with apl onb.
"I's that an official designation, your Ladyship?"
"It saves a great deal of tine, Excellency.”

“"My," Morin sighed, "how the world changes. Should | introduce your
Ladyship to the Enperor as an official spy?"

"I think he's gathered that already, Lord Morin," she said, touching
his thin hand affectionately.

Morin bowed and tottered slowy fromthe room



"What a dear old man," she nurnured.

"Well, hello, cousin," Silk said to the anmbassador
"Cousin," Prince Khaldon replied coolly.

"Are you two sonehow rel ated?" Varana asked.

"Distantly, your Majesty,"” Silk told him "Qur nothers were second
cousins—er was it third?"

"Fourth, | think," Khaldon said. He eyed his rat-faced rel ati ve.
"You're looking a bit seedy, old man," he noted. "The last tine | saw
you, you were dripping gold and jewels."

“I"'min disguise, cousin," Silk said blandly. "You' re not supposed to
be able to recognize ne."

"“Ah," Khal don said. He turned to the Enperor. "Please excuse our
banter, your Mjesty. Kheldar here and | have | oathed each other
since childhood."

Silk grinned. "It was hate at first sight,"”
det est each other."

he agreed. "We absolutely

Khal don smiled briefly. "Wen we were children, they used to hide al
the knives every time our famlies visited each other."

Silk | ooked curiously at Liselle. "What are you doing in To
Honet h?" he asked her.

"It's a secret."

"Vel vet brought several dispatches from Boktor,"
"and certain instructions."

Khal don expl ai ned,

"Vel vet ?"
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"Silly, isn't it?" Liselle laughed. "But then, | suppose they could
have chosen a worse nicknanme for ne."

“It's better than sone that spring to mind," Silk agreed.
"Be nice, Kheldar."

"There was sonething you thought we ought to know, Prince Khai don?"
Var ana asked.

Khal don sighed. "It saddens ne to report that the courtesan Bethra
has been nurdered, your Myjesty."

"W]at ? "



"She was set upon by assassins in a deserted street |ast night when
she was returning from a busi ness engagenent. She was |eft for dead,
but she managed to drag herself to our gate, and she was able to pass
on some information before she died."

Silk's face had gone quite white. "Who was responsible for it?" he
demanded.

"We're still working on that, Kheldar," his cousin replied. "W have
some suspi ci ons, of course, but nothing concrete enough to take
before a magi strate. "

The Enperor's face was bl eak, and he rose fromthe chair in which he
had been sitting. "There are sonme people who will need to know about
this," he said grinmy. "Wuld you conme with nme, Prince Khal don?"

"Of course, your Majesty."

"Pl ease excuse us," Varana said to the rest of them "This is a
matter that needs ny i mediate attention.” He | ed the Drasnian
Anbassador fromthe room

"Did she suffer greatly?" Silk asked the girl known as Velvet in a
voice filled with pain.

"They used knives, Kheldar," she replied sinply. "That's never
pl easant . "

"I see." His ferretlike face hardened. "Could she give you any kind
of idea what m ght have been behind it?"

"I gather that it had to do with several things. She nentioned the
fact that she once infornmed Enperor Varana of a plot against the life
of his son."

"The Honeths!" Ce' Nedra grated.
"What makes you say that?" Silk asked quickly.

"Garion and | were here when she told Varana. It was at the tine of
my father's funeral. Bethra cane secretly to the palace and said that
two Honet hite nobl es—€ount ElI gon and Baron Kel bor—ere hatching a
schene to nurder Varana's son."
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Silk's face was stony. "Thank you, Ce' Nedra," he said grimy.
"There's sonething el se you should know, Kheldar," Velvet said
qui etly. She | ooked at the rest of them "W all will be discreet
about this, won't we?"

"Of course," Belgarath assured her.

Vel vet turned back to Silk. "Bethra was Hunter," she told him



"Hunt er ? Bet hra?"

"She has been for several years now. \Wen the struggle over the
succession started heating up here in Tol nedra, King Rhodar
instructed Javelin to take steps to nake sure that the man who

foll owed Ran Borune to the throne would be soneone the Alorns could
live with. Javelin cane to Tol Honeth and recruited Bethra to see to
it."

"Excuse ne," Belgarath interrupted, his eyes alight with curiosity,
"but exactly what is this 'Hunter'?"

"Qur most secret spy," Velvet replied. "Hunter's identity is known
only to Javelin, and Hunter deals with only the npst sensitive
situati ons—things that the Drasnian crown sinply cannot openly becone
i nvolved in. Anyway, when it appeared that the Grand Duke Noragon of
t he House of Honeth was al nbost certain to be the next Enperor, King
Rhodar made a certain suggestion to Javelin, and a few nonths |ater
Nor agon accidentally ate some bad shellfish—sonme very bad
shel [ fish."

"Bethra did that?" Silk's tone was amazed.

"She was extraordinarily resourceful.”

“Margravine Liselle?" Ce' Nedra said, her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

"Yes, your Majesty?"

"If the identity of Hunter is the deepest state secret in Drasnia,
howis it that you were aware of it?"

"I was sent from Boktor with certain instructions for her. My uncle
knows that | can be trusted.”

"But you're revealing it now, aren't you?"

"It's after the fact, your Majesty. Bethra's dead. Soneone else will
be Hunter now. Anyway, before she died, Bethra told us that sonmeone
had found out about her involvenent in the death of G and Duke

Nor agon and had passed the information on. She believed that it was
that information that triggered the attack on her."
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"It's definitely narrowi ng down to the Honeths then, isn't it?" Silk
sai d.

"I't's not definite proof, Kheldar," Velvet warned him
"It's definite enough to satisfy nme."

"You' re not going to do anything precipitous, are you?" she asked
him "Javelin wouldn't |ike that, you know. "

"That's Javelin's problem™



"We don't have time to get involved in Tolnedran politics, Silk,"
Bel garath added firmy. "We're not going to be here that |ong."

“It's not going to take ne all that long."

“I''"l'l have to report what you're planning to Javelin," Velvet warned.
"Of course. But I'll be finished with it by the tinme your report
reaches Boktor."

“It's inportant that you don't enbarrass us, Kheldar."

"Trust ne," he said and quietly left the room

"It always nmakes me nervous when he says that,"” Durnik mnurnmured.
Early the follow ng norning, Belgarath and Garion |eft the Inperia
Pal ace to visit the library at the university. It was chilly in the
broad streets of Tol Honeth, and a raw wi nd was blowing in off the
Nedrane River. The few nerchants abroad at that hour wal ked briskly
al ong the marbl e thoroughfares with fur cloaks pulled tightly about
them and gangs of roughly dressed | aborers thronged up out of the
poorer sections of the city with their heads bent into the wi nd and
their chapped hands burrowed deep into their clothing.

Garion and his grandfather passed through the deserted centra

mar ket pl ace and soon reached a | arge cluster of buildings enclosed by
a marble wall and entered through a gate stanped with the Inperia
Seal . The grounds inside the conmpound were as neatly trimmed as those
surroundi ng the pal ace, and there were broad marbl e wal ks stretching
frombuilding to building across the |awns. As they noved al ong one
of those wal ks, they encountered a portly, black-robed schol ar pacing
along with his hands cl asped behind his back and his face lost in

t hought .

"Excuse nme," Belgarath said to him "but could you direct us to the
library?"

"What ?" The man | ooked up, blinking.

"The library, good sir," Belgarath repeated. "Which way is it?"
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"Ch," the scholar said. "It's over there soneplace." He gestured
vaguely. -,

"Do you suppose you could be a bit nore precise?"

The schol ar gave the shabbily dressed old man an of fended | ook. "Ask
one of the porters,"” he said brusquely. "I'mbusy. |'ve been worKking
on a problem for twenty years now and |'ve al nost found the

sol ution."

"Ch? Which problemis that?"



"I doubt that it would be of nuch interest to an uneducated
mendi cant, " the scholar replied loftily, "but if you really mnust
know, 1've been trying to calculate the exact weight of the world."

"Is that all? And it's taken you twenty years?" Belgar-ath's face was
astoni shed. "I solved that problema long tinme ago—+n about a week."

The schol ar stared at him his face going dead white. "That's
i mpossi ble!'"™ he exclaimed. "I"'mthe only man in the world who's
| ooking into it. No one has ever asked the question before.”

Bel garath | aughed. "lI'm sorry, |earned scholar, but it's been asked
several tines already. The best solution | ever saw was by a man
nanmed Tal gi n—at the University of Mel-cena, | think. It was during

the second m |l ennium There should be a copy of his calculations in
your library."

The schol ar began to trenble violently, and his eyes bul ged. Wt hout
a word he spun on his heel and dashed across the lawn with the skirts
of his robe flapping behind him

"Keep an eye on him Garion," Belgarath said calmy. "The building he
runs to should be the library."

"Just how rmuch does the world wei gh?" Garion asked curiously.

"How should | know?" Belgarath replied. "No sane nan woul d even be
curious about it."

"But what about this Talgin you nentioned—+the one who wote the
sol ution?"

"Tal gin? Oh, there's no such person. | just made himup."

Garion stared at him "That's a dreadful thing to do, G andfather,"”
he accused. "You' ve just destroyed a man's entire life work with a
lie. "

"But it did get himto lead us to the library," the old man said
slyly. "Besides, maybe now he'll turn his attention to
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something a bit nore nmeaningful. The library's in that building with
the tower. He just ran up the steps. Shall we go?"

There was a marble rotunda just inside the nmain entrance to the
library, and in the precise center of that rotunda stood a high
ornately carved desk. A bald, skinny man sat behind the desk

| aboriously copying froma huge book. For sone reason the man | ooked
famliar to Garion, and he frowned as they approached the desk,
trying to renenber where he had seen hi m before.

“"May | help you?" the skinny man asked, | ooking up from his copying
as Belgarath stopped in front of his desk.



"Possibly so. I'"'mlooking for a copy of the Prophecies of the Western
Golims."

The skinny man frowned, scratching at one ear. "That would be in the
conparative theol ogy section,” he nused. "Could you hazard a guess as
to the date of conposition?”

Bel garath al so frowned, staring up into the vault of the rotunda as
he considered it. "My guess would be early third mllennium" he said
finally.

"That would put it at the tine of either the second Ho-nethite
Dynasty or the second Vorduvian," the scholar said. "W shouldn't

have too nmuch trouble finding it." He rose to his feet. "It's this
way, " he said, pointing toward one of the hallways fanning out from
the rotunda. "If you'll follow nme, please."

Garion still felt the nagging certainty that he knew this polite,

hel pful scholar. The man certainly had better manners than the
ponpous, self-inportant worl d-wei ghter they had net outside, and—hen
it came to him "Master Jeebers?" he said incredulously, "is that
you?"

"Have we net before, sir?" Jeebers asked politely, |ooking at Garion
with a puzzled squint.

Garion grinned broadly. "W have indeed, Master Jeebers. You
i ntroduced ne to ny wife."

"l don't seemto recall —

"Ch, | think you do. You crept out of the palace with her one night
and rode south toward Tol Borune. Along the way, you joined a party
of merchants. You left rather suddenly when my wife told you that

| eavi ng Tol Honeth was her idea instead of Ran Borune's."

Jeebers blinked and then his eyes w dened. "Your Majesty," he said
with a bow. "Forgive ne for not recognizing you at once. My eyes
aren't what they once were."
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Garion | aughed, clapping himon the shoulder in delight. "That's
quite all right, Jeebers,"” he said. "I'm not going about announcing
who | amon this trip."

"And how is little Ce' Nedra—th, her Myjesty, that is?"

Garion was about to tell his wife's fornmer tutor about the abduction
of their son, but Belgarath gave him a di screet nudge. "Uh—fine, just
fine," he said instead.

"I'"'mso glad to hear it," Jeebers said with a fond smle. "She was an
absol utely inpossible student, but strangely I find that nuch of the
fun went out of ny life after she and | parted conpany. | was



delighted to hear of her fortuitous marriage and not nearly as
surprised as ny coll eagues here when we heard that she had raised an
army and marched on Thull Mardu. She always was a fiery little
thing—and brilliant." He gave Garion a rather apologetic |ook. "To be
honest, though, | have to tell you that she was an erratic and
undi sci pli ned student."”

"“I"ve noticed those qualities in her fromtinme to tine."

Jeebers | aughed. "1'm sure you have, your Mjesty," he said. "Please
convey ny regards to her— He hesitated, "And if you don't think it's
presunpt uous—y affection as well."

"I will, Jeebers," Garion promsed. "I will."

"This is the conparative theol ogy section of our library," the bald
schol ar said, pushing open a heavy door. "All the itens are
cat al ogued and stored by Dynasty. The antiquity sections are back
this way." He led them along a narrow aisle between tall book racks
filled with | eather-bound volumes and tightly rolled scrolls. The
ski nny man paused once and rubbed his finger along one of the
shelves. "Dust," he sniffed disapprovingly. "I expect |'d better
speak sharply to the custodi ans about that."

"It's the nature of books to collect dust,” Belgarath said.

"And it's the nature of custodians to avoid doi ng anythi ng about

it," Jeebers added with a wy smile. "Ah, here we are." He stopped in
the center of a sonmewhat broader aisle where the books showed marked
signs of extrene age. "Please be gentle with them" he said, touching
t he backs of the volunmes with an odd kind of affection. "They're old
and brittle. The works witten during the Second Honet hite Dynasty
are on this side, and those dating back to the Second Vordue Dynasty
are over here. They're further broken down into kingdom of origin, so
it shouldn't be hard for you to
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| ocate the one you want. Now, if you'll excuse me, | shouldn't stay
away from nmy desk for too long. Sonme of my colleagues get inpatient
and start rooting through the shelves on their own. It takes weeks
sonmetinmes to get things put right again."

"I"'msure we can manage from here, Master Jeebers," Belgarath assured
him "and thank you for your assistance.'' "It's ny pleasure,"
Jeebers replied with a slight bow. He | ooked back at Garion. "You
will remenber to give little Ce' Nedra ny greetings, won't you?" "You
have ny word on it, Master Jeebers." "Thank you, your Majesty." And
the skinny man turned and went on out of the book-1lined room

"“An enornmous change there," Belgarath noted. "Probably the little
fright Ce' Nedra gave himat Tol Borune that tinme knocked all the
ponposity out of him" The old man was peering intently at the

shelves. "I'll have to admit that he's a very conpetent scholar."

“I'sn'"t he just a librarian?" Garion asked, "sonmebody who | ooks after



books?"

"That's where all the rest of scholarship starts, Garion. Al the
books in the world won't help you if they're just piled up in a
heap." He bent slightly and pulled a bl ack-w apped scroll froma

| ower shelf. "Here we are/' he said triunphantly. "Jeebers |ed us
right toit." He noved to the end of the aisle where a table and
bench sat before a tall, narrow wi ndow and where the pale winter
sunlight fell golden on the stone floor. He sat and carefully undid
the ties that held the scroll tightly rolled inside its black vel vet
cover. As he pulled the scroll out, he muttered a nunber of fairly
sul furous oat hs.

"What's the matter?" Garion asked. "Grolimstupidity," Belgarath

grow ed. "Look at this." He held out the scroll. "Look at the
parchnment." Garion peered at it. "It |ooks like other parchnent to
me." "It's human skin," the old man snorted disgustedly. Garion drew

back in revulsion. "That's ghastly." "That's not the point. Woever
provi ded the skin was finished with it anyway. The problemis that
human skin won't hold ink." He unrolled a foot or so of the scroll
"Look at that. It's so faded that you can't even nake out the words."
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"Coul d you use something to bring them out again way you did with
Anheg's letter that tinme?"

"Garion, this scroll's about three thousand years old. The solution
of salts | used on Anheg's letter would probably dissolve it
entirely."

"Sorcery then?"

Bel garath shook his head. "It's just too fragile." He started to
swear again even as he carefully unrolled the scroll inch by inch
nmoving it this way and that to catch the sunlight. "Here's
sonmething,'' he grunted with some surprise.

"What does it say?"

"*. . . seek the path of the Child of Dark in the land of the
serpents . '" The old man | ooked up. "That's sonething, anyway."

"What does it nean?"

"Just what it says. Zandramas went to Nyissa. We'll pick up the trai
t here."

"Grandfather, we already knew that."
"We suspected it, Garion. There's a difference. Zandramas has tricked

us into following false trails before. Now we know for certain that
we're on the right track."



"It isn't very much, Grandfather.”

"I know, but it's better than nothing."
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CHAPTER FI VE

"Wul d you just look at that?" Ce' Nedra said indignantly the
foll owi ng norning. She had just arisen and stood at the w ndow,
wrapped in a warm robe

"Hmm?" Garion nmurnmured drowsily. "Look at what, dear?" He was
burrowed deeply under the warmquilts and was giving sone serious

t hought to going back to sleep. "You can't see it fromthere, Garion
Come over here " He sighed, slipped out of bed, and padded baref oot
over to the w ndow.

"I'sn't that disgusting?" she demanded.

The grounds of the Inperial Conpound were bl anketed mwhite, and
| arge snowftakes were settling lazily through the dead-cal mair

“Isn'"t it sort of peculiar for it to snow in Tol Honeth?" he asked.
78

"Garion, it never snows in Tol Honeth. The last time | saw snow here
was when | was five years old."

"It's been an unusual winter."

"Well, 1'"mgoing back to bed, and I'mnot going to get up until every
bit of it nelts.”

“You don't really have to go out in it, you know "

"I don't even want to look at it." She flounced back to their
canopi ed bed, let her robe drop to the floor, and clinbed back under
the quilts. Garion shrugged and started back toward the bed. Another
hour or two of sleep seenmed definitely in order

"Please pull the curtains on the bed shut," she told him "and don't

make too nmuch noi se when you | eave."

He stared at her for a noment, then sighed. He cl osed the heavy
curtains around the bed and sleepily began to dress.

"Do be a dear, Garion," she said sweetly. "Stop by the kitchen and
tell themthat I'Il want ny breakfast in here.”

Now that, he felt, was distinctly unfair. He pulled on the rest of
his clothes, feeling surly.

"Ch, Garion?"



"Yes, dear?" He kept it neutral with sonme effort.

"Don't forget to comb your hair. You always look |ike a straw stack
in the norning." Her voice already sounded drowsy and on the edge of
sl eep.

He found Belgarath sitting noodily before the window in an unlighted
dining room Although it was quite early, the old man had a tankard
on the table beside him "Can you believe this?" he said disgustedly,
| ooki ng out at the softly felling snow.

"I don't imagine that it's going to last very |long, G andfather."”

"It never snows in To! Honeth."

"That's what Ce' Nedra was just saying." Garion held out his hands to
a glowing iron brazier.

"Where is she?"

"She went back to bed."

"That's probably not such a bad idea. Wiy didn't you join her?"
"She decided that it was tinme for ne to get up,”

"That hardly seenms fair."

"The sane thought occurred to ne."

Bel garath scratched absently at his ear, still |ooking out at the
snow. "We're too far south for this to last for nore

80

KI NG OF THE MURGOS

DAVI D EDDI NGS

81

than a day or so. Besides, the day after tonorrow is Erastide. A |ot
of people will be traveling after the holiday, so we won't be quite
SO0 conspi cuous. "

"You think we should wait?"

"It's sort of logical. We wouldn't make very good tinme slogging
through all that, anyway."

"What do you plan to do today, then?"

Bel garath picked up his tankard. "I think I'Il finish this and then
go back to bed."

Garion pulled up one of the red velvet uphol stered chairs and sat
down. Sonet hi ng had been bothering himfor several days now, and he
decided that this mght be a good tine to bring it out into the open



" Grandf at her ?"

"Yes?"

"Why is it that all of this seems to have happened before?”
"All of what?"

"Everything. There are Angaraks in Arendia trying to stir up

troubl e—fust as they were when we were followi ng Zedar. There are
intrigues and assassinations in Tol nedra—the same as last tine. W
ran into a nonster—a dragon this tinme instead of the Al groths—but
it's still pretty close to the same sort of thing. It seens al npost as
if we were repeating everything that happened when we were trying to
find the Orb. W've even been running into the sanme peopl e—bel -vor,

t hat customs man, even Jeebers."

"You know, that's a very interesting question, Garion." Belgarath
pondered for a nonent, absently taking a drink fromhis tankard. "If
you think about it in a certain way, though, it does sort of nake
sense. "

"I don't quite follow you."

"We're on our way to another neeting between the Child of Light and
the Child of Dark," Bel garath expl ained. "That neeting is going to be
a repetition of an event that's been happeni ng over and over again
since the beginning of tinme. Since it's the same event, it stands to
reason that the circunstances leading up to it should al so be
simlar." He thought about it a nmoment |onger. "Actually," he
continued, "they'd al nrost have to be, wouldn't they?"

"That's a little deep for ne, I'mafraid.”

"There are two Propheci es—two sides of the sane thing. Sonething
happened an uni nagi nably long tine ago to separate them"

"Yes. | understand that."

"When they got separated, things sort of stopped.”

"What things?"

"It's kind of hard to put into words. Let's call it the course of
things that were supposed to happen—the future, | suppose. As |long as
those two forces are separate—and equal —the future can't happen. W
all just keep going through the sane series of events over and over
agai n.

"When will it end?"

"When one of the Prophecies finally overconmes the other. Wen the
Child of Light finally defeats the Child of Darker the other way
around. "

"I thought | already did that."

"I don't think it was concl usive enough, Garion."



"I killed Torak, Grandfather. You can't get much nore concl usive than
that, can you?"

"You killed Torak, Garion. You didn't kill the park Prophecy. | think
it's going to take sonething nmore significant than a sword fight in
the City of Night to settle this."

"Such as what ?"

Bel garath spread his hands. "I don't know. | really don't. This idea
of yours could be very useful, though."

" d,l?n

"If we're going to go through a series of events that are simlar to
what happened last tine, it could give us a notion of what to expect,
couldn't it? You might want to think about that—saybe spend a little
time this norning renmenbering exactly what happened | ast tine."

"What are you going to do?"

; Bel garath drai ned his tankard and stood up. "As | sai d—<*Tm
goi ng back to bed."

That afternoon, a polite official in a brown nmantle tapped on the
door of the room where Garion sat reading and advised himthat the
Enmperor Varana wanted to see him Gar-ion set aside his book and
foll owed the official through the echoing marble halls to Varana's
st udy.

"“Ah, Belgarion," Varana said as he entered. "A bit of news has just
reached me that you mght find interesting. Please, have a seat."

"I nformation?" Garion asked, sitting in the |eather-up-;;holstered
chair beside the Enperor's desk.

"That man you nentioned the other day—Naradas—has been seen here in
Tol Honeth."
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"Naradas? How di d he nmanage to get down here that fast? The |ast |
heard, he was riding north fromthe Geat Fair in Arendia."

"Has he been followi ng you?"

"He's been asking a |lot of questions and spreadi ng noney around."”
"I can have him picked up, if you want. | have a few questions I'd
like to ask himnyself, and | could hold himfor several nonths if
need be."

Garion thought about it. Finally he shook his head rather

regretfully. "He's a Mallorean Grolim and he could be out of any
kind of prison cell you could put himin within a matter of mnutes.”



"The I nperial Dungeon is quite secure, Belgarion," Var-ana said a bit
stiffly.

“Not that secure, Varana." Then Garion smiled briefly, renmenbering
the Enperor's stubborn convictions about such things. "Let's just say
t hat Naradas has sonme out-of-the-ordinary resources available to him
It's one of those things that makes you unconfortable to talk

about." "Oh," Varana said distastefully, "that." Garion nodded. "It

m ght be better in the long run just to have your people keep an eye
on him |f he doesn't know that we're aware that he's here, he mn ght
lead us to others—or at least to certain information. Harakan's been
seen here in Tolnedra, too, | understand, and 1'd like to find out if
there's some kind of connection between the two of them" Varana
smled. "Your life is a great deal nore conplicated than nine,

Bel garion,"” he said. "I only have one reality to deal with."
Garion gave a wy shrug. "It helps to fill up ny spare tinme," he
replied.

There was a |ight tap on the door, and Lord Mrin slowy shuffled
into the room "lI'msorry to disturb your Majesties, but there's sone
unsettling news fromthe city."

"Ch?" Varana said. "What's been happeni ng, Mrin?"

"Soneone's been killing nenbers of the Honeth family—very quietly,
but very efficiently. Quite a few have died in the last two nights."

" Poi son?"
“No, your Majesty. This assassin is nore direct. He snothered a few
with their own pillows night before last, and there was one nasty

fall. At first the deaths appeared to
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1»e of natural causes. Last night, though, he started using a
knife." Morin shook his head di sapprovingly. "Messy," he sniffed.
"Very messy."

Varana frowned. "I thought that all the old feuds had set-tied down.

Do you think it mght be the Horbites? They hol d grudges forever
sometines. "

“"No one seens to know, your Mjesty. The Honeths are terrified.
They're either fleeing the city or turning their bouses into forts."

Varana smled. "I think | can live with the disconfort of the Honeth
famly. Did this fellow | eave any kind of trademark? Can we identify
hi mas a known assassi n?"

"We haven't a clue, your Majesty. Should |I put guards around the
houses of the Honeths—the ones who are |eft?"

"They have their own soldiers." Varana shrugged. "But put out sone
inquiries and let this fellow know that 1'd like to have a little



talk with him™"

"Are you going to arrest hinP?" Garion asked.

"Ch, | don't know that | want to go that far. | just want to find out
who he is and suggest to himthat he ought to follow the rules a
little nore closely, that's all. | wonder who he could possibly be."

Garion, however, had a few private suspicions about the matter

The Erastide festivities were in full swing in Tol Honeth, and the
revelers, many far gone in drink, lurched and staggered from party to
party as the great fanmlies vied with one another in a vul gar display
of ostentatious wealth. The huge mansions of the rich and powerful
were festooned with gaily hued buntings and hung with col ored

| anterns. Fortunes were spent on |avish banquets, and the

entertai nnents provi ded often exceeded the bounds of good taste.

Al t hough the cel ebrations at the pal ace were nore restrai ned, Enperor
Varana nonethel ess felt obliged to extend his hospitality to many
peopl e he privately | oathed.

The event which had been long in the planning for that particular
evening was a state banquet to be followed by a grand ball. "And you
two will be ny guests of honor," Varana firmy told Garion and

Ce' Nedra. "If / have to endure this, then so do you."

“I"'d really rather not, uncle,” Ce'Nedra told himwith a sad little
smile. "I"mnot nuch in the nmood for festivities just now "
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"You can't just turn off your life, Ce' Nedra," he said gently. "A
party—even one of the stuffy ones here in the pal ace—i ght help to
divert your mnd fromyour tragic circunstances." He gave her a
shrewd | ook. "Besides," he added, "if you don't attend, the Honeths,
Horbites, and Vor-dues will all be smrking up their sleeves about
your absence.”

Ce' Nedra's head cane up quickly, and her eyes took on a flinty | ook
"That's true, isn't it?" she replied. "Of course, | really don't have
athing to wear."

"There are whole closets filled with your gowns in the inperia
apartnents, Ce' Nedra," he rem nded her.

"Ch, yes. |'d forgotten those. Al right, uncle, I'll be happy to
attend. "

And so it was that Ce' Nedra, dressed in a creany white vel vet gown
and with a jewel ed coronet nestling among her flam ng curls, entered
the ballroomthat evening on the arm of her husband, the King of
Riva. Garion, dressed in a borrowed bl ue doublet that was noticeably
ti ght across the shoul ders, approached the entire affair with a great
| ack of enthusiasm As a visiting head of state, he was obliged to
stand for an hour or so in the reception line in the grand ballroom
murmuri ng enpty responses to the pleasantries offered by assorted
Hor bi tes, Vordues, Ranites, and Bo-runes—and their often giddy w ves.
The Honet hs, however, were conspicuous by their absence.



Toward the end of that interm nable cerenony, Javelin's honey-bl ond
ni ece, the Margravine Liselle, dressed in a spectacul ar gown of

| avender brocade, canme past on the arm of Prince Khal don. "Courage,
your Majesty,” she nmurnmured as she curtsied to Garion. "Not even this
can last forever—though it mght seemlike it."

"Thanks, Liseile," he replied drily.

After the reception line had wound to its tedious conclusion, Garion
circulated politely anmong the other guests, enduring the endlessly
repeated coment: "It never snows in Tol Honeth."

At the far end of the candlelit ballroom a group of Ar-endish
nmusi ci ans sawed and plucked and tootled their way through a
repertoire of holiday songs that were conmon to all the Kingdons of
the West. Their lutes, violas, harps, flutes, and oboes provided a

| argel y unheard background to the chattering of the Enperor's guests.
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"I had engaged Madanme Aldima to entertain us this evening," Varana
was saying to a small cluster of Horbites. "Her singing was to have
been the high point of the festivities. Unfortunately, the change in
t he weat her has nade her fearful of coming out of her house. She's
nost protective of her voice, | understand."”

“And well she should be," a Ranite | ady standing just behind Garion

murmured to her conpanion. "It wasn't nuch of a voice to begin with,
and tinme hasn't been kind to it—all those years Al dima spent singing
in taverns, no doubt." "It hardly seens |i ke Erastide w thout

singing," Varana continued. "Perhaps we m ght persuade one of these
lovely ladies to grace us with a song or two."

A stout Borune | ady of mddle years quickly responded to the
Enperor's suggestion, joining with the orchestra in a rendition of an
old favorite delivered in a warbling soprano voice that struggled
painfully to reach the higher registers. Wien she had finished and

st ood red-faced and gaspi ng, the Enperor's guests responded to her
screeching with polite applause which lasted for al nost five seconds.
Then they returned to their inane chatter.

And then the nusicians struck up an Arendish air so old that its
origins were lost in the msts of antiquity. Like nost Arendish
songs, it was of a nelancholy turn, beginning in a mnor key with an
intricate waterfall of notes fromthe lute. As the deep-toned viola
entered with the main theme, a rich contralto voice joined in.
Gradual ly, the conversations died out as that voice poignantly
touched the guests into silence. Garion was startled. Standing not
far fromthe orchestra, the ' Margravine Liselle had |lifted her head
in song. Her voice f was marvelous. It had a dark, thrilling tinbre
and was as " smooth as honey. The other guests drew back fromher in
profound respect for that glorious voice, |eaving her standing quite
alone in a golden circle of candlelight. And then, to Garion's
astoni shment, Ce' Nedra stepped into that candlelight to join the

| avender-gowned Drasnian girl. As the flute .. picked up the



counterharnmony, the tiny Rivan Queen raised her sad little face and
joined her voice with that of the Mar-;- gravine. Effortlessly, her
clear voice rose with that of the flute, so perfectly matching its
tone and col or that one could not separate exactly the voice of the
instrument from hers. And yet, there was a sadness bordering on
heartbreak in her singing, a sorrow that brought a lunp to Garion's
t hroat and

86

KING OF THE MJRGOS
DAVI D EDDI NGS

87

tears to his eyes. Despite the festivities around her, it was ciearly
evident that Ce' Nedra still nursed her abiding angui sh deep in her
heart, and no gaiety nor entertainnent could | essen her suffering.

As the song drew to its conclusion, the applause was thunderous.
“"More!" they shouted. "More!"

Encouraged by the ovation, the musicians returned to the begi nning of
that same ancient air. Once again the lute spilled out its heart in
that rippling cascade, but this time as the viola led Liselle into
the main thene, yet a third voice joined in—a voice Garion knew so
wel |l that he did not even have to look to see who was singing.

Pol gara, dressed in a deep blue velvet gown trimmed in silver, joined
Li sel Je and Ce' Nedra in the candlelit circle. Her voice was as rich
and snooth as the Margravine's, and yet there was in it a sorrow that
went even beyond Ce' Nedra's—a sorrow for a place that had been | ost
and coul d never return again. Then, as the flute acconpani ed Ce' Nedra
into the rising counterpoint, Polgara's rose to join hers as well

The harmony thus created was not the traditional one which was so
famliar in all the Kingdons of the West. The Arendi sh nusici ans,
their eyes filled with tears, took up those strange antique chords to
recreate a nelody that had not been heard in thousands of years.

As the last notes of that glorious song faded, there was an awed
silence. And then, many of them weepi ng openly, the guests burst into
appl ause as Polgara silently led the two young wonen out of that
golden circle of Iight.

Bel garath, |ooking sonewhat unusually regal in a snowy Tol nedran
mant| e, but hol ding nonetheless a full silver goblet, stood in her
path, his eyes a nystery.

"Well, father?" she asked.

Wordl essly he ki ssed her forehead and handed her the goblet. "Lovely,
Pol, but why revive sonmething that's been dead and gone for all these
centuries?"

Her chin lifted proudly. "The nenory of Vo Wacune will never die so
long as | live, father. | carry it forever in ny heart, and every so
often | like to rem nd people that there was once a shining city



filled with grace and courage and beauty and that this nmundane world
in which we now live allowed it to slip away."

"It's very painful for you, isn't it, Polgara?" he asked gravely.

"Yes, father, it is—nore painful than | can say—but |'ve endured pain
before, so. . . " She left it hanging with a slight shrug and noved
with regal step fromthe hall

After the banquet, Garion and Ce' Nedra took a few turns about the
ball room fl oor, nore for the sake of appearances than out of any rea
desire for it.

"Why does Lady Pol gara feel so strongly about the Wacite Arends?”
Ce' Nedra asked as they danced.

"She lived in Vo Wacune for quite sone tinme when she was young, "
Garion replied. "I think she loved the city—and the peopl e—very
nmuch. "

"I thought my heart would break when she sang that song."

"Mne nearly did," Garion said quietly. "She's suffered so very much
but | think that the destruction of Vo Wacune hurt her nore than
anything else that's ever happened. She's never forgiven G andfather
for not coming to the aid of the city when the Asturians destroyed
it."

Ce' Nedra sighed. "There's so nmuch sorrowin the world."

"There's hope, too," he reninded her
"But only such a little." She sighed again. Then a sudden inpish
smle crossed her lips. "That song absolutely de-.stroyed all the
| adi es who are here," she smrked. "Absolutely destroyed them"
"Try not to gloat in public, Ilove,"
really not very becom ng."

he gently chided her. "It's

"Didn't Uncle Varana say that | was one of the guests of honor?"
"Wel | —yes. "

“It's nmy party then," she said with a toss of her head, "so |l
gloat if I want to."

When they all returned to the set of roons Varana had provided for
their use, Silk was waiting for them standing by the fire and
wanni ng his hands. The little man had a furtive, slightly worried

| ook on his face, and he was covered fromtop to toe with reeking
debris. "Were's Varana?" he asked tensely as they entered the
candlelit sitting room : "He's down in the ballroomentertaining his
guests," Gar-ton said.

"What have you been doing, Prince Kheldar?" Ce' Nedra asked, wrinkling
her nose at the offensive odors emanating from his clothes.
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"Hiding," he replied, "under a garbage heap. | think we m ght want to
| eave Tol Honeth—fairly soon."

Bel garath's eyes narrowed. "Exactly what have you been up to, Silk?"
he demanded, "and where have you been for the past couple of days?"
"Here and there,"
cl eaned up."

Silk said evasively. "I really should go get

"I don't suppose you know anythi ng about what's been happening to the
Honeth fam |y, do you?" Garion asked.

"What's this?" Beigarath said.
"I was with Varana this afternoon when Lord Morin brought the report.

The Honet hs have been dying at a surprising rate. Eight or ten at
| ast count."

"Twel ve, actually,"” Silk corrected neticul ously.

Bei garath turned on the rat-faced man. "I think 1'd Iike an
expl anation.”

"People die," Silk shrugged. "It happens all the tine."
"Did they have hel p?"

"Alittle, naybe."

“And were you the one who provided this assistance?"
"Would | do that?"

Bel garath's face grew bleak. "I want the truth, Prince Kheldar."

Silk spread his hands extravagantly. "Wat is truth, old friend? Can
any man ever really know what the truth is?"

"This isn't a phil osophical discussion, Silk. Have you been out
but cheri ng Honet hs?"

"I don't know that 1'd say 'butchering' exactly. That word smacks of

a certain crudity. | pride nyself on ny refinenment."
"Have you been killing people?"
"Well," Silk's face took on a slightly offended expression, "if

you're going to put it that way—
"Twel ve peopl e?" Durnik's tone was incredul ous.

"And another that isn't very likely to survive," Silk noted. "I was



interrupted before | had tinme to make sure of him but | probably did
enough to get the job done."

"I"'mstill waiting, Silk," Beigarath said darkly.

Silk sniffed at one rancid sleeve and made a face. "Bethra and | were
very good friends." He shrugged as if that expl ai ned everything.

"But— Durnik objected. "Didn't she try to have you killed once?"

"Ch, that. That wasn't anything inmportant. It was busi ness—not hi ng
personal . "

“Isn'"t trying to kill sonebody about as personal as you can get?"

"Of course not. | was interfering with sonething she was worki ng on.
You see, she had this arrangenent with the Thullish anbassador, and—

"Quit trying to change the subject, Silk," Beigarath said.

Silk's eyes grew hard. "Bethra was a special wonman," he replied.
"Beautiful, gifted, and totally honest. | admired her very nuch. You
could alnost say that | |oved her—n a rather special kind of way.
The idea that someone saw fit to have her cut down in the street
greatly offended me. | did what | thought was appropriate.”

"Despite the inportance of what we're doing?" Belgarath's face was
i ke a thundercloud. "You just dropped everything and ran out to do a
little private killing?"

"There are sonme things you just don't let slide, Beigarath. There's
also a principle involved. W do not allow the killing of a nenber of
Drasnian intelligence to go unpunished. It's bad for business if
peopl e get the idea that they can get away with that sort of thing.
Anyway, the first night | went to some pains to nmake things | ook sort
of natural."

“Nat ural ?" Durni k asked. "How can you meke a nurder | ook natural ?"
"Pl ease, Durnik. Murder is such an ugly word."

"He snothered themin their beds with their own pillows," Garion
expl ai ned.

“And one fellow sort of accidentally fell out of a window, " Silk
added. "Rather a high one as | recall. He came down on an iron
fence.”

Dur ni k shudder ed.

"1 managed to visit five of them night before last, but the nethods
were taking entirely too long, so last night | was a bit nore direct.
I did sort of linger for a tine with the Baron Kel bor, though. He was
the one who actually gave the order to have Bethra killed. W had a
very nice chat before he left us."

"Kel bor's house is the nost closely guarded in Tol Honeth," Ce' Nedra
said. "How did you manage to get in?"



"Peopl e sel dom | ook up at night—particularly when it's snowi ng. |
went in over the rooftops. Anyway, Kel bor gave
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me sonme very useful information. It seens that the man who told the
Honet hs about Bethra's activities was aMiil orean.”

"Nar adas?" Garion asked quickly.
"No. This one had a bl ack beard."
"Har akan, then?"

"Lots of people have beards, Garion. I'd like a little bit nore
confirmati on—Aot that I'd object to cutting Harakan up into little
pieces, but |1'd hate to let the real culprit get away because | was
concentrating too nmuch on our old friend," H's face went bl eak again.
"That's particularly true in view of the fact that, from what Kel bor
said, this helpful Mllorean arranged and participated in Bethra's
nmur der—sort of as a favor to the Honeth famly."

"I do wish that you'd go take a bath, Prince Kheldar," Ce' Nedra said.
"What on earth possessed you to take up residence in a garbage heap?”

He shrugged. "I was interrupted during ny last visit, and a nunber of
peopl e were chasing me. This snow conplicated things a bit. My tracks
were fairly easy for themto follow. | needed a place to hide, and

t he garbage heap was handy." Hi s | ook becane di sgusted, "It never
snows in Tol Honeth."

"You' d be anazed at how many people have told nme the sane thing
today," Garion rmurnured.

"I really think we should | eave al nost imediately,” Silk said.
"What for?" Durni k asked. "You got away, didn't you?"

"You forget the tracks, Durnik." Silk held up one foot. "Rivan

boot s—an affectation, perhaps. They're very confortable, but they do
| eave distinctive tracks. | expect that it's only going to be a
matter of tinme before sonmebody puts a few things together and |' m not
really in the nood for dodgi ng Honethite assassins. They're fairly

i nept, but they can be an inconvenience."

The door opened rather quietly, and Silk instantly went into a
crouch, his hands diving inside his sneared doublet for his daggers.

"My goodness," the |avender-gowned Velvet said nildly, entering and
cl osing the door behind her, "aren't we junmpy this evening?"

"What are you doing in here?" Silk demanded.

"I was attending the Inperial Ball. You have no i dea how nuch gossip
one can pick up at such affairs. The whole ballroomis buzzing with
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the Honeths in the past couple nights. Under the circunstances,
t hought it m ght have occurred to you that it was tine for us to
| eave. " . " Us?"

"Ch, didn't | tell you? How forgetful of ne. Til be joining you."
"You nost certainly will nor!" Belgarath said.

"I hate to contradict you, Ancient One," she said regretfully, "but
I"'macting on orders.” She turned to Silk. "My uncle has been a
little nervous about sonme of your activities during the past few
years. He trusts you, my dear Khel dar—you nmust never think that he
doesn't trust you—but he does sort of want somebody to keep an eye
on you." She frowned. "I think that he's going to be quite cross when
he hears about your mdnight visits to the Honeth famly."

"You know the rules, Liselle," Silk replied. "Bethra was one of our
people. We don't let those things go."

“Naturally not. But Javelin prefers to order that sort of retaliation
personal | y. Your sonewhat hasty vengeance has robbed him of that
opportunity. You're just too independent, Silk. He's right, you know.
You do need to be watched." She pursed her lips slightly. "I nmnust
admt, though, that it was a very nice job."

“Now you listen to nme, young lady," Belgarath said hotly. "I am not
conducting a guided tour for the benefit of the Drasnian spy
net wor k. "

She gave hima disarmng little smle and fondly patted his bearded
cheek. "Ch, conme now, Belgarath," she said, her soft brown eyes
appeal ing, "do be reasonable. Wuldn't it. be nore civilized—and
convenient—+o0 have me in your party rather than trailing al ong behind
you? | amgoing to follow nmy orders, Revered One, whether you like it
or not."

"Why is it that | have to be surrounded by wonen who won't do as
they're tol d?"

Her eyes went very wi de. "Because we |ove you, Imortal One," she
expl ai ned outrageously. "You're the answer to every mmiden's dreans,
and we follow you out of blind devotion."

"That's about enough of that, Mss," he said om nously. "You' re not
going with us, and that's final."

"You know," the dry voice in Garion's mnd nused, "/ think I've
finally isolated the difficulty |I've always had with Belgarath. It's
hi s pure, pigheaded contrariness. He doesn't
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really have any reason for these arbitrary decisions of his. He just
does it to irritate ne."

"Do you nmean that she's supposed to go al ong?" Garion blurted, so
startled that he said it al oud.

"Of course she is. Wiy do you think I went to all the trouble to get
her to Tol Honeth before you all left. Go ahead and tell him"

Bel garath' s expressi on, however, clearly showed that Garion's

i nadvertent exclanmation had already told himthat he had just been
overruled. "Another visitation, | take it?" he said in a slightly
sick tone of voice

"Yes, Grandfather," Garion said. "I'mafraid so."
"She goes al ong then?"
Gari on nodded.

"/ love to watch his expression when he | oses one of these
argunments," the dry voice said snugly.

Pol gara began to | augh.
"What's so funny, Pol?" Bel garath demanded.
“Not hing, father," she replied innocently.

He suddenly threw his hands into the air. "CGo ahead," he said in
exasperation. "lInvite all of Tol Honeth to cone along. | don't care.”
"Oh, father," Polgara said to him "stop trying to be such a

cur nudgeon. "

" Cur mudgeon? Pol, you watch your tongue."

"That's really very difficult, father, and it nmakes one | ook
ridiculous. Now, | think we should nmeke a few plans. Wile the rest
of us are changi ng cl othes and packi ng, why don't you and Garion go
explain to Varana that we're going to have to | eave. Think up sone
suitabl e excuse. | don't know that we necessarily want himto know
about Silk's nocturnal activities." She | ooked at the ceiling

t houghtfully. "Dum k and Eriond and Toth will see to the horses, of
course," she mused, "and | have a rather special little job for you,
Prince Khel dar."

" d]?l'
"Go wash—thoroughly."

"I suppose | should have nmy clothes | aundered as well," he noted,



| ooki ng down at his garbage-saturated doubl et and hose.
"No, Silk. Not | aundered—burned."

"We can't |eave tonight, Lady Polgara," Ce' Nedra said. "All the gates
of the city are |ocked, and the | egionnaires

won't open them for anybody—except on the Enperor's direct orders."

"I can get us out of the city," Velvet said confidently.

"How are you going to manage that?" Bel garath asked her

"Trust ne.
"I wish people wouldn't keep saying that to nme."

"Ch, by the way," she continued, "I saw an old friend of ours today.
A large group of Honeths were riding toward the south gate." She

| ooked over at Silk. "You really must have frightened them Khel dar

They had whol e battalions of their soldiers drawn up around themto
keep you at a distance. Anyway, riding right in the middle of them

and | ooking every inch a Tol nedran gentl eman was the Mall o-rean,

Har akan. "

"Well, well,"” Silk said. "Isn't that interesting?"

"Prince Kheldar," Velvet said pleasantly, "please do go visit the
bat hs—er at the very least, don't stand quite so close.”
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CHAPTER SI X
A chill gray fog had risen fromthe river to shroud the broad avenues

of Tol Honeth. The snow had turned to rain—a cold drizzle that sifted
down t hrough the fog, and, although the roofs and courtyards were
still mantled in white, the thoroughfares and avenues were cl ogged
with seeping brown slush, crossed and crisscrossed with the tracks of
wagons and carriages. It was nearly m dni ght when Garion and the
others quietly left the grounds of the Inperial Conpound, and the few
bands of holiday revelers they encountered in the streets were nuch
the worse for drink.

Vel vet, riding a chestnut mare and wrapped and cow ed in a heavy gray
cloak, led them down past the nmarble-fronted houses of the merchant
barons of Tol Honeth, through the enpty central nmarketplace and into
the poorer quarters of the city lying to the south. As they turned
the corner of a

94
side street, an authoritative voice came out of the fog. "Halt!"

Vel vet reined in her horse and sat waiting as a squad of hel neted and
red-cl oaked | egionnaires armed with | ances marched out of the rainy



mst. "State your business, please,’
patrol said brusquely.

the sergeant in charge of the

"It's not really business, dear fellow, " Velvet replied brightly.
"We're on our way to an amusenent. Count Norain is giving a party at
hi s house. You do know the count, don't you?"

Some of the suspicion faded fromthe sergeant's face. "No, your
Ladyship," he answered. "I'mafraid not."

“You don't know Norry?" Velvet exclainmed. "Wat an extraordinary
thing! | thought everyone in Tol Honeth knew hi m—at | east he al ways
says so. Poor Norry's going to be absolutely crushed. "Il tell you
what. Why don't you and your nen cone along with us so that you can
meet hinf? You'll adore it. Hs parties are always so amusing." She
gave the sergeant a wi de-eyed, vapid snile

"I"'msorry, your Ladyship, but we're on duty. Are you certain that
you're following the right street, though? You' re entering one of the
meaner sections of the city, and | don't recall any nobl enen's houses
her eabouts. "

“It's a short cut,"Velvet told him "You see, we go down through
here, and then we turn left."” She hesitated, "Or was it right?

forget exactly, but I'msure one of nmy friends knows the way."

"You nust be careful in this part of town, your Ladyship. There are
f oot pads and cut purses about."”

"My goodness!"

"You really ought to be carrying torches."”

"Torches? Great Nedra, no! The snell of the snoke froma torch
lingers in ny hair for weeks. Are you sure you can't join us? Norry's
parties are so delightful."

"G ve the count our regrets, your Ladyship,"

"Cone along, then," Velvet said to the others. "W really nust hurry.
W're terribly late as it is. Good-bye, Captain.”

"Sergeant, your Ladyship."
"Oh? Is there a difference?"

“Never mind, your Ladyship. Hurry along now. You wouldn't want to
nm ss any of the fun."

Vel vet | aughed gaily and noved her hojse out at a . steady trot.
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"Who is Count Norain?" Durni k asked her curiously when they were out
of earshot of the patrol.

"A figment of my imgination, Goodnman Durnik," Velvet |aughed.

"She's a Drasnian, all right," Belgarath nurnmnured.

"Did you have any doubts, Eternal One?"

"Exactly where are you taking us, Liselle?" Polgara asked as they
rode on down the foggy street.

"There's a house | know, Lady Polgara. It's not a very nice house,
but it's built up against the south wall of the city, and it has a
very useful back door."

"How can it have a back door jf it's up against the city wall?"
Ce' Nedra asked, pulling the hood of her green cloak forward to shield
her face fromthe rainy mst.

Vel vet wi nked at her. "You'll see," she said.

The street down which they rode grew shabbier and shabbier. The
bui l di ngs | oom ng out of the fog were built of plain stone instead of
mar bl e, and many of them were wi ndow ess warehouses, presenting bl ank
faces to the street.

They passed a rank-snelling tavern from .which came shouts and

| aughter and snatches of bawdy songs. Several drunken nmen burst from
the door of the tavern and began punmeling each other with fists and
clubs. One burly, unshaven ruffian lurched into the street and stood
swaying in their path.

"Stand aside," Velvet said coolly to him

"Who says so?"

The i npassive Toth noved his horse up beside Velvet's nount, reached
out with one huge arm set the tip of the staff he carried agai nst
the man's chest, and gave hima |ight push.

"Just watch out who you're shoving!" The drunken nman sai d, knocking
the staff aside.

W t hout changi ng expression, Toth flicked his wist, and the tip of
the staff cracked sharply against the side of the fell ow s head,
sendi ng himreeling, vacant-eyed and twitching, into the gutter

"Why, thank you," Velvet said pleasantly to the mute giant, and Toth
inclined his head politely as they rode on down the shabby street.

"What in the world were they fighting about?" Ce' Nedra asked
curiously.

"It's a way to keep warm" Silk replied. "Firewood's

i



expensive in Tol Honeth, and a nice friendly fight stirs up the
bl ood. | thought that everybody knew that."

“Are you making fun of nme?"
"Would | do that?"

"He's always had a certain streak of flippancy in his nature, your
Maj esty, " Vel vet said.

"Liselle," Ce'Nedra told her quite firmy, "since we're going to be
traveling together, let's drop the fornmalities. My name is Ce' Nedra."

"If your Majesty prefers it that way."
"My Majesty does."
"All right then, Ce'Nedra," the blond girl said with a warmsnile

They rode on through the unlighted streets of the Inperial City unti
they reached the |l ooning mass of the south wall. "W go this way,"
Vel vet told them turning down a rainy street |lying between the wal
and a long string of warehouses. The house to which she |led them was
a stout, two-storey building, its stones black and shiny fromthe
rain and fog, and it was set about a central courtyard and had a
heavy front gate. Its narrow wi ndows were all tightly shuttered, and
a single small lantern gl eanmed over its gate.

Vel vet di snounted carefully, holding her skirt up to keep its hem out
of the slush. She stepped to the gate and tugged at a rope. Inside
the courtyard a small bell tinkled. A voice frominside answered, and
she spoke quietly for a nmonment to the gatekeeper. Then there was the
sound of a cl anking chain, and the gate swung open. Velvet |ed her
horse into the courtyard, and the rest followed her. Inside, Garion

| ooked around curiously. The courtyard had been cleared of snow, and
the cobbl estones gl eanmed wetly in the still-falling drizzle. Severa
saddl ed horses stood under an overhangi ng roof, and a couple of well-
appoi nted carriages were drawn up to a solid-I|ooking door

“"Are we going inside?" Ce' Nedra asked, | ooking about curiously.

Vel vet gave her a specul ative | ook, then turned to | ook at Eriond.
"Perhaps that m ght not be such a good idea," she said.

The muffled sound of |aughter canme from somewhere inside, followed by
a worman's shrill squeal

One of Polgara's eyebrows went up. "I think Liselle is right," she
said firmy. "We'll wait out here."
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"“I''"'magrown worman, Lady Pol gara," Ce' Nedra objected.
“Not that grown, dear.”

"W Il you acconpany ne, Prince Kheldar?" Velvet asked the little man.
"The presence of an unescorted woman in this house is sonetines
m sunder st ood. "

"Of course," he replied.

"W won't be long,1" Velvet assured the rest of them Wth Silk at
her side, she went to the door, rapped on its panels, and was

i medi ately admitted.

"I still don't see why we can't wait inside where it's warm and
dry," Ce' Nedra conpl ai ned, shivering and pulling her cloak nore
tightly about her.

“I"'msure you would if you went in there," Polgara told her. "A
little rain won't hurt you."

"What coul d possibly be that bad about this house?"

There was anot her squeal frominside followed by nore raucous
| aught er.

"That, for one thing," Polgara replied.
Ce' Nedra's eyes grew wide. "You nean that it's one of those places?"
Her face suddenly went bright red.

“It's got all the earmarks of it."

After about a quarter of an hour, a slanting cellar door at the rear
of the rain-drenched courtyard creaked open, and Silk came up from

bel ow carrying a gleaning |lantern. "We're going to have to | ead the
horses down," he told them

"Where are we goi ng?" Garion asked.
"Down to the cellars. This place is full of surprises."”

In single file, leading their skittish horses, they foll owed down a
sl anting stone ranp. From somewhere bel ow, Garion could hear the
gurgle and wash of running water; when they reached the foot of the
ranp, he saw that the narrow passageway opened out into a |arge,
cavel i ke chanmber, roofed over with massive stone arches and dimy
lighted by snmoky torches. The center of the chanmber was filled with
dark, oily-Iooking water, and a narrow wal kway ran around three sides
of the pool. Moored to the wal kway was a fair-sized barge, painted

bl ack and with a dozen dark-cl oaked oarsmen on each side.

Vel vet stood on the wal kway beside the barge. "W can only cross two
at atine," she said to them her voice echoing hollowy in the
vaul ted chanber, "because of the horses."

"Cross?" Ce' Nedra said. "Cross where?"



"To the south bank of the Nedrane," Velvet replied.
"But we're still inside the city walls."

"Actually, we're under the city wall, Ce' Nedra. The only thing
between us and the river are two of the marble slabs that formthe
exterior facing."

There cane then the clanking of a heavy w ndl ass sonmewhere in the

di mess, and the front wall of the subterranean harbor creaked slowy
open, dividing in the m ddle and sw ngi ng ponderously on great, well-
greased iron hinges. Through the opening between the two slowy
nmovi ng stone slabs, Garion could see the rain-dinpled surface of the
river moving slowmy by with its far shore lost in the dripping fog.

“"Very clever," Belgarath said. "How |l ong has this house been here?"

"Centuries," Velvet replied. "It was built to provide just about
anyt hi ng anyone coul d desire. Cccasionally, one of the custoners
wants to | eave—er enter—the city unobserved. That's what this place
is for."

"How did you find out about it?" Garion asked her

She shrugged. "Bethra owned the house. She told Javelin about its
secrets.”

Silk sighed. "She even reaches out fromthe grave to help us."

They were ferried in pairs across the foggy, rain-swept expanse of
the Nedrane to land on a narrow, m st-shrouded sand beach backed by a
thicket of willows. When Velvet finally joined them it was perhaps
three hours past mdnight. "The oarsmen will brush our tracks out of
the sand,"” she told them "It's part of the service."

"Did this cost very nmuch?" Silk asked her

"A great deal, actually, but it conmes out of the budget of the
Drasni an Enmbassy. Your cousin didn't like that too nuch, but |
persuaded himto pay—finally."

Silk grinned viciously.

"We have a few hours left until daylight,” Velvet continued. "There's
a wagon road on the other side of these willows, and it joins the
| mperial Hi ghway about a mile or so downriver. We should probably
travel at a walk until we're out of earshot of the city. The

| egionnaires at the south gate might beconme curious if they hear

gal l oping. "

They mounted their horses in the soggy darkness and rode through the
wi |l ows, down onto the nuddy wagon track
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Garion pulled his horse in beside Silk's. "Wat was going on in that
pl ace?" he asked curiously.

"Al nost anything you could inmagine." Silk |aughed. "And probably a
nunber of things you couldn't. It's a very interesting house with al
sorts of diversions for people with enough noney to be able to afford
them "

"Did you recogni ze anybody there?"

"Several, actually-some highly respected nmenbers of the noble houses
of the Enpire.”

Ce' Nedra, who rode directly behind them sniffed disdainfully. "I
cannot understand why any nan woul d choose to frequent that sort of
pl ace. "

"The custonmers are not exclusively male, Ce' Nedra," Silk told her
"You can't be serious."

"A fair nunmber of the highborn | adies of Tol Honeth have found al

ki nds of interesting ways to relieve their boredom They wear masks,
of course—although very little else. | recognized one countess,
however —ene of the pillars of the Horbite famly."

"If she was wearing a mask, how could you recognize her?"

"She has a distinctive birthmark—n a place where it's sel dom seen.
Some years back, she and | were quite friendly, and she showed it to
me. "

There was a long silence. "I don't know that | really want to discuss
this any nore," Ce'Nedra said primy and nudged her horse past them
to join Polgara and Vel vet.

"She did ask," Silk protested innocently to Garion. "You heard her
didn't you?"

They rode south for several days in clearing weather. Erastide had
passed virtually unnoticed while they were on the road, and Garion
felt a strange kind of regret about that. Since his earliest
chi | dhood, the midw nter holiday had been one of the high points of
the year. To allow it to pass unobserved seenmed sonehow to violate
sonmet hing very sacred. He w shed that there m ght have been tine to
buy somet hi ng special for Ce' Nedra, but about the best he could
manage in the way of a gift was a tender Kkiss.

Some | eagues above Tol Borune, they net a richly dressed couple
riding north toward the Inperial Capital, acconpanied by a dozen or
so liveried servants. "You there, fellow " the velvet-clad nobl eman
cal |l ed condescendingly to Silk,
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who happened to be riding in the | ead, "what news from Tol Honeth?"



"The usual, your Lordship," Silk replied obsequiously.
"Assassi nations, plots, and intrigues—the normal anusenents of the
hi ghborn. "

"I don't care much for your tone, fellow " the nobleman said.
"And | don't care nuch for being called '"fellow,' either."

"We've heard such ammzing stories," the giddy-looking lady in a fur-

lined red vel vet cape said breathlessly. "Is it true that sonmeone is

actually trying to kill all the Honeths? W heard that whole families
have been nurdered in their beds.”

"Bal era," her husband said in disgust, "you're just repeating wild
runmors. What could a seedy-1ooki ng cormmoner |ike this know about
what's really happening in the capital? I"'msure that if there were
any substance to those wild stories, Naradas would have told us."

"Naradas?" Silk's eyes suddenly filled with interest. "An Angarak
mer chant with col orl ess eyes?"

"You know hi nm?" the nobl eman asked with some surprise

"I know O/him your Lordship," Silk replied carefully. "It's not w se
to go around announcing that you're acquainted with that one. You did
know that the Enperor has put a price on his head, didn't you?"
"Naradas? | npossible!l"

“I"'msorry, your Honor, but it's common know edge all over To

Honeth. If you know where to put your hands on him you can earn
yoursel f a thousand gold crowns wi thout nuch effort."

"“A thousand crowns!"

Silk | ooked around conspiratorially. "I wouldn't really want this to
go any further," he said in a half whisper, "but it's widely runored
in Tol Honeth that those gold coins he's so free with are false."

"Fal se?" the nobl e exclainmed, his eyes suddenly bul gi ng.

"Very clever imtations," Silk continued. "Just enough gold is m xed
with baser nmetals to nmake the coins | ook authentic, but they aren't
worth a tenth of their face value.”

The noble's face turned pasty white, and he clutched involuntarily at
the purse attached to his belt.

"It's all part of a plot to destroy the Tol nedran econony
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by debasi ng the coinage," Silk added. "The Honeths were involved in
it in some way, and that's why they're all being nurdered. O course,
anyone caught with any of those coins in his possession is

i mredi atel y hanged. "

" W]at ?n

"Naturally." Silk shrugged. "The Enperor intends to root out this
nonstrous business i Mmedi ately. Stern neasures are absolutely
essential . "

“I'"'mruined' " the nobl eman groaned. "Quickly, Balera!" he said,
wheel ing his horse, "we must return to Tol Borune at once!" And he
led his frightened wife back southward at a dead run

"Don't you want to hear about which kingdom was behind it all?" Silk
called after them Then he doubl ed over in his saddle, convulsed with
| aught er.

"Brilliant, Prince Kheldar," Velvet murmured admringly.

"This Naradas nmoves around quite a bit, doesn't he?" Durnik said.

“I think I just put a bit of an anchor on him" Silk smrked. "Once
that runmor spreads, |.expect that he's going to have a little trouble
spendi ng his noney—ot to nmention the interest that reward |
mentioned is going to generate in certain quarters.”

"That was a dreadful thing you did to that poor nobl eman, though,"
Vel vet said disapprovingly. "He's on his way back to Tol Borune to
enpty out all his strongboxes and bury the noney."

Sil k shrugged. "That's what he gets for consorting with Angaraks.
Shall we press on?"

They passed Tol Borune without stopping and rode on south toward the
Whod of the Dryads. When the ancient forest cane into view on the
sout hern horizon, Polgara pulled her horse in beside the mount of the
dozing Belgar-ath. "I think we should stop by and pay our respects to
Xant ha, father," she said.

The ol d man roused hinmself and squinted in the direction of the Wod.
“Maybe," he grunted doubtfully.

"W owe her the courtesy, father, and it's not really out of our
way. "

"All right, Pol," he said, "but just a brief stop. W' re nonths
behi nd Zandramas al ready. "

They crossed the |ast band of open fields and rode in under
the ancient, nossy oaks. The |eaves had fallen to the chill w nds of
winter, and the bare |inbs of the huge trees were starkly etched

agai nst the sky.

A peculiar change canme over Ce' Nedra as they entered the Wod.



Al though it was still not really warm she pushed back the hood of
her cl oak and shook out her coppery curls, causing her tiny, acorn-
shaped gold earrings to tinkle nusically. Her face becanme strangely
calm no longer mrroring the sorrow that had marked it since the
abduction of her son. Her eyes becane soft, al nost unfocused. "I have
returned,” she nurnmured into the quiet air beneath the spreading
trees.

Garion felt, rather than heard, the soft, murnuring response. From
all around him he seemed to hear a sibilant sighing, although there
was no trace of a breeze. The. sighing was al nost |ike a chorus,
joining just below the I evel of hearing into a quiet, mournful song,
a song filled with a gentle regret and at the sanme tine an abi ding
hope.

"Why are they sad?" Eriond quietly asked Ce' Nedra.

"Because it's winter," she replied. "They mourn the falling of their
| eaves and regret the fact that the birds have all flown south."

"But spring will come again," he said.
"They know, but wi nter always saddens them"
Vel vet was | ooking curiously at the little queen.

"Ce' Nedra's background mekes her peculiarly sensitive to trees,"
Pol gara expl ai ned.

"I didn't know that Tol nedrans were that interested in the out-of-
doors. "

"She's only half Tol nedran, Liselle. Her |ove of trees conmes fromthe
ot her side of her heritage."

“I"'ma Dryad," Ce'Nedra said sinply, her eyes still dreany. -
"I didn't know that."

"We didn't exactly nmeke an issue of it," Belgarath told her. "W were
havi ng troubl e enough getting the Alorns to accept a Tol nedran as the
Ri van Queen without conplicating matters by telling themthat she was
a nonhuman as well."

They made a sinple canp not far fromthe place where they had been
set upon by the hideous mud-nmen Queen Sal -m ssra had dispatched to
attack them so many years before. Because they could not hew |inbs
fromlive trees in this sacred wood, they were obliged to nake
shelters as best they could with what they found Iying on the |eaf-
strewn forest
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floor, and their fire was of necessity very small. As twilight

settled slowmy over the silent Wod, Silk |ooked dubiously at the
tiny, flickering flanme and then out at the vast darkness noving



al nost visibly out fromanong the trees. "I think we're in for a cold
ni ght," he predicted.

Garion slept badly. Although he had piled fallen | eaves deeply in the
makeshi ft bed he shared with Ce' Nedra, their danp cold seened to seep
through to chill his very bones. He awoke froma fitful doze just as
the first pale, nmisty light seeped in anpbng the trees. He sat up
stiffly and was about to throw off his blanket, but stopped, Eriond
was sitting on a fallen log on the other side of their |ong-dead
canpfire, and sitting beside himwas a tawny-haired Dryad.

"The trees say that you are a friend," the Dryad was saying as she
absently toyed with a sharp-tipped arrow.

"“I"'mfond of trees,"” Eriond replied.

"That's not exactly the way they neant it."

"I know. "

Garion carefully pushed his blankets aside and stood up.

The Dryad's hand noved swiftly toward the bow |ying at her side, then
she stopped. "Ch," she said, "it's you." She | ooked at him

critically. Her eyes were as grey as glass. "You've gotten ol der
haven't you?"

"It's been quite a few years," he said, trying to renmenber just
exactly where he had seen her before.

A faint hint of a smle touched her lips. "You don't renenber ne, do
you?"

"Well, sort of."

She iaughed, then picked up her bow. She set the arrow she was
holding to the string and pointed it at him "Does this help your
menory at all?"

He blinked. "Weren't you the one who wanted to kill me?"

"It was only fair, after all. | was the one who caught you, so
shoul d have been the one who got to kill you."

"Do you kill every human you catch?" Eriond asked her

She | owered her bow. "Well, not every one of them Sonetimes | find
ot her uses for them™

Garion | ooked at her a bit nore closely. "You haven't changed a bit.
You still | ook the sanme as before."

"I know." Her eyes grew challenging. "And pretty?" she pronpted.
"Very pretty."
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"What a nice thing for you to say. Maybe I'mglad that | didn't kil
you after all. Wiy don't you and | go sonepl ace, and you can say sone
nore nice things to nme?"

"That's enough, Xbel," Ce'Nedra said tartly from her bed of |eaves.
"He's mne, so don't get any ideas."

"Hell o, Ce' Nedra," the tawny-haired Dryad said as calnmy as if they
had tal ked together within the past week. "Wuldn't you be willing to
share himw th one of your own sisters?"

“You wouldn't lend me your conb, would you?"
"Certainly not—but that's entirely different."

"There's no way that | could ever nmke you understand,"” Ce' Nedra
sai d, pushing back her blankets and rising to her feet.

"Humans." Xbel sighed. "You all have such funny ideas." She | ooked
specul atively at Eriond, her slimlittle hand softly touching his
cheek. "How about this one? Does it belong to you, too?"

Pof gara came out of another one of their makeshift shelters. Her face
was calm although one of her eyebrows was raised. "Good norning,
Xbel , "she said. "You're up early.”

"I was hunting," the Dryad replied. "Does this blond one belong to
you, Polgara? Ce'Nedra won't share that one of hers with nme, but
maybe— Her hand lingeringly touched Eriond s soft curls.

“No, Xbel," Polgara said firmy.

Xbel sighed again. "None of you are any fun at all," she pouted. Then
she stood up. She was as tiny as Ce' Nedra and as slender as a wllow
"Oh," she said, "I alnpbst forgot. Xantha says that |'m supposed to

take you to her."
"But you got sidetracked, didn't you?" Ce' Nedra added drily.

"The day hasn't even got started yet." The Dryad shrugged.

Then Bel garath and Silk canme out into the open area around the cold
fire pit; a nonent later, Durnik and Toth joined them

"You have such a lot of them" Xbel nmurrmured warmy. "Surely you can
spare ne one for just alittle while."

"What's this?" Silk asked curiously.

“"Never mind, Silk," Polgara told him "Xantha wants to see us. Right
after breakfast, Xbel here will show us the way—won't you, Xbel ?"
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"l suppose so." Xbel sighed a bit petulantly. After their sinple
breakfast, the tawny-haired Dryad | ed them through the anci ent Whod.



Bel garath, |eading his horse, wal ked beside her, and the two of them
seenmed deep in a conversation of sone kind. Garion noticed that his
grandfather furtively reached into his pocket fromtine to tinme and
of fered sonmething to the siim Dryad—sonething she greedily snatched
and popped into her nouth. "What's he giving her?" Vel vet asked.
"Sweets," Pol gara said, sounding disgusted. "They' re not good for
her, but he always brings sweets with himwhen he conies into this
Wood. "

"Ch," Velvet said, "I see.™
young to be so—wel | —=

She pursed her lips. "Isn't she a bit

Ce' Nedra | aughed. "Appearances can be deceiving, Lis-elle. Xbel is
quite a bit ol der than she |ooks." "How old would you say?"

"Two or three hundred years at least. She's the sanme age as her tree,
and oak trees live for a very long tine."

Back in the forest, Garion heard giggles, whispers, and the faint
tinkle of little golden bells; once in a while he caught a glinpse of
a flitting patch of color as a Dryad scanpered through the trees, her
earrings jingling.

Queen Xantha's tree was even nore vast than Garion renenbered it, its
branches as broad as hi ghways and the hollows in its bol e opening

i ke the nouths of caves. The Dryads in their brightly colored tunics
bedecked the huge linmbs like flowers, giggling and whi spering and
pointing at the visitors. Xbel led theminto the broad, npbss-covered
clearing beneath the tree, put her fingers to her lips, and made a
curiously birdlike whistle.

Queen Xantha, with her red-haired daughter Xera at her side, energed
fromone of the hollows in the vast trunk and greeted them as they

di smount ed. Ce' Nedra and Xera flew into each others' arms even as the
gueen and Pol gara warmy enbraced. Xantha's gol den hair was touched
with gray at the tenples, and her gray-green eyes were tired. "Are
you unwel |, Xantha?" Pol gara asked her. The queen sighed. "The tine
is growing close, that's all." She |ooked up affectionately at her
enornmous oak. "He's growi ng very tired, and his weight presses down
upon his roots. He finds it harder and harder each spring to revive
hi rsel f and put forth |eaves."
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“Can | do anythi ng?"

"No, dearest Polgara. There's no pain—ust a great weariness. | won't
m nd sl eepi ng. Now, what brings you into our Wod?"

"Soneone has taken my baby," Ce' Nedra cried, flying into her aunt's
ar ns.

"What are you saying, child?"

"I't happened | ast sumrer, Xantha," Belgarath told her. "W're trying
to find the trail of the one who stole hima Mllorean naned



Zandramas. We think that the abductor sailed south aboard a Nyi ssan
ship."

Xbel was standing not far.fromthe giant Toth, eyeing his awesonely
nmuscl ed arnms specul atively. "I saw one of the boats of the snake-
people late | ast sunmer," she nentioned, not taking her eyes off the
huge mute, "down where our river enpties out into the big |ake."

"You never nentioned it Xbel," Xantha said.
"I forgot. Is anybody really interested in what the snake-people do?"

"Big | ake?" Durnik said with a puzzled frowm. "I don't renmenber any
big | akes here in this Wod."

"It's the one that tastes funny," Xbel told him "And you can't see
t he other side."

"You nust nean the G eat Western Sea, then."

"What ever you want to call it," she replied indifferently. She
continued to | ook Toth up and down.

"Did this Nyissan ship just sail on by?" Belgarath asked her

"No," she said. "It got burned up. But that was after sonebody got
of f."

"Xbel ," Pol gara said, stepping between the tawny-haired little Dryad
and the object of her scrutiny, "do you think you can renenber
exactly what you saw?"

"l suppose so. It wasn't really very nmuch, though. | was hunting, and
| saw a boat go up to the beach on the south side of the river. This
human in a black cloak with the hood pulled up got off with something
inits arnms. Then the black boat went back out into the water, and
the human on the beach waved one hand at it. That's when the ship
caught on fire—all over. Al at once.”

"What happened to the crew?" Durni k asked her

"You know those big fish with all the teeth?"

" Shar ks?"
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"l guess so. Anyway, the water around the boat was full of them When
the humans junped off the boat to get away fromthe fire, the fish
ate themall up." She sighed. "It was a terrible waste. | was hoping
that maybe one or two night have gotten away—er maybe even three."
She si ghed again.



"What did the human on the beach do then?" Pol gara asked.

Xbel shrugged. "It waited until the ship burned all up and then it
went into the woods on the south side of the river." She stepped
around Pol gara, her eyes still fixed on the huge nute. "If you're not
using this one, Polgara, do you suppose | could borrowit for a
little while? |'ve never seen one quite as big."

Garion spun and ran toward his horse, but Eriond was already there.
He held out the reins of his own chestnut stallion. "He's faster
Bel garion,"” he said. "Take him"

Garion nodded shortly and swung into the saddle.
"Garion!" Ce' Nedra cried, "where are you goi ng?"

But he was already plunging into the forest at a gall op. He was not
really thinking as the stallion thundered through the |eafl ess Wod.
The only senbl ance of a thought in his nmind was the inmage the

i ndi fferent Xbel had inplanted there—a dark figure on the beach with
something in its arms. Slowy, however, sonething el se intruded
itself on his awareness. There was sonething strange about the
stallion's gait. About every fourth or fifth stride, the horse gave a
peculiar lurch, and the wood seened to blur for an instant. Then the
gal l op would continue until the next lurch and blurring.

The distance from Xantha's tree to the beach where the River of the
Whods enptied into the Great Western Sea was consi derabl e, he knew.
At even the fastest gallop, it would take the better part of a day
and a half to cover it. But wasn't that the glint of winter sunlight
on a huge body of water com ng through the trees just ahead?

There was another lurch and that odd blurring; quite suddenly the
stallion set his forelegs stiffly, sliding through the sand at the
very edge of the rolling surf.

"How did you do that?"
The horse | ooked back over one shoul der inquiringly.

Then Garion | ooked around in dismy. "W're on the wong side of the
river," he cried. "We're supposed to be over there." He drew on his
will, preparing to translocate

himself to the south beach, but the horse wheel ed, took two steps,
and | urched agai n.

They were suddenly on the sandy south beach, and Garion was clinging
to the saddle to keep fromfalling off. For an irrational nonent, he
wanted to scold the animal for not warning him but there was
somet hi ng nmuch nore inportant to attend to. He slid down fromhis
saddl e and ran al ong the danp sand at the edge of the water, draw ng
Iron-grip's sword as he went. The Orb gl owed eagerly as he held up
the blade. "Geran!" he shouted to it. "Find ny son."

Between two strides, the Orb tugged at him al nost jerking himoff-
bal ance. He slid to a stop on the hard-packed sand, feeling the



powerful pull of the sword in his hands. The tip | owered, touched the
sand once, and then the Ob flared triunphantly as the bl ade pointed
unerringly up the driftwood-Uttered beach toward the scrubby forest
at its upper end.

It was true! Although he had secretly feared that the hints they had
recei ved m ght have been just another clever ruse, the trail of
Zandramas and of his infant son was here after all. A sudden wave of
exul tation surged through him

"Run, Zandramas!" he called out. "Run as fast as you .can! | have
your trail now, and the world isn't big enough for you to find any
pl ace to hide fromnme!"

CHAPTER SEVEN

A chill danpness hung in the air beneath the tangled |inbs overhead,
and the snell of stagnant water and decay filled their nostrils. The
trees twisted upward fromthe dark floor of the jungle, seeking the
light. Gray-green noss hung in streaners fromthe trees, and ropy
vines craw ed up their trunks like thick-bodied serpents. A pale,

wi spy fog hovered back anong the trees, rising foul-snmelling and dank
from bl ack ponds and sl uggi shly noving streans.

The road they followed was ancient, and it was overgrown with tangled
brush. Garion rode now at the head of the party with his sword
resting on the ponmel of his saddle and the Orb eagerly tugging him
on. It was late afternoon, and the day that had been gray and
overcast to begin with settled slowy, alnost sadly toward eveni ng.

"I didn't know that the Nyissans had ever built roads," 110
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Ce' Nedra said, |ooking at the weed-choked track |ying ahead of them

"They were all abandoned after the Marag invasion at the end of the
second mllennium" Belgarath told her. "The Nyi ssans di scovered that
their highway system provided too easy a route for a hostile army, so
Sal mi ssra ordered that all the roads be aUowed to go back to the
jungle.”

The sword in Garion's hands swung slightly, pointing toward the thick
undergrowmt h at the side of the road. He frowned slightly, reining in.
"Grandfather," he said, "the trail goes off into the woods."

The rest of them pulled up, peering into the obscuring bushes. "I1'II
go take a look," Silk said, sliding dowmn from his horse and wal ki ng
toward the side of the road.

"Watch out for snakes," Durnik called after him
Silk stopped abruptly. "Thanks," he said in a voice dripping with

sarcasm Then he pushed into the brush, nmoving carefully and with his
eyes fixed on the ground.



They waited, listening to the rustling crackle as Silk nmoved around
back in the undergrowmh. "There's a canpsite back here," he called to
them "an old fire pit and several |ean-tos."

"Let's have a |l ook," Belgarath said, sw nging dowmn out of his saddle.

They left Toth with the horses and pushed back into the stiffly
rustling brush. Some yards back fromthe road they cane to a clearing
and found Silk standing over a cold fire pit with a nunber of charred
sticks lying at the bottom "WAs Zandranas here?" he asked Garion

Garion noved forward, holding out his sword. It noved erratically in
hi s hands, pointing first this way and then that. Then it tugged him
toward one of the partially coll apsed shelters. \Wien he reached it,
the sword di pped, touched the ground inside the rude | ean-to, and the
Ob flared.

"l guess that answers that question," Silk said with a certain

sati sfaction.

Durni k had knelt by the fire pit and was carefully turning over the
charred sticks and peering into the ashes beneath. "It's been severa
nont hs, " he said.

Silk | ooked around. "Fromthe nunber of shelters |I'd say that at
| east four people made canp here."

Bel garath grunted. "Zandramas isn't alone any nore, then."
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Eri ond had been curiously poking into the crude shelters and he
reached down, picked sonething up fromthe ground inside one of them
and came back to join the rest. Wrdlessly, he held out the object in
his hand to Ce' Nedra.

"Oh," she cried, taking it quickly and clutching it tightly agai nst
her .

"What is it, Ce' Nedra?" Vel vet asked.

The little queen, her eyes brimm ng, nutely held out the object

Eri ond had just given her. It was a small, woof-knit cap, |ying danp
and sad-1ooking in her hand. "It's ny baby's," she said in a choked
voice. "He was wearing it the night he was stolen."

Durni k cleared his throat unconfortably. "It's getting late," he said
quietly. "Did we want to set up for the night here?"
Garion | ooked at Ce' Nedra's agoni zed face. "I don't think so," he

replied. "Let's ga on just a little farther."
Durni k al so | ooked at the grieving queen. "Right," he agreed.

About a half mle farther down the road, they reached the ruins of a
| ong- abandoned city, half buried in the rank jungle growth. Trees



buckl ed up the once-broad streets, and clinbing vines weathed their
way upward about the enpty towers.

"It seens like a good |location," Durnik said, |ooking around the
ruins. "Why did the people just go away and | eave it enpty?”

"There couid be a half-dozen reasons, Durnik," Polgara said. "A
pestil ence, politics, war—even a whim"

"A whi n?" He | ooked startl ed.

"This is Nyissa," she rem nded him "Salmssra rules here, and her
authority over her people is the nost absolute in all the world. If
she cane here at sonme tinme in the past and told the people to | eave,
they'd have left."

He shook his head disapprovingly. "That's wrong," he said.
"Yes, dear," she agreed. "I know. "

They made canp in the abandoned ruins, and the next norning they
continued to ride in a generally southeasterly direction. As they
pushed deeper and deeper into the Nyis-san jungle, there was a
gradual change in the vegetation. The trees | ooned higher, and their
trunks grew thicker. The underbrush becanme nore dense, and the all-
pervadi ng reek of
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stagnant water grew stronger. Then, shortly before noon, a slight,
vagrant breeze suddenly brought another scent to Garion's nostrils.

It was an odor of such overpowering sweetness that it al nbst made him
gi ddy.

"What is that lovely fragrance?" Velvet asked, her brown eyes
sof t eni ng.

Just then they rounded a bend, and there, standing in glory at the
side of the road, rose the nost beautiful tree Garion had ever seen
Its | eaves were a shimrering gold, and long crinson vines hung in
profusion fromits linbs. It was covered with enornous bl ossons of
red, blue, and vivid | avender, and anong those bl ossons hung rich-

| ooki ng clusters of shiny purple fruit that seemed al nbst ready to
burst. An overwhel mi ng sense of |onging seemed to conme over him as
the sight and snell of that glorious tree touched his very heart.

Vel vet, however, had already pushed past him her face fixed in a
dreany smile as she rode toward the tree.

"Liselle!" Polgara's voice cracked like a whip. "Stop!"
"But— Velvet's voice was vibrant with |onging.
"Don't nove," Pol gara conmanded. "You're in dreadful danger.”

"Danger?" Garion said. "It's only a tree, Aunt Pol."



"Conme with nme, all of you," she conmanded. "Keep a tight rein on your
horses, and don't go anywhere near that tree." She rode slowy
forward at a wal k, holding her horse's reins firmy in both hands.

"What's the matter, Pol ?" Durni k asked.

"I thought that all of those had been destroyed," she nuttered,
| ooki ng at the gorgeous tree with an expression of flinty hatred.

"But — Vel vet objected, "why woul d anyone want to destroy sonething
so | ovel y?"

"Of course it's lovely. That's how it hunts."

"Hunts?" Silk said in a startled voice. "Polgara, it's only a tree
Trees don't hunt."

"This one does. One taste of its fruit is instant death, and the
touch of its blossons paral yzes every nuscle in the body. Look
there." She pointed at sonething in the high grass beneath the tree.
Garion peered into the grass and saw the skeleton of a | arge-sized
animal. A hal f-dozen of the crinmson tendrils hanging from one of the
fl ower - decked branches had
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poked their way down into the animal's rib cage and interwoven
t henmsel ves into the npssy bones.

"Do not look at the tree," Polgara told themall in a deadly tone.
"Do not think about the fruit, and try not to inhale the fragrance of
its flowers too deeply. The tree is trying to lure you to within
range of its tendrils. Ride on and don't |ook back." She reined in
her horse.

"Aren't you com ng, too?" Durnik asked with a worried | ook

“I'"l'l catch up," she replied. "I have to attend to this nonstrosity
first.”

"Do as she says," Belgarath told them "Let's go."

As they rode on past that beautiful, deadly tree, Garion felt a
wrench of bitter disappointnent; as they noved farther down the road
away fromit, he seened to hear a silent snarl of frustration
Startled, he glanced back once and was amazed to see the crinmson
tendrils hanging fromthe branches writhing and | ashing at the air in
a kind of vegetative fury. Then he turned back quickly as Ce' Nedra
made a vi ol ent retching sound.

"What's the matter?" he cri ed.

"The tree!" she gasped. "It's horrible! It feeds on the agony of its
victinms as much as upon their flesh!"



As they rounded another bend in the road, Garion felt a violent
surge, and there was a huge concussi on behind them followed by the
sizzling crackle of a fire surging up through living wood. In his
m nd he heard an awful screamfilled with pain, anger, and a

mal evol ent hatred. A pall of greasy black snmoke drifted low to the
ground, bringing with it a dreadful stench

It was perhaps a quarter of an hour |ater when Pol gara rejoined them
"It will not feed again," she said with a note of satisfaction in her
voice. She smled alnmobst wyly. "That's one of the few things
Sal mi ssra and | have ever agreed upon," she added. "There's no pl ace
in the world for that particular tree."

They rode on down into Nyissa, follow ng the weed-choked track of the
| ong- abandoned hi ghway. About noon of the follow ng day, Eriond's
chestnut stallion grew restive, and the blond young man pulled up
besi de Garion, who still rode in the lead with his sword on the
ponmel of his saddle. "He wants to run." Eriond | aughed gently. "He
al ways wants to run."
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Garion | ooked over at him "Eriond," he said, "there's something |'ve
been neaning to ask you."

"Yes, Belgarion?”

"When | was riding your horse to the beach back up there in the Wod
of the Dryads, he did sonething that was sort of odd."

"Odd? How do you nean?”

"It should have taken nearly two days to reach the sea, but he did it
in about a half an hour."

"Ch," Eriond said, "that."

“Can you explain how he does it?"

"I't's sonmething he does sonetines when he knows that I'min a hurry
to get someplace. He kind of goes to another place, and when he cones
back, you're nuch farther along than you were when he started."”

"Where is this other place?"

"Ri ght here—ahl around us—but at the sane tinme, it's not. Does that
make any sense?"

“No. Not really.”

Eri ond frowned in concentration. "You told nme one tinme that you could
change yourself into a wol f—+he sanme way Bel garath does."

"Yes."

"And you said that when you do that, your sword is still with you,



but at the same tine it's not."
"That's what Grandfather told ne."

“I think that's where this other place i s—the sanme place where your
sword goes. Distance doesn't seemto nean the sanme thing there as it
does here. Does that explain it at all?

Garion laughed. "It doesn't even conme close, Eriond, but 1'Il take
your word for it."

About nidafternoon the next day, they reached the marshy banks of the
Ri ver of the Serpent where the highway turned toward the east,

foll owing the wi nding course of that sluggish stream The sky had

cl eared, though the pale sunlight had little warnmth to it.

“Maybe 1'd better scout on ahead,” Silk said. "The road | ooks a bit
nore well traveled along this stretch, and we didn't exactly nake a
ot of friends the last tinme we were here." He spurred his horse into
a brisk canter; in a few m nutes he was out of sight around a bend in
t he weed-choked road.
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"W won't have to go through Sthiss Tor, will we?" Ce' Nedra asked.

“No," Belgarath replied. "It's on the other side of the river." He
| ooked at the screen of trees and brush |ying between the ancient
hi ghway and the nossy riverbank. "W should be able to slip past it
wi t hout too nuch trouble."

An hour or so later, they rounded a bend in the road and caught a
glinpse of the strange, alien-looking towers of the capital of the
snake-people rising into the air on the far side of the river. There
seenmed to be no coherent pattern to Nyis-san architecture. Sone of
the towers rose in slender spires, and others were bul ky, with

bul bli ke tops. Sone even twisted in spirals toward the sky. They
were, noreover, painted every possible hue—green, red, yellow and
even sone in a garish purple. Silk was waiting for them a few hundred
yards farther along the road. "There won't be any trouble getting
past here wi thout being seen fromthe other side," he reported, "but
there's soneone on up ahead who wants to talk to us."

"Who?" Bel garath asked sharply.

"He didn't say, but he seened to know we were com ng."
"I don't like that very nuch. Did he say what he wants?"
"Only that he's got a nessage of sonme kind for us."

"Let's go find out about this." The old man | ooked at Garion. "You'd
better cover the Ob," he suggested. "Let's keep it out of sight—ust
to be on the safe side."

Garion nodded, took out a soft, tight-fitting |eather sleeve arid



pulled it down over the hilt of Iron-grip' s sword.

The shaven- headed Nyi ssan who awaited them was dressed i n shabby,

stai ned clothing and he had a | ong scar running fromforehead to chin
across an enpty eye socket. "We thought you' d get here earlier," he
said laconically as they all reined in. "Wat kept you?"

Garion | ooked at the one-eyed nan closely. "Don't | know you?" he
asked. "lsn't your name |ssus?"

I ssus grunted. "I'm surprised you renmenber. Your head wasn't too
clear the last tine we met."

"It wasn't the sort of thing I'd be likely to forget."

"Sonebody in the city wants to see you," Issus said.

"I"'msorry, friend," Belgarath told him "but we're pressed for tine.
I don't think there's anybody in Sthiss Tor that we need to talk
with."

| ssus shrugged. "That's up to you. | was paid to nmeet you
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and give you the nmessage." He turned and started back through the
slanting, |ate-afternoon sunlight toward the rank grow h al ong the
river bank. Then he stopped. "Oh. | alnpbst forgot. The man who sent
me said to tell you that he has sone infornmation about sonebody naned
Zandramas, if that means anything to you."

"Zandramas?" Ce' Nedra said sharply.
"Whoever that is," Issus replied. "If you're interested, |'ve got a
boat. | can take sone of you across to the city if you want."

"Gve us amnute or two to talk it over," Belgarath said to him
"Take as long as you want. W can't cross until after dark anyway.
["l'l wait in the boat while you decide." He went on down through the
bushes toward the river bank.

"Who is he?" Silk asked Garion.

"His nane is Issus. He's for hire. Last time | saw him he was
wor ki ng for Sadi —the Chief Eunuch in Sal m ssra's palace—but | get the
feeling that he'll work for anybody as long as he gets paid." He
turned to Bel garath. "Wat do you think, Grandfather?"

The ol d man tugged at one ear lobe. "It could be sonme kind of ruse,”
he said, "but sonebody over there knows enough about what we're doing
to realize that we're interested in Zandramas. | think I'd like to
find out who this well-informed citizen is."

“You won't get anything out of Issus,” Silk told him "I've already
tried.”



Bel garath pondered a nonent. "Go see how big this boat of his is."

Silk went over to the edge of the road and peered down through the
bushes. "W can't all go," he reported. "Muybe four of us."

Bel garath scratched his chin. "You, ne, Pol, and Gar-ion," he

deci ded. He turned to Durnik. "Take the others—and the horses—and go
back into the jungle a ways. This m ght take us a while. Don't build
up any fires that can be seen fromthe city."

“I"l'l take care of things, Belgarath."

The boat |ssus had rowed across fromthe city was painted a dul
bl ack, and it was noored to a hal f-sunken | og, and screened by
overhanging tree linbs. The one-eyed man
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| ooked critically at Garion. "Do you have to take that big sword?" he
asked.

"Yes," Garion replied.

| ssus shrugged. "Suit yourself."

As twilight settled on the river, a mst of tiny gnats rose fromthe
surroundi ng bushes and swarnmed about them as they sat in the boat
waiting for darkness. Silk absently stapped at his neck

"Don't jiggle the boat," |Issus warned. "The | eeches are hungry this
time of year, so it's not a good tine for sw nmng."

They sat huddled in the small boat enduring the biting of the gnats
as the light gradually faded. After about a half-hour of disconfort,
| ssus peered out through the concealing branches. "It's dark
enough," he said shortly. He untied the boat and pushed it out from
the bank with one oar. Then he settled himself and started to row
toward the lights of Sthiss Tor on the far side. After about twenty
m nutes, he swung his boat into the deep shadows beneath the wharf
jutting out into the water fromthe Drasnian enclave, that conmercia
zone on the river front where northern nerchants were pernitted to
conduct business. A tar-sneared rope was slung under the wharf, and
I ssus pulled them hand over hand beneath the protecting structure
until they reached a | adder. "We go up here," he said, tying his boat
to a piling beside the ladder. "Try not to nake too nmuch noise."

"Exactly where are you taking us?" Potgara asked him

"It's not far," he replied and quietly went up the | adder

"Keep your eyes open," Belgarath nmuttered. "I don't altogether trust



that fellow "

The streets of Sthiss Tor were dark, since all the ground-I|eve

wi ndows were thickly shuttered. |ssus noved on catlike feet, keeping
to the shadows, although Garion could not be sure if his stealth was
out of necessity or nerely fromhabit. As they passed a narrow

al l eyway, Garion heard a skittering noise coming from somewhere in

t he darkness, and his hand flew to his sword hilt. "Wat's that?" he
asked.

"Rats." |ssus shrugged. "They cone up fromthe river at night to feed
on gar bage—and then the snakes crawl in out of the jungle to eat the
rats.” He held up one hand. "Wait here a nonment." He nobved on ahead
to peer cautiously up and down a broad street lying just ahead of
them "It's

clear,'
street."”

he said. "Conme ahead. The house we want is just across the

"That's Drobl ek's house, isn't it?" Polgara asked as they joined the
furtive Nyissan, "the Drasnian Port Authority?”

"You' ve been here before, | see. Let's go. They're expecting us."

Drobl ek hi nsel f opened the door of his house in response to |ssus
light tap. The Drasnian port official wore a |oose-fitting brown robe
and was, if anything, nore grossly fat than he had been when Garion
had | ast seen him As he opened the door, he | ooked nervously out
into the street, peering this way and then that in the gl oom
"Quickly," he whispered, "Inside—all of you." Once he had cl osed the
door behind them and secured it with a stout |ock, he seened to rel ax
a bit. "My Lady," he wheezed to Polgara with a portly bow, "nmy house
is honored."

"Thank you, Droblek. Are you the one who sent for us?"

“No, ny Lady. | helped to nake the arrangenents, though."

"You seem a bit nervous, Droblek," Silk said to him

“I'"m concealing sonething in nmy house that |'d rather not have here,
Prince Kheldar. | could get into a lot of trouble if anyone found out
about it. The Tol nedran Ambassador al ways has peopl e wat ching ny
house, and he'd delight in enmbarrassing ne."

"Where's the man we're supposed to neet?" Bel garath asked brusquely.

Drobl ek's face was awed as he replied. "I have a hidden chanber at
the back of the house, Ancient One. He's waiting there."

"Let's go see him then."

"At once, Eternal Belgarath." Waddling and puffing noticeably, the
Drasnian official led themdown a dimy lighted hallway. At its far
end, he ran his hand down the wall and touched one of its stones.
Wth a loud click, an irregularly shaped section of the wall cane
unl atched to protrude slightly fromthe rest.



"Exotic," Silk murnured.
"Who's there?" a shrill voice cane fromthe other side 'of that
hi dden door.

"It's me—brobl ek," the fat man answered. "The people you wanted to
see have arrived." He pulled the stone-slab covered door open. "I'Il
go keep watch," he said to them
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Beyond the door was a small, dank, hidden chanmber |ighted by a single
candl e. Sadi the eunuch stood fearfully beside a battered wooden
table. H s shaven head was stub-bled and his scarlet silk robe
tattered. There was a hunted | ook about his eyes. "At last," he said
with relief.

"What on earth are you doing here, Sadi ?" Pol gara asked him

"Hi ding," he said. "Cone in, please, all of you, and close the door
I don't want anybody to find out accidentally where | am"”

They stepped into the small room and Drobi ek pushed the door shut
behi nd t hem

"Why is the Chief Eunuch of Salm ssra's palace hiding in the house of
the Drasnian Port Authority?" Silk asked curiously.

"There's been a slight misunderstanding at the pal ace, Prince
Khel dar," Sadi replied, sinking into a chair by the wooden table.
“I"'m not Chief Eunuch any nore. As a matter of fact, there's a price

on ny head—a fairly large one, I'mtold. Drobiek owed nme a favor, so
he l et nme hide here—ot very willingly, but— He shrugged

"Since we're tal king about prices, |I'll take ny noney now," |ssus
sai d.

"I have one nmore little job for you, Issus,” the eunuch said in his
oddly contralto voice. "Do you think that you could get into the
pal ace?"

“I'f I need to."

"There's a red | eather case in ny quarters—dnder the bed. It has
brass hinges. | need it."

"Did you want to discuss the price?"

“I'"l'l pay you whatever you think is fair."

"All right. Let's say double what you al ready owe ne."
" Doubl e?"

"The pal ace is very dangerous right now "



"You' re taking advantage of the situation, Issus."

"Go fetch it yourself then."

Sadi | ooked at him hel plessly. "All right," he surrendered, "double."

"It's always a pl easure doi ng business with you, Sadi," |ssus said
flatly. Then he went to the door and slipped out.

"What happened here?" Silk asked the nervous eunuch.

Sadi sighed. "Certain accusations were made against nme," he said in a

pai ned voice. "I wasn't entirely prepared
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to defend nyself against them so | thought it night be wiser to take
an extended |l eave fromny duties. |I've been working too hard lately
anyway. "

"Were the accusati ons unfounded?"

Sadi ran one | ong-fingered hand over his stubbled scalp. "WlIl-not
entirely," he admtted, "but the matter was blown all out of
proportion.”

"Who took your place at the pal ace?”

"Sariss." Sadi al nost spat the name. "He's a third-rate schemer with
no real sense of style at all. Sonmeday |'m going to take a great dea
of pleasure in cutting out several things he needs rather badly—with
a dull knife."

"Issus told us that you had sone information about soneone call ed
Zandramas, " Bel garath said.

"I do indeed," Sadi replied. He rose fromhis chair and went to the
narrow, unmade bed standi ng agai nst one wall. He rumraged around
under the dirty brown bl anket, took out a small silver flask, and
opened it. "Excuse me," he said, taking a small sip. He grinmaced. "I
wish it didn't taste so bad."

Pol gara gave hima cool |ook. "Do you suppose you could tell us what
you know about Zandramas—before you start seeing the butterflies?”

Sadi | ooked at her innocently. "Oh, no. This isn't one of those, Lady
Pol gara, " he assured her, shaking the flask. "It just has a certain
calming effect. My nerves have been absolutely destroyed by what's
happening in the past few nonths."

"Why don't we get down to business?" Bel garath suggest ed.

"Very well. | have something you want, and you have sonething | want.
| think a trade is in order.’

"Why don't we discuss that?" Silk said, his eyes suddenly brightening



and his long nose tw tching.

“I"'mvery nmuch aware of your reputation, Prince Kheldar." Sad
smled. "I'"mnot foolish enough to try to bargain with you."

"All right, just what is this thing you want from us, Sadi ?"
Bel garath asked the dead-eyed eunuch

"You're on your way out of Nyissa. | want you to take me with you. In
exchange, |'Il tell you everything |'ve | earned about Zandramas."

"Totally out of the question."”
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"I think you' re speaking in haste, Ancient One. Hear ne out first."
“I don't trust you, Sadi," Belgarath said bluntly.

"That's quite understandable. |I'mnot the sort of man who shoul d be
trusted.”

"Then why should | saddle nyself with you?"

"Because | know why you're follow ng Zandramas—and nore inportantly,
I know where Zandramas is going. It's a very dangerous place for you,
but | can arrange a way for us to nove around freely once we get
there. Now, why don't we put aside all this childishness about
trusting each other and get down to business?"

"We're just wasting tine here," Belgarath said to the rest of them
"I can be very useful to you, Ancient One," Sadi told him

"Or to anyone who m ght want to know where we are," Silk added.
"That wouldn't be in my own best interests, Kheldar."

"Whi ch brings up an interesting point," Silk said. "I have a splendid
opportunity here to turn a quick profit. You nentioned the fact that
there's a large price on your head. |If you don't want to be co-
operative, | mght just decide to collect that price. How rmuch did
you say it was?"

“You won't do that, Kheldar," Sadi replied placidly. "You're in a
hurry to catch up with Zandramas, and there are always a hundred
admi nistrative details involved in collecting a reward. It would
probably be a nonth before you saw any of the noney, and Zandranmas
woul d be that much farther ahead of you by then."

"That's probably true,” Silk admtted. He reached for one of his
daggers with a regretful expression. "There's this other alternative,
however —Aessy, but usually fairly effective."

Sadi backed away fromhim "Belgarath," he said in a faintly al arnmed
voi ce.



"That won't be necessary, Silk," the old man said. He turned to
Pol gara. "See what you can do, Pol," he suggested.

“"All right, father." She turned to the eunuch. "Sit down, Sadi," she
told him "I want you to | ook at sonething."

"Of course, Lady Polgara," he agreed anmi ably, seating hinself in a

chair by the table.
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"Look closely," she said, nmaking a curious gesture in front of his
eyes.

The eunuch continued to smle. "How charm ng," he rurmnured, |ooking
at sonet hing which seened to have appeared before his eyes. "Can you
make it do any other tricks, too?"

She bent forward and | ooked closely into his eyes. "I see. You're
nore clever than | thought, Sadi." She turned back to the rest of
them "He's drugged," she said. "Probably what he drank out of that
flask. Right now there's absolutely nothing | can do with him"

"That takes us back to the other alternative, doesn't it?" Silk said,
reaching for his dagger again.

Pol gara shook her head. "Ri ght now, he wouldn't even feel it."

"Ch," Sadi said in a disappointed voice, "you nmade it go away—and
rather liked it."

"The drug won't last forever." Silk shrugged. "And by the tinme it
wears off, we should be far enough fromthe city to be able to carve
some answers out of himw thout the screans attracting any
attention." His hand strayed again to the hilt of his dagger
"Alorns," the dry voice in Garion's mnd said disgustedly. "Wiy is it
that your solution to every problem conmes out of a scabbard?"

"What ? "
"Tell the little thief to put away his knife."
" But —

"Don't argue with ne, Garion. You have to have Sadi's information
about Zandramas, and | can't give it to you."

"You' re not suggesting that we take hi m al ong? Garion was

prof oundly shocked at the idea.

"“I'"'m not suggesting anything, Garion. I'mtelling you. Sadi goes
along. You can't do what you have to do without him Now tell your
gr andf at her. "



"He's not going to like it."

"I can face that prospect with enormous fortitude." Then the voice

was gone.
"Grandfather," Garion said in a sick tone
"What ?" The old man's tone was testy.

"This isn't ny idea, Grandfather, but— Garion | ooked at the dreany-
faced eunuch with distaste and then lifted his hands hel pl essly.
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"You're not serious!" Belgarath exclaimed after a noment.
“I'"'mafraid so."

“"Am | m ssing sonething?" Sadi asked curiously.

"Shut up!" Bel garath snapped. Then he turned back to Garion. "Are you
absol utely sure?”

Garion nodded dejectedly.

"This is sheer idiocy!" The old man turned and glared at Sadi. Then
he reached across the table and took the front of the eunuch's
iridescent robe in his fist. "Listen to ne very carefully, Sadi," he
said from between clenched teeth. "You're going with us, but keep
your nose out of that flask. Do you understand nme?"

"Of course, Ancient One," the eunuch replied in that sane dreany
voi ce.

"I don't think you fully grasp what |1'mtal king about," Belgarath
continued in a dreadfully quiet voice. "If | catch you with your
brains full of dandelion fluff just once, I'll make you w sh that
Khel dar had gotten to you with his knife first. Do you follow nme?"

Sadi's eyes grew wi de, and his face blanched. "Y—yes, Belgarath," he
stamrered fearfully.

"Good. Now start tal king. Just exactly what do you know about
Zandr amas?"

CHAPTER EI GHT

"It all started |ast year," Sadi began, still eyeing Belgarath
apprehensively. "A Mallorean posing as a jewel nerchant canme to

St hiss Tor and sought out ny chief rival at the pal ace—a petty
schenmer naned Sariss. It was rather general know edge that Sariss had
| ong coveted ny position, but | hadn't gotten arouund to having him
killed yet." He made a face. "A grave oversight, as it turned out.
Anyway, Sariss and the Mallorean negotiated for a bit, and the
bargain they struck had nothing to do with gem stones. This so-called
j ewel er needed sonething that only sonmeone in a position of authority



could provide, so he gave Sariss certain information that Sariss was
able to use to discredit nme and usurp my position."

"I just love politics, don't you?" Silk said to no one in particular
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Sadi grimaced again. "The details of nmy fall fromthe queen's favor
are tedious," he continued, "and | really don't want to bore you with
them At any rate, Sariss supplanted ne as Chief Eunuch, and | barely
escaped fromthe palace with nmy Iife. Once Sariss had consolidated
his position, he was able to keep his part of the bargain he had
reached with his Mallorean friend."

"And what exactly did the Mallorean want?" Sil k asked.

"This, Prince Kheldar," Sadi said, rising and going to his runpled
cot. He drew a carefully folded parchnment from beneath the mattress
and handed it to the little nman.

Silk read it quickly and then whistled.

"Wel | ?" Belgarath said.

"It's an official docunent,"” Silk replied. "At least, it's over the
gueen's seal. Early last spring, Salnissra dispatched a diplomatic

m ssion to Sendaria."

"That's fairly routine, Silk."

"I know, but there are also sonme secret instructions to the

di pl onats. She tells themthat they will be nmet at the nouth of the
Ri ver of the Serpent by a foreigner, and that they are to render this
stranger every possible aid. The gist of the whole thing is that
these di plomats were to nmake arrangenents to get the foreigner to the
port of Hal berg on the west coast of Cherek and to have a Nyissan
ship standing off the Rivan coast on a certain date about the niddle
of last summer.”

"Coi nci dence, perhaps?" Bel garath suggest ed.

Sil k shook his head and held up the parchnment. "It identifies the
forei gner by name. The diplomats were supposed to identify their
passenger by the nane 'Zandramas.'"

"That explains a few things, doesn't it?" Garion said.

“"May | see that?" Pol gara asked.

Si | k handed her the parchnent.



She looked at it briefly and then held it out to Sadi. "Are you
positive that this is Salnmissra' s seal?" she asked him

"There's no question about it, Polgara," he replied, "and no one
dares to touch that seal wi thout her consent.”

"I see."
"How did you conme by the docunent, Sadi?" Silk asked curiously.

"Four copies of all official docunments are routinely nade, Prince
Kheldar. It's one of the resources of those with access

to the queen's favor. The purchase price of the extra copies has been
established for centuries."

"All right," Garion said, "so Zandranmas canme to Nyi ssa posing as a
nmer chant, arranged to have Sariss replace you as Chi ef Eunuch, and
somehow managed to get Salmissra to issue that order. Is that it?"

"It's not quite that sinple, Belgarion," Sadi told him "The
Mal | orean nerchant was not Zandramas. No one here in Sthiss Tor ever
saw Zandramas. The 'stranger' the docunent tal ks about joined the

di plonats on their way to Sen-daria. So far as |'ve been able to
deternm ne, Zandramas never passed through Sthiss Tor. Not only that,
but after the arrangenents for the ship to Hal berg had been made, al
the di pl omats conveniently died. They were stopping over at an inn in
Camaar on their way to the capital, and there was a fire in the

m ddl e of the night. No one escaped the fire."

"That's got a famliar ring to it," Silk said-
“"All right then,” Garion said, "who was the Ml | orean jewel er?”

Sadi spread his hands hel plessly. "I was never able to find out," he
conf essed.

"Did you ever see hinP"

"Once. He was a strange-looking fellow. H's eyes were absolutely
colorless.™

There was a | ong pause, and then Silk said, "That clears up a few
ot her things, doesn't it?"

"“Maybe so," Garion said, "but it still doesn't answer mnmy nmin
question. W know who Naradas is working for now. W know how
Zandramas got to Cherek and escaped fromthe Isle of the Wnds with
my son, but what | need to knowis where the trail we're following is
going to lead."

Sadi shrugged. "Rak Verkat."
"How did you arrive at that conclusion?" Silk asked him

"Sariss hasn't been in power |ong enough to weed out the nore
untrustworthy of his underlings. | found one who was open to the



notion of private enterprise. Zandramas has to be in Mallorea with
Prince Geran by this conming spring, and the route nmust be by way of
Rak Verkat."

"Wouldn't it be shorter to sail from Rak Cthan?" Silk asked.

Sadi | ooked at himwith a faintly surprised expression. "I thought
you knew, " he said. "Kal Zakath has put a very
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handsome price on the head of Zandranas, and the Mllo-rean reserves
are concentrated at Rak Hagga. |f Zandramas tried to go through Hagga
to reach Cthan, all those troops would drop whatever they were doing
to go head-hunting. The only safe port for Zandramas to sail fromis
Rak Verkat."

"WAs this underling you bribed reliable?" Silk demanded. "Of course
not. As soon as he had finished telling ne all this, he had planned
to turn ne in for the reward—dead, naturally, so he didn't really
have any reason to lie to ne, and he was too stupid to nake up a
coherent lie anyway." The eunuch sniled bleakly. "I know of a certain
pl ant, though. It's a very reliable plant. The man was telling ne the
absolute truth. As a matter of fact, he kept telling me the truth
long after it had begun to bore ne. Sariss provided Zandramas with an
escort across Nyissa and detailed naps of the shortest route to the
Isle of Verkat." "Was that all the fellow said?" Garion asked. "Onh,
no," Sadi replied. "He was busy confessing to ne that he had cheated
on an exanination in school when | finally had Issus cut his throat.

I can only deal with so much truth in one day."

"All right," Garion said, ignhoring that, "Zandramas is going to the
I sl e of Verkat. How does that help us?”

"The route Zandramas will have to follow will be roundabout —-because
of that reward | mentioned. We, on the other hand, can go straight
across southern Cthol Miurgos to the Isle. It will save us nonths."

"That route goes right through the war zone," Silk protested.

"That's no particular problem | can take you directly through to
Verkat wi thout any hindrance fromeither the Murgos or the

Mal | oreans.” "How do you propose to nanage that?" "Wen | was
younger, | was engaged in the slave trade in Cthol Mirgos. | know al
the routes and I know whomto bribe and whomto avoid. Slavers are
useful to both sides in the war between the Murgos and Mal |l oreans, so
they're allowed to nove around freely. All we have to do is dress as
sl ave traders, and no one will interfere with us."

"What's to keep you fromselling us to the Grolins as soon as we
cross the border?" Silk asked bluntly. "Self-interest." Sad
shrugged. "Grolins are an ungrate-



fill lTot. If | sell youto them it's quite likely that they'll turn
around and sell nme to Salmssra. | don't think I'd like that at all."

"Is she really that angry with you?" Garion asked.

“Irritated," Sadi said. "A snake doesn't really get angry. |'ve
heard, however, that she wants to bite nme personally. That's a great
honor, of course, but one |I'd prefer to forgo."

The door to the hidden roomclicked open, and Drobl ek | ooked in.
"I ssus is back," he said.

"Good," Belgarath replied. "I want to get back across the river
bef ore norning."

The one-eyed man canme in carrying the case Sadi had described. It was
a flat, square box a couple of feet across and several inches thick
"What's in this, Sadi?" he asked. "It gurgles."” He took the case.

"Be careful man!" Sadi excl ained. "Some of those bottles are
fragile.”

"What's this?" Bel garath demanded.
"A bit of this, a bit of that," Sadi replied evasively.
"Drugs?"

"“And poi sons and anti dotes—a few aphrodi siacs, an anesthetic or two,
a fairly effective truth drug—and Zith."

"What is Zith?"

"Zith is a who, Ancient One, not a what. | never go anywhere w t hout
her." He opened the case and lovingly took out a small earthenware
bottle, securely corked and with a series of small holes encircling
its neck. "Wuld you hold this, please?" he said, handing the bottle
to Silk. "I want to nmke sure Issus didn't break anything." He began
to carefully exanmine the row after row of little vials nested in

vel vet-1lined pockets inside the case.

Silk | ooked curiously at the bottle, then took hold of the cork.

"I really wouldn't do that, Prince Kheldar," Sadi advised. "You m ght
get a nasty surprise."

"What's in here?" Silk asked, shaking the bottle.

"Pl ease, Kheldar. Zith beconmes vexed when peopl e shake her." Sad
closed the case, set it aside, and took the bottle from Silk. "There,

there," he said to it in a crooning voice. "lIt's nothing to be
al armed about, dear. I'mright here and | won't let himdisturb you
any nore."

Frominside the bottle came a peculiar purring sound.

"How did you get a cat in there?" Garion asked.
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"Ch, Zith isn't a cat, Belgarion," Sadi assured him "Here, |I'Il show
you." Carefully he worked the cork out and laid the bottle on its
side on the table. "You can cone out now, dear," he crooned to it.

Not hi ng happened,

"Cone along now, Zith. Don't be shy."

Then a small, bright-green snake slithered obediently fromthe nouth
of the bottle. She had gl eam ng yell ow eyes and a vibrant red stripe
runni ng down her back fromnose to tail. Her forked tongue flickered

out, touching Sadi's outstretched hand.
Silk recoiled with a sharp intake of breath.

"Isn't she beautiful ?" Sadi said, gently stroking the little snake's
head with one finger. The snake began to purr contentedly, then

rai sed her head, fixed Silk with a cold, reptilian eye, and hissed
spitefully at him

"I do believe that you offended her, Prince Kheldar," Sadi said.
“Maybe you should stay away from her for a while."

"Don't worry," Silk said fervently, backing away. "Is she venonobus?"
"She's the deadliest little snake in the world, aren't you, dear?"
Sadi stroked the snake's head again. "Also the rarest. Her species is
highly prized in Nyissa because they're the nost intelligent of al
reptiles. They're friendl y—even affectionate—and, of course, the purr
is absolutely delightful."

"But she does bite," Silk added.

"Only people who irritate her—and never a friend. Al you have to do
is feed her and keep her warm and show her a little affection now and
then, and she'll follow you around |ike a puppy."”

"Not me, she won't."

"Sadi ," Belgarath said, pointing at the case, "what's the idea of al
this? I don't need a wal ki ng apothecary shop trailing al ong behind
me. "

Sadi held up one hand. "Murgos aren't really very interested in
noney, Ancient One, but there are people I'lIl have to bribe when we
go across Cthol Mirgos. Sone of them have picked up certain habits.
That case is going to be worth nore to us than a pack horse | oaded
down with gold."

Bel garath grunted. "Just keep your face out of it. | don't
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want your head full of snoke at a crucial nonent—and keep your snake
under control ."

"Of course, Belgarath.”

The ol d sorcerer turned to Issus. "Can you get a bigger boat? W need
to get back across the river, and that one of yours won't hold all of
us."

| ssus nodded.

“Not just yet, father,’
while."

Pol gara said. "I'"'mgoing to need himfor a
"Pol, we need to get back on the other side of the river before
dawn. "

"I won't be too long, father, but | have to go to the pal ace."

"The pal ace?”

"Zandramas went to Cherek—where no Angarak has been all owed since the
days of Bear-shoul ders. Sal mi ssra arranged that and she al so

engi neered the escape fromthe Isle of the Wnds after the abduction
of Ce'Nedra's baby. | want to know why."

"We're a bit pressed for tinme, Polgara. Can't this wait?"

"I don't think so, father. | think we need to know if there were any
ot her arrangenents. |'d rather not be surprised by a battalion or so
of Nyissan troops lurking in the jungle along the trail we're

foll owing."

He frowned. "You might be right."

"You're going to the pal ace?" Garion asked her

"l nmust, dear."

"All right," he said, squaring his shoulders. "Then |'m going with
you. "

She gave hima |l ong, steady |ook. "You're going to insist, | take
it?"
He nodded. "Yes, Aunt Pol, | think | am" He said it quite

deci si vel y.

She sighed. "How quickly they grow up," she said. Then she turned to
I ssus. "Do you know a back way to the pal ace?" she asked him

The one-eyed man nodded.
"WI!lIl you show us?"

"Of course," he replied. He paused. "W can discuss the price later."



"Price?"

“Not hing for nothing, Lady," he shrugged. "Shall we go?"
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It was nearly mdni ght when |Issus |ed Polgara and Garion out the rear
door of Droblek's house into a narrow all eyway that snelled strongly
of rotting garbage. They made their way furtively through a tw sting
series of simlar alleys, sometinmes passing through the | ower

corridors of houses to nove fromone alley to another

"How do you know whi ch houses have unl ocked doors?" Garion whispered

as they energed froma tall, narrow house in a run-down quarter of
the city.
"It's my business to know," Issus replied. He straightened and | ooked

around. "We're getting close to the palace,” he told them "The
streets and alleys in this part of the city are patrolled. Wit here
a mnute." He stealthily crossed the alley, opened a recessed door
and slipped inside. A couple of nonents |ater he enmerged, carrying
two silk robes, a pair of lances, and a couple of brass hel nmets.
"We'll wear these,"” he said to Garion, "and if you don't mind, Lady,
pul | your hood farther over your face. |f anybody stops us, let nme do
the tal king."

Garion pulled on the robe and hel met and took one of the |ances from
t he assassin.

"Tuck your hair up under the helnet," Issus instructed. Then he
st epped out boldly, trusting to their disguises rather than to
steal t h.

They had no sooner entered the next street than they were stopped by
a hal f-dozen arned nen.

"What's your business?" the man in charge of the patro! demanded.
"We're escorting a visitor to the palace," Issus replied.
"What kind of visitor?"

| ssus gave hima disgusted | ook. "You don't really want to interfere,
corporal," he said. "The one she's visiting wouldn't like it."

"And who is that?"

“"Now, that's a very stupid question, man. |If this woman's friend
finds out that | told you, we'll probably both wind up in the river."

"How do | know that you're telling me the truth?"
"You don't—but do you really want to take a chance on it?"

The corporal's expression grew faintly nervous as he thought about



it. "You' d better nove along," he said finally.

"I was sure you'd see it my way," Issus observed. He
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roughly took hold of Polgara's arm "Move, you," he commuanded.

When they reached the end of the street, Garion glanced back. The
soldiers were still watching them but nade no nove to foll ow

"I hope you aren't offended, Lady," |ssus apol ogi zed.
“"No," Polgara replied. "You' re a very resourceful fellow, Issus."
"That's what | get paid for. W go this way."

The wal |l of Sal mi ssra's pal ace was very high, constructed of great
roughhewn stone bl ocks that had stood for eons in this dank city by
the river. Issus led theminto the dense shadows under the wall and
to a small, iron-barred gate. He funbled with the lock for a nonment,
then carefully swung the gate open. "Let's go," he nuttered.

The pal ace was a maze of dimy lighted corridors, but Issus led them
confidently, nmoving along as if he were on an inportant m ssion. As

t hey approached the broader, sonewhat nore brightly lighted hallways
near the center of the palace, a grotesquely made-up eunuch | urched
by, his legs stiff and his eyes unfocused. His mouth was fixed in a
stupefied grin, and his body twi tched spasnodically as he stunbl ed
past them They passed an open doorway and heard someone inside
giggling uncontrollably. Garion could not be sure if that unseen
person was a man or a woman.

The one-eyed man stopped and opened a door. "W have to go through
here," he said, taking a snoky |anp fromthe niche beside the door
"Be careful. It's dark, and there are snakes on the floor."

The room was cool and had a musty snell. Garion could clearly hear
the dry, dusty hiss of scal es rubbi ng agai nst each other in the
corners. "lIt's fairly safe," Issus said. "They were fed today, and

t hat al ways nakes them sluggi sh." He stopped at the door, opened it a
crack and peered out. "WAit," he whispered.

Garion heard a couple of nmen talking and the sound of their footsteps
in the corridor outside. Then a door opened and cl osed.

"It's clear," Issus said quietly. "Let's go." He led theme«it into
the corridor and along its dimy lighted Iength to a ipottshed door
He | ooked at Pol gara. "Are you sure you want to see the queen?" he
asked her.

She nodded.
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"AH right," he said. "Sariss is in here. He'll take us to the
t hr oneroom "

"Are you sure?" Garion whispered.

| ssus reached under the robe he had donned in the alley and drew out
a long, saw edged dagger. "l can practically guarantee it," he said.
"Gve nme a noment. Then come in and close the door." He shoved the
door open and junped into the roomlike a great, soft-footed cat.

"What — soneone inside the roomcried out in a high-pitched voice.
Then there was a terrified silence.

Garion and Pol gara entered quickly, closing the door behind them A
man sat at the table, his eyes bulging with fright and with the
needl epoi nt of |ssus' dagger pushed against his throat. He wore a
crinmson silk robe, and his shaven head was pasty white. Rolls of
greasy, unhealthy-1ooking fat drooped fromhis jows, and his
frightened eyes were snmall and piglike,

Issus was talking to himin a dreadfully quiet voice, enphasizing
what he was saying by pressing the point of his knife into the skin
of the fat man's throat. "This is an U go knife, Sariss. It causes
al nost no damage when it goes in, but when you pull it out, it jerks
out all kinds of things along with it. Now, we aren't going to nake
any kind of outcry, are we?"

"N-no," Sariss stamrered in a squeaky voi ce.

"I was sure you'd see it my way. This is what we're going to do. This
| ady and her young friend want to have a word with the queen, so
you're going to take us to the throne room"

"The queen?" Sariss gasped. "No one goes into her presence w thout
perm ssion. |I-1 can't do it."

"This conversation has suddenly taken a definite turn for the
worse." |ssus | ooked over at Polgara. "Wuld you like to turn your
head, Lady?" he asked politely. "The sight of a man with his brains
oozing out of his ears nmekes sonme peopl e queasy."

"Pl ease," Sariss begged him "I can't. The queen will kill me if
take you into the throne room w thout being summned."

“"And 1"l kill you if you don't. Sonmehow, |'ve got the feeling that
this isn't going to be one of your good days, Sariss. Now get on your
feet." The assassin jerked the trenbling fat man from his chair

They stepped out into the corridor with the eunuch | eadi ng the way.
Sweat was streanmi ng down his face, and there was a wild look in his
eyes.

“No blunders, Sariss," Issus warned. "Renmenber that |'mright behind



you.

The two burly guards at the entrance to the throne room bowed
respectfully to the Chief Eunuch and swung the heavy doors open for
hi m

Sal mi ssra's throne room was unchanged. The enornpus stone statue of

I ssa, the Serpent God, still |oomed behind the dais at the far end of
the room The crystal lanps still glowed dinmy on their silver
chains, and the two dozen bald and crinson-robed eunuchs still knelt
on the polished floor, ready to nurrmur in unison their phrases of
adoration. Even the gold-franed mirror still stood on its pedestal at
the side of the divanlike throne.

Sal mi ssra herself, however, was dreadfully changed. She was no | onger
the beautiful, sensuous woman Garion had seen when, drugged and
bemused, he had first been led into her presence. She lay on her
throne with her nottled coils undul ating restlessly. Her polished
scales gleanmed in the lanplight, and her flat reptile's head rose on
its long, thin neck, with the golden crown of the serpent queen
resting lightly above her dead, incurious eyes.

She gl anced briefly at themas they entered, then turned back to
regard her reflection in the mrror. "I do not recall having sunmoned
you, Sariss," she said in a dry, dusty whisper

"The queen questions the Chief Eunuch,"” the two dozen shaven- headed
men kneeling near the dais intoned in unison.

"Forgive ne, Eternal Salm ssra," the eunuch pleaded, prostrating

hi msel f on the floor before the throne. "I was forced to bring these
strangers into your presence. They threatened to kill nme if |
refused. "

"Then you shoul d have died, Sariss,
that I do not |like to be disturbed.”

the serpent whispered. "You know

"The queen is displeased,"” half of the kneeling eunuchs rurnured.
“Ah," the other half responded with a certain spiteful satisfaction.

Sal mi ssra swung her swaying head slightly to fix her eyes on Issus.
"I seemto know you," she said.
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The one-eyed man bowed. "Issus, your Mjesty," he replied. "The
assassin.”

"I do not wish to be disturbed just now," the Serpent Queen told him
in her emptionless whisper. "If that nmeans that you're going to kil
Sariss, please take himout into the corridor to do it."



"We will not disturb you for long, Salmssra," Polgara said, pushing
back the hood of her cloak.

The snake's head turned slowy, her forked tongue tasting the air
"Ah, Polgara," she hissed without any evident surprise. "It has been
sonme time since your last visit."

"Several years," Pol gara agreed.

"I no longer take note of the years." Salm ssra's dead gaze turned to
Garion. "And Bel garion," she said. "I see that you' re not a boy any
nore."

“No," he replied, fighting down an involuntary shudder
"Cone closer," she whispered. "Once you thought that | was beautifu
and yearned for ny kiss. Wuld you like to kiss nme now?"

Garion felt a strange conpul sion to obey and found that he could not
take his eyes fromthose of the Serpent Queen. Not even aware that he
did it, he took a hesitant step toward the dais.

"The fortunate one approaches the throne,"” the eunuchs nurnured.

"Garion!" Polgara said sharply.
“I will not hurt him Polgara. | never intended to hurt him"

"I have a few questions for you, Salmissra," Polgara said coldly.
"Once you answer them we'll |eave you to your entertainments.”

"What manner of questions, Polgara? What could | possibly know t hat
your sorcery could not ferret out?"

"You recently nmet a Mil orean nanmed Naradas, "
with colorless eyes."

Pol gara said. "A man

“"I's that his nane? Sariss never told ne."

"You nade an arrangenent with him?"

IlDid I?Il

"At his request, you sent diplomats to Sendaria. Anong them was a
forei gner naned Zandranas. Your diplomats were instructed to give the
forei gner every possible assistance in getting to Hal berg on the west

coast of Cherek. You

al so ordered a ship to the Isle of the Wnds to bring Zandramas back
to Nyissa."

"I gave no such orders, Polgara. | have no interest in the affairs of
Zandr amas. "

"The nane is famliar to you?"

"Of course. | told you once that the priests of Angarak and the



sorcerers of Aloria are not the only ones who can find a truth that
lies hidden. |I know of your desperate pursuit of the one who took
Bel garion's son fromthe Citadel at Riva."

"But you say that you were in no way involved in the arrangenments?”
"The one you call Naradas cane to ne with gifts," Salm ssra
whi spered, "but said nothing nore than that he wi shed ny permni ssion
to trade here in Nyissa."

"Then how do you explain this?" Aunt Pol took the parchnent sheet
Sadi had given her from under her cloak.

Sal missra flicked her tongue at one of the kneeling eunuchs. "Bring
it to me," she ordered.

The eunuch | eaped to his feet, took the parchnment from Aunt Pol, and
then knelt on the edge of the dais, holding the sheet open and
extended toward his queen.
"This is not the order | gave," Salm ssra said flatly after the
bri efest of glances. "I ordered the diplomats to Sendari a—not hi ng
nore. Your copy is not accurate, Polgara."

"Woul d the original be about anywhere?" Garion asked her
"Sariss should have it."

N Garion | ooked at the fat eunuch groveling on the floor. "Were
is it?" he demanded.

Sariss stared at him then his gaze went in terror to the enthroned
ser pent.

Garion consi dered several alternatives but discarded npst of themin
favor of sinplicity. "Make himtalk, Issus," he said shortly.

The one-eyed man stepped over, straddled the trenbling eunuch, and
grasped his chin firmy from behind. Then he pulled up sharply unti
Sariss was arched backward. The saw edged dagger nade a steely
grating sound as it cane out of its sheath.

"Wait!" Sariss begged in a choked voice. "lIt—t's in the drawer at
the bottom of ny wardrobe in ny room"

"Your methods are direct, assassin," the queen observed.
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"I"'ma sinple man, your Mjesty," Issus replied. "I do not have the

tenmperament for subtlety nor intricacy. |'ve found that directness
saves tinme in the long run." He released the terrified Sariss and



pushed his U go dagger back into his sheath. He | ooked at Garion. "Do
you want me to go get the parchnment?" he asked.

“I think we're going to need it."

"All right." Issus turned and left the room
"An interesting man," Sal mi ssra noted. She bent and caressingly
touched her nottled coils with her blunt nose. "My life is much
changed since you were | ast here, Polgara," she whispered in her
dusty voice. "I amno |onger driven by those hungers | had before,

but pass ny days instead in restless doze. | lull myself into slunber
with the sweet sound of my own scal es caressing each other. As |
sleep, | dream | dream of npssy caves in deep, cool forests, and
dream of the days when | was still a woman. But sonetinmes in ny
dreans, | ama bodiless spirit, seeking out the truths that others
woul d hide. | know of the fear which lies in your heart, Polgara, and
the desperate need that drives Zandramas. | even know of the terrible
task which lies upon Cyradis."

"But you still say that you are not involved in this matter?”

"I have no interest in it. You and Zandramas can pursue each ot her
across all the kingdons of the world, but I amincurious as to the
out cone. "

Aunt Pol's eyes narrowed as she | ooked at her

"I have no reason to He to you, Polgara,"” Salm ssra said, sensing the
suspicion in that | ook. "What could Zandramas possibly offer ne that
woul d buy nmy aid? Al of ny needs are satisfied, and | no | onger have
desires." Her blunt head canme up and her tongue flickered. "I

rejoi ce, however, that your quest has brought you again into ny
presence so that | nay gaze once nmore upon the perfection of your
face."

Polgara's chin lifted. "Look quickly then, Salm ssra. | have little
pati ence for the involuted anusenents of a snake.”

"The centuries have nmade you waspi sh, Polgara. Let us be civil to one
anot her. Wuld you like to have ne tell you what | know of Zandramas?
She is no | onger what she once was."

"She! " Garion excl ai ned.
"You did not even know that?" the serpent hissed na-

liciously. "Your sorcery is a sham then, Polgara. Could you not
sense your eneny is a woman? And did you perhaps not even realize
that you have already nmet her?"

"What are you tal king about, Salnissra?"

"Poor, dear Polgara. The long, long centuries have filled your wits
with cobwebs. Did you really think that you and Bel garath are the
only ones in the world who can change their shapes? The dragon who
visited you in the nountains above Arendi a appears quite different
when she resunes her natural form?"



The door to the throne room opened and |Issus cane back in, holding a
par chment sheet with a red wax seal on the bottomof it.

"Bring it to me," Sal mi ssra conmanded.

I ssus | ooked at her, his single eye narrowi ng as he gauged the

di stance between the serpent's throne and his own unprotected skin.
Then he went over to the prostrate eunuch who had presented Pol gara's
docunent to the queen. Wthout changi ng expression, he kicked the man
solidly in the ribs. "Here," he said, thrusting out the parchnent.
"Take this to her Mjesty."

“Are you afraid of me, |Issus?" Salnissra asked, sounding faintly
amused.

"I am unworthy to approach you too closely, my Queen."

Sal mi ssra bent her head to exanine the parchnment the trenbling eunuch
hel d out for her to read. "There appears to be sone discrepancy," she
hi ssed. "This docunment is the sane as the one you showed ne, Pol gara,
but it is not the docunment to which | ordered ny seal affixed. How is
this possi bl e?"

"May | speak, nmy Queen?" the eunuch who held the parchnment asked in a
guavering voice.

"OfF course, Adiss," she replied alnpost pleasantly, "so |long as you
realize that if your words displease ne, the kiss | wUJ give you in
payment will bring you death." Her forked tongue flickered out toward
hi m

The eunuch's face went a ghastly gray color, and his trenbling becane
so violent that he very nearly coll apsed.

"Speak, Adiss," she whispered. "It is my command that you discl ose
your mind to me. We will determ ne then whether you live or die.
Speak. Now. "

"My Queen," he quavered, "the Chief Eunuch is the only % person in
the pal ace pernmitted to touch your Majesty's roya
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seal. If the docunment in question is false, nmust we not look to him
for an expl anation?"

The serpent considered that, her head swaying rhythnically back and
forth and her forked tongue flickering. At |ast she stopped her
reptilian dance and | eaned slowy forward until her tongue brushed
the cringing eunuch's cheek. "Live, Adiss," she nmurmured. "Your words
have not displeased nme, and so my kiss grants the gift of life." Then



she reared her nottled form again and regarded Sariss with her dead
eyes. "Do you have an explanation, Sariss? As our nost excellent
servant Adi ss has pointed out, you are ny Chief Eunuch. You affixed
nmy seal. How did this discrepancy cone to pass?”

"My Queen— Hi s nouth gaped open, and his dead-white face froze in an
expression of stark terror

The still-shaken Adiss half rose, his eyes filled with a sudden wild
hope. He held up the parchnment in his hand and turned to his crinmson-
robed conpani ons kneeling to one side of the dais. "Behold," he cried
in a triunphant voice. "Behold the proof of the Chief Eunuch's

m sconduct!"

The other eunuchs | ooked first at Adiss and then at the groveling and
terrified Chief Eunuch. Their eyes also furtively tried to read the
eni gmati c expression on Salmssra's face. "Ah," they said in unison
at |ast.

"I"'mstill waiting, Sariss," the Serpent Queen whi spered.

Sariss, however, quite suddenly scranbled to his feet and bolted
toward the throne room door, squealing in mndless, animl panic. As
fast as his sudden flight was, though, Issus was even faster. The
shabby, one-eyed assassin bounded after the fleeing fat man, his
horri d dagger leaping into his hand. Wth the other he caught the
back of the Chief Eunuch's crinson robe and jerked himup short. He
rai sed his knife and | ooked inquiringly at Sal m ssra.

“Not yet, Issus,” she decided. "Bring himto ne."

I ssus grunted and dragged his struggling captive toward the throne.
Sariss, squealing and gi bbering in terror, scranbled his feet
i neffectually on the polished floor

“I will have an answer from you, Sariss," Salm ssra whispered.

"Tal k," Issus said in a flat voice, setting his dagger point against
the eunuch's |l ower eyelid. He pushed slightly, and a sudden trickle
of bright-red blood ran down the fat man's cheek.

Sariss squeal ed and began to bl ubber. "Forgive ne, your Mjesty," he
begged. "The Ml |l orean Nadaras conpelled it of nme."

"How did you do it, Sariss?" the serpent demanded inplacably.

"M put your seal at the very bottom of the page, Divine Salnissra,"”
he blurted. "Then when | was alone, | added the other orders."

"And were there other orders as well?" Aunt Pol asked him "WII we
encounter hindrances and traps on the trail of Zandranas?"

“No. Nothing. | gave no orders other than that Zandranas be escorted
to the Murgo border and provided the maps she required. | pray you,
your Majesty. Forgive ne."

"That is quite inpossible, Sariss," she hissed. "It had been ny
intention to hold nyself aloof in the dispute between Pol gara and



Zandramas, but now | aminvol ved because you have abused my trust in
you. "

“Shall 1 kill hinmP" Issus asked calmy.
“No, Issus," she replied. "Sariss and I will share a kiss, as is the
customin this place." She |ooked oddly at him "You are an
interesting man, assassin," she said. "Wuld you like to enter ny
service? | amcertain that a position can be found for one of your
talents.”

Adi ss the eunuch gasped, his face suddenly going pale. "But your
Maj esty, " he protested, leaping to his feet, "your servants have

al ways been eunuchs, and this nman is— He faltered, suddenly
realizing the tenmerity of his rash outburst.

Sal mi ssra's dead eyes | ocked on his, and he sank white-faced to the
fl oor again. "You disappoint ne, Adiss," she said in that dusty

whi sper. She turned back to the one-eyed assassin. "Well, Issus?" she
said. "A man of your talents could rise to great em nence, and the
procedure, I'mtold, is a mnor one. You woul d soon recover and enter

the service of your queen."

"Ah—' m honored, your Mjesty," he replied carefully, "but 1'd really
prefer to remain nore or less intact. There's a certain edge ny
profession requires, and |I'd rather not endanger that by tanpering

with things." , "I see." She swung her head briefly to | ook at the
cow Bering Adiss and then back to the assassin. "You have made jj|.an
eneny today, however, | think—and one that may sone ", day grow quite
power ful ."
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| ssus shrugged. "I've had many enemes," he replied. "A few of them
are even still alive." He gave the cowering eunuch a flinty |look. "If
Adi ss wants to pursue the matter, he and | can discuss it privately
some day—er perhaps | ate sone night when our discussions won't

di sturb anyone."

"We nust | eave now," Polgara said. "You have been nost hel pful
Sal mi ssra. Thank you."

"I amindifferent to your gratitude," Salm ssra replied. "I do not
think that | will see you again, Polgara. | think that Zandramas is
nore powerful than you and that she will destroy you."

"Only time can reveal that."
"I ndeed. Farewell, Polgara."

"Good-bye, Salm ssra." Polgara deliberately turned her back on the
dais. "Cone al ong, Canon—+ssus," she said.

"Sariss," Salmssra said in apeculiar, alnpst singing tone, "come to
me." Garion glanced back over his shoul der and saw that she had
reared her nottled body until it rose high above the dais and her



vel vet-covered throne. She swayed rhythmi cally back and forth. Her
dead eyes had cone alight with a kind of dreadful hunger and they
burned irresistably beneath her scaly brows.

Sariss, his nmouth agape and with his piglike eyes frozen and devoid
of all thought, lurched toward the dais with jerky, stiff-Iegged

st eps.

"Come, Sariss,"
you ny kiss."

Sal mi ssra crooned. "I long to enbrace you and give

Aunt Pol, Garion, and |Issus reached the ornately carved door and went
quietly into the corridor outside. They had gone no nore than a few
yards when there cane fromthe throne room a sudden shrill scream of
horror, dying hideously into a gurgling, strangled squeal

"I think that the position of Chief Eunuch just becanme vacant," |ssus
observed drily. Then, as they continued on down the dimy |ighted
hal | way he turned to Pol gara. "Now, ny Lady," he said, ticking the
items off on his fingers, "first of all there was the fee for getting
you and the young man into the palace. Then there was the business of
persuadi ng Sariss to take us to the throne room and then ..."

Part Two

RAK URGA

OAK O QQA

CHAPTER NI NE

It was al nost dawn when they crept quietly out of Droblek's house. A
thick gray fog shrouded the narrow, twi sting streets of Sthiss Tor as
they followed Issus through the shabby quarter near the docks. The
snmell of the river and the reek of the surroundi ng swanps | ay heavy
in the foggy darkness, filling Garion's nostrils with the odors of
decay and stagnant water.

They energed froma narrow all eyway, and |Issus notioned themto a
halt as he peered into the mst. Then he nodded. "Let's go," he

whi spered. "Try not to nake any noise." They hurried.across a

gl i stening cobbl estone street, ill-lit by torches, each surrounded by
a ni nmbus of hazy red light, and entered the deeper shadows of another
garbage-strewn alley. At the far end of that alley, Garion could see
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the sl ow nmoving surface of the river sliding ponderously by, pale in
t he fog.



The one-eyed assassin | ed them al ong anot her cobbl estone street to
the foot of a rickety wharf jutting out into the fog. He stopped in
the shadows beside a dil api dated shack that stood partially out over
the water and runbled briefly at the door. He opened it slowy,
muffling the protesting creak of a rusty hinge with a tattered piece
of rag. "In here," he nuttered, and they followed himinto the dank-
snmel ling shack. "There's a boat tied at the end of this wharf," he
told themin a half whisper. "Wait here while | go get it." He went
to the front of the shack, and Garion heard the creak of hinges as a
t rapdoor opened.

They waited, listening nervously to the skittering and squeaki ng of
the rats that infested this part of town. The nonments seemed to creep
by as Garion stood watch beside the door, peering out through a crack
between two rotting boards at the foggy street running along the edge
of the river.

"All right," he heard Issus say from bei ow after what seened |ike
hours. "Be careful on the | adder. The rungs are slippery.”

One by one, they clinbed down the | adder into the boat the one-eyed
man had pulled into place under the wharf. "W have to be quiet," he
cautioned them after they had seated thensel ves. "There's another
boat out there on the river somewhere."

"A boat?" Sadi asked in alarm "Wat are they doi ng?"

I ssus shrugged. "Probably sonmething illegal." Then he pushed his
craft out into the shadows at the side of the wharf, settled hinself
on the center seat, and began to row, dipping his oars carefully into
the oily surface of the river so that they nade al nbst no sound.

The fog rose fromthe dark water in little tendrils, and the few
lighted wi ndows high in the towers of Sthiss Tor had a hazy
unreality, like tiny golden candles seen in a dream |ssus rowed
steadily, his oars making only the faintest of sounds.

Then from sonewhere not far upsteam there was a sudden nuffled
outcry, followed by a splash and the gurgling sound of bubbles rising
to the surface.

"What was that?" Sadi hissed nervously as |Issus stopped rowing to
listen.

"Be still," the one-eyed man whi spered.
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From sonewhere in the fog, there canme the thunping sound of soneone
noving around in a boat, followed by the splash of an awkwardly
pull ed oar. A man swore, his voice harsh and | oud.

"Keep quiet," another voice said.

"What for?"



"Let's not tel! everybody in Sthiss Tor that we're out here.”

“You worry too much. That rock | tied to his ankles will keep him
down for a long tine.'' The creaking oarl ocks faded off into the fog.

"Amateurs," |ssus nuttered derisively.
"An assassination, perhaps?" Silk asked with a certain professiona
curiosity. "Or a private killing?"

"What difference does it nmeke?" Issus started to row again, his oars
di pping slowy into the water. Behind them Sthiss Tor had di sappeared
in the fog. Wthout the reference point of its dimlights, it seened
to Garion that they were not noving at all, but sat notionless on the
surface of the dark river. Then, at last, a shadowy shore appeared
ahead in the clinging fog; after a few nore mnutes, he was able to
make out the hazy shape of individual tree tops outlined by the pale
m st.

A low whistle came to them fromthe bank, and Issus angled their boat
slightly, making for that signal. "Garion, is that you?" Durnik's
whi spered voi ce canme out of the shadows.

"Yes."
I ssus pulled their boat under the overhangi ng branches, and Durnik

caught the bow. "The others are waiting on the far side of the
road," he said quietly as he hel ped Polgara fromthe boat.

"You' ve been nost hel pful, Issus,” Sadi said to his hireling.

The one-eyed man shrugged. "lIsn't that what you paid nme for?"

Silk | ooked at him "If you decide to consider ny offer, talk to

Dr obl ek. "

“I''"l'l think about it," Issus replied. He paused, then |ooked at

Pol gara. "Good |uck on your journey, Lady," he said quietly. "I get

the feeling that you're going to need it."

"Thank you, |ssus."
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Then he pushed his boat back out into the fog and di sappeared.
"What was that all about?" Sadi asked SilKk.

"Ch, nothing much. Drasnian Intelligence is always |ooking for a few
good nen, is all."

Durni k was | ooking curiously at the shaven-headed eunuch

"We' Il explain when we get back to the others, dear,'
hi m

Pol gara assured



"Yes, Pol," he agreed. "W go this way." He |l ed them up the brushy
bank to the broken stones of the road and then pushed his way into
the tangl ed undergrowh on the far side, with the rest of them close
behi nd him

Ce' Nedra, Eriond, Toth, and Velvet sat in a little hollow behind the
noss-covered trunk of a fallen tree. A single, well-shielded |antern
gave forth a dimglow, illumnating the hollow with faint |ight.
"Garion," Ce' Nedra exclaimed with relief, comng quickly to her feet.
"What took you so | ong?"

"We had to nake a side trip," he replied, taking her into his arnms.
As he nestled his face into her hair, he found that it still had that
warm sweet fragrance that had al ways touched his heart.

"All right," Belgarath said, |looking out into the tag end of the
foggy night, "I want to get moving, so |I'Il keep this short." He sat
down on the spongy noss beside the lantern. "This is Sadi." He

poi nted at the shaven-headed eunuch. "Mst of you know him al ready.
He'll be going with us."

"I's that altogether wi se, Belgarath?" Durni k asked dubiously.

“"Probably not," the old man replied, "but it wasn't ny idea. He seens
to feel that Zandramas has gone down into southern Cthol Mirgos and
plans to cross the continent to the Isle of Verkat off the southeast
coast."

"That's a very dangerous part of the world just now, Ancient One,"
Vel vet rmur nmur ed.

"We'l|l have no trouble, dear lady," Sadi assured her in his contralto
voice. "If we pose as slavers, no one will interfere with us."

"So you say," Belgarath said somewhat sceptically. "That night have
been true before the war started down there, but we still don't know
for sure how the Malloreans view the slave trade."

"There's one other thing you should all know, " Pol gara
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added quietly. "Garion and | went to the palace to find out if

Sal missra was involved in this in any way. She told us that Zandranmas
is a woman. "

"A wonman?" Ce' Nedra excl ai ned.

"That's what she said, and she had no reason to lie to us."

Durni k scratched at his head. "That's a bit of a surprise, isn't it?
Are you sure Sal m ssra knew what she was tal ki ng about ?"

She nodded. "She was very certai n—and quite snug about the fact that
she knew sonmething that | didn't."



"It does sort of fit," Velvet said thoughtfully. "Mst of the things
Zandramas has done were done the way a wonan would do them"

"I can't quite follow that,"” Durnik admitted.

"“A man does things one way, Goodnan. A woman does themdifferently.
The fact that Zandranmas is a wonman explains a great deal."

*e "She's also going to great lengths to conceal the fact," Silk
added. "She's made sure that just about everybody who's seen her
isn't alive to tell anybody about it."

"We can talk about all this sone nore later,"” Belgarath said,
standi ng up and | ooki ng around at the gradually lightening fog. "I
want to get away fromthis place before the people on the other side
of the river start noving around. Let's saddle the horses."”

It took a bit of readjustnent of their equipnent to free one of the
pack horses for Sadi's use, but a short tine later they rode out from
their sheltered place of conceal ment and on al ong the weedy track
that followed the winding course of the River of the Serpent. They
noved at first at a cautious wal k, but once they had passed the
outskirts of Sthiss Tor, lying hidden in the fog across the river,
they picked up their pace to a canter, clattering along the abandoned
road that stretched through the rank jungle and reeki ng swanps of the
tend of the snake-people.

As the sun rose, it gave the fog surrounding thema kind of mystica
gl ow, and the droplets hanging al ong the edges of individual |eaves
drooping fromthe undergrowh at the side of the road took on
ajewel l'i ke sparkle. Garion, sandy-eyed and tired froma night w thout
sl eep, | ooked benused at the jewel ed green | eaves, marveling that
such beauty could exist in this stinking swanp.

150

KI NG OF THE MURGOS

"The whole world is beautiful, Belgarion," Eriond assured himin
response to that unspoken thought. "You just have to know how to | ook
at it."

Once the fog had burned off, they were able to nove at a much nore
rapi d pace. They encountered no other travelers that day. By the tine
the sun began to sink into the heavy banks of purple cloud that
seenmed to hover perpetually over the western horizon, they were well
upriver.

"How far is it to the Mirgo border?" Garion asked Sadi as the two of
t hem gat hered firewood while Durnik and Toth set up the tents for
their night's encanpnent.

"Several nore days," the eunuch replied. "The highway fords the river
up near the headwaters and then angles down toward Araga. There's a
village on the other side of the ford. I'll need to stop there for a
few things—suitable garnments and the |ike."

Vel vet and Ce' Nedra were unpacki ng Pol gara's cooking utensils not far



away, and the blond Drasnian girl |ooked over at Sadi. "Excuse ne,"
she said, "but | think I've discovered a flaw in your plan."

" d]?l'
"How can we pose as slavers when sonme of us are obviously wonmen?"

"But there are always wonen in any party of slave traders, my dear

| ady, " he answered, dropping an arm oad of firewood beside the stone-
lined cooking pit. "I"msure that if you think about it, you'l
under st and why. "

"I certainly don't," Ce'Nedra declared.

Sadi coughed rather delicately. "W trade in female slaves as well as
mal es, your Majesty," he explained, "and a fermal e who's been guarded
by wonen brings a higher price."

A slow flush crept up her face. "That's revolting."

Sadi shrugged. "I didn't nmake the world, your Majesty," he replied.
“I only try to liveinit."

After they had eaten, Sadi took an earthenware bow, filled it with
hot water, and began to lather his stubbled scalp

"There's sonething |'ve been neaning to ask you, Sadi," Silk said
fromthe other side of the fire. "Exactly what was it that you did to
make Sal mi ssra so discontented with you?"

Sadi gave hima wy |ook. "Those of us in the queen's service are an
extraordinarily corrupt lot, Kheldar," he replied. "W're all knaves
and scoundrels and worse. A nunber of years ago Salnissra |aid down
certain guidelines to
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keep our plotting and deceit within reasonable limts—ust to keep
the governnent fromfalling apart. | overstepped a few of those
[imts—pst of them actually. Sariss found out about it and ran to
the Queen to tattle." He sighed. "I do so wish that |I'd been able to

see his reaction when she kissed him" He picked up his razor

"Why do all Nyissan nen shave their heads?" Ce' Nedra asked him
curiously.

"There are all manner of nasty little insects in Nyissa, your
Maj esty, and hair provides themw th a perfect nesting place."

She gave hima startled | ook, her hand goi ng unconsciously to her
coppery curls.

"I shouldn't worry too much," he snmiled. "Mdst of the tinme, they're
dormant in wnter."

About noon several days later, the road they were followi ng began to



clinb up out of the jungles into the foothills. The danp chill that
had | ain over the normally steami ng *¢swanps of Nyissa noderated as
they clinbed, and it was pleasantly warm as they nmoved up into the
har dwood forest lying along the eastern frontier. The river began to
tunmbl e over stones beside the road, and its nmurky waters grew cl ear
as they rode deeper into the hills.

"The ford is just up ahead," Sadi told themas he led them around a
broad curve in the road. A stone bridge had once crossed the river
there, but tinme and the turbulent water had eaten away its
foundations and tunbled it into the riverbed. The green water rushed
over the fallen stones, swift and foam ng. Upstreamfromthe fallen
bri dge, there was a wi de stretch of gravel-bottonmed shall ows that
rippled, sparkling in the sun. A well-traveled trail led down to the
ford.

"What about the | eeches?" Silk asked, eyeing the water with
suspi ci on.

"The water's a little too fast for them Prince Kheldar," , Sad
replied. "Their bodies are too soft to take nuch bounci ng around on
rocks." He rode confidently down into the rippling stream and | ed

t hem on across.

"That village | nentioned is just up ahead,"” he told them as they
energed fromthe stream "It should only take me £ an hour or so to
pi ck up what we'll need."

"The rest of us can wait here, then," Belgarath said, ;; Sw nging
down from his saddle. "You go with him Silk."

"I can nmanage," Sadi protested.
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“I"msure you can. Let's just call it a precaution.” "How am | going
to explain to the shopkeeper what a Drasnian is doing with nme?" "Lie
to him I'msure you'll be very convincing." Garion di smounted and

wal ked up the slope of the river bank. These were the people he | oved
nost in the world, but sonmetinmes their idle banter set his teeth on
edge. Even though he knew that they really neant nothing by it, it
seenmed sonmehow to reflect an indifferent frivolity, a callous |ack of
concern for his personal tragedy—and nore inportantly, for

Ce' Nedra's. He stood atop the river bank, | ooking with unseeing eyes
down t he descendi ng gorge of the River of the Serpent and out over
the dense green canopy of the jungles of the snake-people. He would
be glad to get out of Nyissa. It was not so nuch the clinging nud,
the stink of the swanps, nor even the clouds of insects that hovered
perpetually in the air. The real problemw th Nyissa was the fact
that one could seldom see for nore than a few feet in any direction
For some reason, Garion felt an overpowering need to see for |ong

di stances, and the obscuring trees and undergrowth that had bl ocked



his vision since they had been in Nyissa had increasingly irritated
him A nunber of tines he had caught hinmself just on the verge of

clenching his will and blasting out |ong, clear avenues through the
jungle. When Silk and Sadi returned, the little Drasnian's face was

angry.
"They're only for show, Prince Kheldar," Sadi protested mldly.
"We're not actually going to have any slaves with us anyway, so there
won't really be anyone to wear them will there?"

"It's the idea of themthat offends ne."

"What's this?" Bel garath asked.

Sadi shrugged. "I purchased a few shackles and sl ave bells. Khel dar
doesn't approve."”

"I didn't like the whips either," Silk added.

"I explained that to you, Kheldar."

"I know. It's still disgusting."”
"Of course it is. Nyissans are a disgusting people. | thought you
knew t hat."

"We can sort out conparative noralities later on," Bel garath said.
"Let's nove al ong."

The road they followed rose steeply up fromthe river, taking them
deeper and deeper into the foothills. The hard-

woods gave way to gnarled evergreens and | owlying heather. Great,
rounded white boulders lay in scattered profusion anong the dark
green trees, and the sky overhead was an intense blue. They canped
that night in a grove of low, twi sted junipers, building their fire
agai nst a boulder so that its white surface could reflect back both
light and heat. Above themrose a steep ridge that stood jaggedly
outlined against the starry eastern sky.

"Once we cross that ridge, we'll be in Cthol Mirgos," Sadi told them
as they sat around the fire after supper. "The Miurgos watch their
borders very carefully, so it's probably time to start wearing our

di sgui ses." He opened the | arge bundl e he had brought fromthe
village near the ford and took out a number of dark green silk robes.
He | ooked spec-ul atively at Ce' Nedra and the gigantic Toth. "There
may be a slight problem here,"” he nmurmured. "The shopkeeper didn't
have a wi de variety of sizes."

“I"I'l fix it, Sadi," Polgara said, taking the rolled-up robes tfrom
hi m and openi ng one of the packs in search of her sewing kit.

Bel garath had been staring thoughtfully at a large map. "There's
sonmething that's been bothering me," he said. He turned to Sadi. "Is
there any way Zandranmas ni ght have taken a ship from one of these
ports on the west coast and sailed around the southern end of the
continent to Verkat?"



Sadi shook his head, his shaven scalp gleaning in the orange
firelight. "Inpossible, Ancient One. A Mallorean fleet slipped up
behi nd the Murgos a few years back, and : King Urgit still has

ni ght mares about it. He's closed all the / west coast ports and has
ships patrolling the sea lanes all the way around the tip of the Urga
peni nsul a. No one sails along that coast without his specific

perm ssion." ? "How far is it to Verkat?" Durnik asked.

Sadi squinted up at the stars. "Three or four nonths at this tinme of
the year, Goodnan."

Pol gara had been hunming quietly to herself as her needle ~flashed in
the firelight. "Cone here, Ce' Nedra," she said.

The little queen rose and went over to where she sat. Pol-held up the
green silk robe, nmeasuring it against her tiny , then nodded in
sati sfaction.

Ce' Nedra wrinkl ed her nose. "Do they have to snell so
1?" she asked Sadi

"I don't suppose they have to, but they always do, for
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sonme reason. Slaves have a certain odor about them and it seens to
rub off."

Aunt Po! was | ooking at Toth as she held anot her of the slaver's
robes in her hands. "This could be a bit nore challenging,"” she
mur nmur ed.

The gi ant gave her a brief, alnmost shy smile and rose to put nore
wood on the fire. As he poked the coals with a stick, a colum of
wi nki ng red sparks rose to greet the stars hanging low in the night
sky. From sonewhere down the ridge, as if in response to those
sparks, there cane a deep, coughing roar

"What's that?" Ce' Nedra cri ed.

"Lion." Sadi shrugged. "Sonetines they hunt along the slave route—the
old and crippled ones at any rate."

"Why woul d they do that?"

"Sonetines slaves get too sick to walk any farther and they have to
be left behind. An old lion can't chase anything that's very ninble,
and . . ." He left it hanging in the air

She stared at himin horror.

"You did ask, after all, your Majesty," he rem nded her. "As a matter
of fact, | don't like the idea very much nyself. That's one of the
reasons | left the slave trade to go into politics." He stood up and



brushed of f the back of his robe. "Now, if you dear people wll
excuse ne, | have to go feed Zith. Please be careful when you go to
your beds tonight. Sonetines she sneaks away after she's been fed. |
think it amuses her to hide fromme, and one never knows where she
m ght turn up." He wal ked out of the circle of golden firelight
toward the place where he had spread his bl ankets.

Silk stared after him then turned back to the fire. "I don't know
about the rest of you," he declared, "but |I'm sleeping right here
toni ght."

The next norning after breakfast, they donned the evil-snelling robes
of Nyissan slavers. At Belgarath's instruction, Garion once again
covered the hilt of Iron-grip's sword. "I think we'd better keep the
Ob well wapped as long as we're in Cthol Mirgos,"” the old man said.
"It tends to get excited when there are Angaraks about."

They mounted their horses and foll owed the ancient highway up a
ravine toward the jagged ridge top. As they rounded a bend, Pol gara
suddenly reined in her horse with a sharp hiss.

"What's the matter, Pol?" Durnik asked her
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She did not reply i mediately, but her face grew pale. Her eyes
flashed, and the white |lock at her brow suddenly fl aned.
"Monstrous!" she said.

"What is it, Aunt Pol ?" Garion asked.

"Look over there," she answered, pointing with a trenbling hand.
There were white bones scattered about on the rocky ground severa
yards fromthe road; |ying anong them was a vacant-eyed human skul |

"One of the slaves Sadi nentioned |ast night?" Silk suggested.

Pol gara shook her head. "A part of the arrangenent between Sariss and
Nar adas i nvol ved several nen to escort Zandramas to the Mirgo
border," she rem nded him "Wen she got this far, she didn't need
t~em any nore."

Silk's face grew grim "That seens to be in character. Every tinme she
finishes with sonebody, she kills him?"

"She didn't just kill them" Polgara said with a | ook of revul sion.
"She broke their legs and left themfor the lions. They waited al
day for nightfall, and then the lions cane."

Ce' Nedra's face bl anched. "How horrible!"
“Are you sure, Pol?" Durnik asked, his face slightly sick

"Sonme things are so dreadful that they leave their traces in the very
rocks."



Bel garath had been staring bleakly at the gnawed bones. "This isn't
the first tine she's done this. She's not satisfied with just killing
people to cover her tracks. She has to commit atrocities.”

"She's a nmonster,"” Ce' Nedra declared. "She feeds on horror."
“It's a bit nmore than that," Belgarath replied. "I think she's trying
to | eave nmessages for us." He jerked his head toward the scattered
bones. "That wasn't really necessary. | think she's trying to scare
us of f."

"It won't work," Garion said very quietly. "All she's doing is adding
to the final reckoning. When the tine finally conmes for her to pay
it, I think she's going to find that all of this is nmore than she can
afford. "

At the top of the ridge, the ancient road they had been foll ow ng
ended abruptly, sharply marking the invisible |line where Nyissa ended
and Cthol Miurgos began. Fromthe ridge top they | ooked out over an
endl ess, unbroken expanse of shattered black rock and m | es-w de beds
of dark brown gravel, shimering under a broiling sun.

156
KI NG OF THE MURGOS
"Whi ch way did Zandramas go from here?" Durni k asked Garion

"She turned south,” Garion replied, feeling the Orb pulling in a new
direction.

"We could gain time if we cut straight across that out there,
couldn't we?"

"Absol utely out of the question, Goodman Durnik," Sadi decl ared.
"That's the Great Desert of Araga. It's as big as Algaria. The only
water there is in the wells of the Dagashi, and you wouldn't want to
get caught dipping into a Dagashi well.1*

"The Dagashi |ive out there?" Durnik asked, shading his eyes with one
hand to | ook out at the fiery wastel and.

"They're the only ones who can," Sadi replied. "Perhaps that explains
why they're so fearsone. We're going to have to follow this ridge
line south for a hundred | eagues or so to get around that waste. Then
we' |l strike out due southeast across Mdircth and on down into the
Great Southern Forest in Corut."

Bel garath nodded. "Let's get started then."

They rode south, skirting the western edge of the Desert of Araga and
staying well up in the hills, which sloped steeply down to the desert
floor. As they rode, Garion noticed that the trees on this side of
the ridge were stunted and sparsely distributed. There was no grass
growing in the rock-strewn ground, and the heather had given way to
scrubby thorn bushes. The sharp ridge |line appeared to be an abrupt
demarcation between two entirely different clinmtes. What had been
only pleasantly warm on the west side becanme oppressively hot here on



the east. There were alnobst no streans, and the few springs they
found were tiny and seeped their water grudgingly into tepid little
puddl es hi dden anong t he rust-col ored boul ders.

On the norning of the third day after they had entered Cthol Mirgos,
Toth belted his blanket across one shoul der, took up his staff, and
wal ked down to the nouth of the ravine where they had spent the
night, to | ook out over the rocky desert |lying below The sun had not
yet risen, and the light fromthe dawn sky was steely and shadow ess,
etching each rock and crag of the sun-blasted wastel and in sharp
detail. After a nonent, the giant returned and touched Durnik's

shoul der.

"What is it, Toth?" the smth asked.
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The mute pointed to the nmouth of the ravine.

“"All right," Durnik said, rising fromthe spot where he had been
kindling their norning fire. The two of them went on down the ravine
in the pale Ilight and stood | ooking out. After a few nmonents, Durnik
cal |l ed back over his shoulder. "Belgarath, | think you d better cone
here and |l ook at this."

The ol d sorcerer finished pulling on his scuffed and m smat ched boots
and went down to join them with his green silk robe flapping about
his ankles. He stared out for a while, then nuttered a curse. "W've
got a problem " he announced wi thout turning.

The probl em becane apparent as soon as the rest of themreached the
entrance to the ravine. Sone distance out on the desert, a |arge

cloud of dust was rising to hang nmotionless in the still norning air

“"How many men do you think it would take to raise that much dust?"
Garion asked quietly.

"At | east several hundred," Silk told him
"Mur gos?"

“Not unless the Miurgos have changed their habits," Vel -vet nurnured.
"Those nen are dressed in red.”

Silk peered intently out at the dust cloud. "You' ve got good eyes,"
he said finally to the blond girl.

"One of the advantages of youth," she replied sweetly.

He gave her a quick, irritable | ook.

"I thought this was Miurgo territory," Durni k objected.

"It is," Sadi said, "but the Malloreans send patrols out every so

often. Zakath's been trying to find a way to cone at Urgit from
behi nd for a nunber of years now. "



"How did they find water out there?"

“I"'msure they brought it with them"

Toth turned toward the south side of the ravine and scranbled up the
st eep, rocky bank, sending |long streans of dusty brown grave
slithering down behind him

"Do you think we can outrun then?" Silk asked Bel garath.

"That probably wouldn't be a very good idea. | think we'd better stay
here until they're out of the area."

Toth gave a |ow whistle fromthe top of the bank he had just clinbed.
"Go see what he wants, Durnik," Bel garath said.

The smith nodded and started up the steep sl ope.
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"Do you think they'Il find us up here?" Ce' Nedra asked tensely.
“It's not too likely, your Majesty,” Sadi replied. "I doubt that
they're going to take the tinme to search every ravine and gully in

t hese nountains.”

Bel garath squinted out at the dust cloud. "They're nmoving toward the
sout hwest,"” he noted. "If we sit tight for a day or so, they'll npve
on out of our vicinity."

"I hate to lose the tinme," Garion fretted.

"So do I, but | don't think we've got much choice."

Durni k cane sliding back down the bank of the ravine. "There's

anot her group of men up ahead," he reported tersely. "Mirgos,

t hi nk. "

Bel garath uttered a fairly rancid curse. "I really don't want to get
caught in the mddle of a skirmsh," he said. "Go up there and keep
an eye on things," he told Silk. "Let's not have any nore surprises.”
Silk started up the steep bank of the ravine. On an inpul se, Garion
foll owed him When they reached the top, they took cover behind a
scrubby thorn bush.

The fiery ball of the sun slid up out of the desert lying to the
east, and the obscuring cloud of dust raised by the advancing
Mal | orean colum turned it to an om nous red. The figures of the nen
bel ow, both the nmounted Mall oreans and the conceal ed Mirgos, were

tiny in the distance, like toy figures on a mniature | andscape.

"As closely as | can tell, they're about evenly matched,"” Silk noted,
| ooki ng down at the two parties of troops.



Garion considered it. "The Mirgos are going to have the advant age,
t hough. They're on higher ground and they'll have the el ement of
surprise."

Silk grinned. "You're turning into quite a tactician."
Garion let that pass.

"Sadi was right," Silk said. "The Mlloreans brought water with
them"™ He pointed at two dozen or so cunbersone-| ooki ng wagons | oaded
with large casks, trailing along at the rear of the colum advancing
across the desert.

The Mal |l oreans reached the first of the shallow ravines stretching up
into the foothills, then halted, whiie their scouts fanned out to
search the rocky terrain. It was only a short tinme before al arned
shout s announced that at |east sone of the Murgos had been seen.
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"That doesn't make any sense,’
keep from bei ng found."

Garion said. "They didn't even try to

"Murgos aren't notorious for intelligence,"” Silk replied. As the red-
clad Mal |l oreans massed up for a charge, the conceal ed Mirgos rose
fromtheir hiding places and began to shower their foes with arrows,
but after only a few volleys, they began to pull back

"Why are they retreating?" Garion demanded in disgust. "What's the
poi nt of setting up an anmbush and then turning around and runni ng
away fromit?"

"Nobody's that stupid,” Silk nmuttered his agreenent. "They're up to
sonmet hing el se. "

The retreating Murgos kept up a steady rain of arrows, littering the
ravines stretching up into the hills with wi ndrows of red-garbed dead
as the Malloreans doggedly charged up into the foothills. Once again,
the toylike quality of all those nen so far bel ow becane apparent. At
cl oser range, the carnage at the edge of that vast desert woul d have
si ckened Garion, but fromup here he could watch with little nore
than curiosity.

And t hen, when the great najority of the charging Malloreans were far
up the ravines and gullies, a force of axe-w el ding Murgo cavalry
came pounding around the tip of a long, rocky ridge that protruded
out into the wastel and.

"That's what they were up to," Garion said. "They lured the
Mal | oreans into a charge so that they could attack fromthe rear."

"I don't think so," Silk disagreed. "I think they're after the supply
wagons. "

The gal | oping Murgo cavalry swept across the interveni ng space and



then thundered al ong the sides of the poorly guarded Mall orean supply
colum, their axes rising and fall-ing as they chopped open the water
casks. Wth each stroke, sparkling water gushed out to soak into the
arid floor of the desert. The sun, obscured by the dust of the
charge, glowed red through the choking clouds to dye the gushing
streans of water. Fromtheir vantage point high above the battle, it

| ooked al nbst to Garion that the fluid spurting fromthe ruptured
barrel s was not water, but bl ood.

Wth a great outcry of chagrin, the Mallorean charge faltered. Then
the red-clad figures far bel ow turned and desperately ran back toward
the desert to protect their precious water supply. But it was too
late. Wth brutal efficiency, the
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Murgo cavalry had al ready axed open every barrel and cask and was
riding back the way they had come with triunphant jeers.

The Murgos, whose feigned retreat had drawn the Ml -1 orean troops
into their fatal charge, ran back down the ridges to resune their
former positions. Fromtheir vantage points above the now denoralized
Mal | oreans, they sent great sheets of arrows arching up into the
norni ng sky to rain down upon their enemes. Jn the midst of that
deadly rain, the Malloreans desperately tried to salvage what little
water was left in the bottons of their shattered barrels, but their

| osses fromthe arrow storm soon grew unacceptable. The men in red
tuni cs broke and ran out into the waiting desert, leaving their
wagons behi nd.

"That's a brutal way to nake war," Silk said.

"The battle's pretty much over then, isn't it?" Garion said as the
bl ack-robed Murgos noved down into the ravines to butcher the
wounded.

"Oh, yes," Silk replied, sounding al nost sick. "The fighting' s al
done. The dying isn't, though."

“Maybe the ones who are left can make it back across the desert."”
"Not a chance."

"All right, then," a lean man in a black robe said, stepping out from
behi nd a nearby rocky outcrop with a half-drawn bow in his hands.
“Now t hat you've seen it all, why don't we go back down to your canp
and join the others?”

CHAPTER TEN

Silk rose to his feet slowmy, keeping both hands in plain sight.
"You' re very quiet on your feet, friend," he observed.
“I"'mtrained to be so,"
friends are waiting."

the man with the bow replied. "Mve. Your



Silk gave Garion a quick warning |ook.—+tet's go along until we can
size up the situation—Hi s fingers cautioned.—I"'msure this one isn't
al one. —

They turned and slid down the bank to the floor of the ravine, with
the stranger followi ng watchfully behind them his bow at the ready.
At the upper end of the gully where they had pitched their tents the
previ ous night, a score of black-robed nmen armed with bows guarded
the others. They all had the scarred cheeks and angul ar eyes of

Mur gos, but there were certain subtle differences. The Mirgos Garion
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had seen before had al ways been heavy-shoul dered, and their stance
had been marked by a stiff arrogance. These nen were | eaner, and
their bearing was at once wary and peculiarly rel axed.

"You see, noble Tajak," Sadi said obsequiously to the |ean-faced man
who seened to be in charge, "it is exactly as | told you. | have only
t hese two other servants."

"We know your nunbers, slaver," the |lean-faced nan replied in a
harshly accented voice. "W've been watching you since you entered
Ct hol Murgos. "

"W made no effort to hide," Sadi protested mildly. "The only reason
we remrai ned conceal ed here was to avoi d becom ng involved in that
unpl easant ness down at the edge of the desert." He paused. "One is
curious, however, to know why the noble Dagashi woul d choose to
concern thenselves with the activities of a party of Nyissan sl avers.
Surely we are not the first to come this way."

Taj ak ignored that, |ooking carefully at Garion and his friends with
his slate-hard black eyes. "Wat's your nane, slaver?" he asked Sad
finally.

"I am Ussa of Sthiss Tor, good master, a duly registered sl ave
trader. | have all the proper docunents, if you' d care to exam ne
them "

"How is it that none of your servants are Nyissan?"

Sadi spread his hands innocently. "The war here in the south nakes
nost of my countrymen a bit reluctant to venture into Cthol Mirgos
just now," he explained, "so | was forced to hire foreign adventurers
i nstead. "

"Perhaps," the Dagashi said in a flat, unenptional voice. He gave
Sadi a penetrating | ook. "Are you interested in noney, Ussa of Sthiss
Tor?" he asked suddenly.

Sadi's dead eyes brightened, and he rubbed his hands together
eagerly. "Well, now, " he said, "why don't we tal k about that? Just
exactly how may | serve you? And how nmuch would you be willing to pay



2"
"You will need to discuss that with my master,"” Tajak replied. "MWy
orders were to find a party of slavers and tell themthat | could put
themin touch with someone who could see that they were well-paid for
a fairly mnor service. Are you interested in such a proposition?"

Sadi hesitated, glancing surreptitiously at Belgarath for sone kind
of instruction.

"Wel | ?" Tajak said inpatiently. "Are you interested?"
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"Of course," Sadi answered carefully. "Who is your master, Tajak?
Just who is this benefactor who wants to nake nme rich?"

"He will tell you his nane and what you must do for himwhen you neet
hi mat Kahsha."

"Kahsha?" Sadi exclaimed. "You didn't say that I'd have to go there.”

"There are many things | didn't say. Wel|l? Do you agree to go with us
to Kahsha?"

"Do | have any choice?"

"No. "

Sadi spread his arms hel pl essly.

—What's Kahsha—Garion's fingers asked Silk.

—The headquarters of the Dagashi. It's got an unsavory reputation.—
"All right," Tajak said decisively, "let's break down these tents and
get ready to leave. It's many hours to Kahsha, and mi dafternoon is
not a good tine to be out in the desert."

The sun was well up when they rode out of the mouth of the ravine
with Tajak's Dagashi formed up watchfully around them Qut in the
wast el and, the defeated Mall oreans had begun their hopel ess trek.
"WIll they not attenpt to use your wells, noble Tajak?" Sadi asked.
"Probabl y—but they won't be able to find them W cover our wells
with piles of rock, and all piles of rock in the desert |ook the
same. "

There were Miurgo troops at the base of the foothills, watching the
dispirited retreat of the Malloreans. As Tajak approached them he
made a qui ck, inperious gesture to them and they grudgingly stood

asi de.

As they rode through a narrow defile that opened out into the desert,
Garion took the opportunity to pull his horse in beside Belgarath's.



"Grandfather," he whispered urgently, "what should we do?"
"We wait and see what this is all about,” the old man replied. "Let's
not do anything to give away our di sgui se—not yet, anyway."

As they rode out into the furnace heat of the desert, Sadi | ooked

back at the Miurgo soldiers lining the tops of the last low |ine of
hills. "Your countrymen are nopst accomopdating,” he said to Tajak

"“I"msurprised, though, that they didn't stop us to ask one or two
guestions.”
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"They know who we are," Tajak said shortly, "and they know better
than to interfere with us." He | ooked at the already-sweating eunuch
"It would be wise of you to keep your mouth cl osed now, Ussa. The sun
draws the noisture out of a nman's body very quickly in this desert,
and an open mouth is the first thing it attacks. It's quite possible
to talk yourself to death out here.”

Sadi gave hima startled | ook and then clanped his lips tightly
t oget her.

The heat was unbelievable. The desert floor was for the npst part a
vast, flat bed of reddi sh-brown gravel, broken only by occasi ona
heaps of dark boul ders and wi dely scattered stretches of gleaning
white sand. The world seemed to shimer and undul ate as heat waves
rose fromthe blistering gravel. The sun was like a club beating down
on Gar-ion's head and neck; though he was sweating profusely, the

noi sture evaporated fromhis body so quickly that his clothing

remai ned totally dry.

They rode into that furnace for an hour, and then Tajak signaled for
a halt. Wth a quick gesture, he sent five of his nmen off across a
low rock ridge lying to the northeast. A short while |ater they
returned, carrying | ukewarmwater in bags nade of whol e goat skins.
"Water the horses first," Tajak said tersely. Then he strode to the
base of the ridge, bent, and scooped up a handful of what appeared to
be white sand. He canme back. "Hold out your right hands,"” he said,
then spilled perhaps a spoonful into each outstretched palm "Eat
it," he ordered.

Sadi cautiously licked at the white stuff in his palmand then
i medi ately spat. "lIssa!" he swore. "Salt!"

"Eat it all,"” Tajak told him "If you don't, you'll die."
Sadi stared at him

"The sun is baking the salt out of your body. Wthout salt in your
bl ood, you die."



They all reluctantly ate the salt. Wen they had finished, the
Dagashi all owed each of themto drink sparingly; then they renounted
and rode on into the inferno.

Ce' Nedra began to droop in her saddle like a wilted fl ower. The heat
seenmed to crush her. Garion pulled his horse in beside hers. "Are you
all right?" he asked through parched lips.

“"No tal king!" a Dagashi snapped.

( The little queen lifted her face and gave Garion a wan
smle and then rode on.

Time lost all neaning in that dreadful place, and even thought becane
i rpossi bl e. Garion rode dunbly, his head bent beneath the hammerli ke
bl ows of the sun. Hours—er years—ater, he raised his head, squinting
against the brilliant |ight around him He stared stupidly ahead, and
only slowmy did the realization cone to himthat what he was ;

seeing was utterly inpossible. There, looning in the air be-V.

fore them floated a vast black island. It hovered above the

shi meri ng, sun-blasted gravel, defying all reason. \Wat manner of
sorcery could performsuch a feat? How coul d anyone have that nuch
power ?

But it was not sorcery. As they rode nearer, the undul ating

> heat waves began to thin, dispelling the mirage and revealing
\% the fact that what they approached was not an island in the
air, but instead a single rock peak rising precipitously from

the desert floor. Encircling it was a narrow trail, hacked out

of the solid rock and spiraling upward around the nountain.
"Kahsha," Tajak said shortly. "Disnount and | ead your

horses. "

The trail was very steep. After the second spiral around the nmountain
the shi mering gravel floor of the desert lay far below. Up and up
they went, round and round the blis-teringly hot peak. And then the
trail went directly into the nountain through a | arge, square

openi ng.

"More caves?" Silk whispered bitterly. "Why is it always ;

caves?" ;- Garion, however, noved eagerly. He would gladly
have

entered a tomb to get away fromthe intolerable sun. | "Take
the horses,"” Tajak instructed some of his nmen, ? "and see to them
at once. The rest of you, cone with nme." r, He led theminto a

I ong corridor chopped out of the rock itself. Garion groped al ong
blindly until his eyes became adjusted to the di mess. Though by no
means cold, the air in : the corridor was infinitely cool er than
it had been outside. i He breathed deeply, . strai ghtened, and



| ooked around. The brutal amount of physical labor it had taken to
hack this long corridor out of solid rock was clearly evident.

Sadi, noticing that as well, looked at the grimfaced man striding
beside him "I didn't know that Dagashi were such expert
stonecutters,"” he observed. "W aren't. The corridor was cut by

sl aves. "
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"I didn't know that the Dagashi kept slaves."

"We don't. Once our fortress was finished, we turned them | oose."
"Qut there?" Sadi's voice was aghast.

"Most of thempreferred to junp off the nmountain instead. 1l

The corridor ended abruptly in a cavern quite nearly as vast as sone
Garion had seen in the |Iand of the U gos. Here, however, narrow

wi ndows high in the wall adnmitted light. As he | ooked up, he saw that
this was not a natural cave, but rather was a |arge holl ow that had
been roofed over with stone slabs supported by vaults and buttresses.
On the floor of the cave stood a city of |ow stone houses, and rising
in the center of that city stood a bl eak, square fortress.

"The house of Jaharb,"” their guide said shortly. "He waits. W mnust
hurry."

Silk drewin his breath with a sharp hiss.

"What's the matter?" Garion whi spered.

"We're going to have to be very careful here,” Silk murmured. "Jaharb
is the chief elder of the Dagashi and he has a very nasty
reputation.”

The houses in the city of the Dagashi all had flat roofs and narrow
wi ndows. Garion noticed that there was none of the bustle in the
streets which one nmight see in a western city. The bl ack-robed,
unsm | i ng Dagashi went about their business in silence, and each man
he saw novi ng through that strange, half-lit town seened to carry a
ki nd of vacant space about him a circle into which none of his

fell ow townsmen woul d intrude.

The fortress of Jaharb was solidly built of huge basalt bl ocks, and
the guards at the heavy front door were fornidably arnmed. Taj ak spoke
briefly to them and the door swung open.

The roomto which Tajak took them was |large and was illum nated by
costly oil lanps, swi nging on chains fromthe ceiling. The only
furni shi ngs were heaps of yellow cushions scattered on the floor and



a row of stout, iron-bound chests standing along the rear wail

Seated in the mdst of one of the heaps of cusions was an anci ent nman
with white hair and a dark face that was incredibly winkled. He wore
a yellow robe and he was eating grapes as they entered, carefully

sel ecting them one by one and then |anguidly raising themto his
lips.

"The Nyissan sl avers, Revered Elder,"
pr of oundest respect.

Taj ak announced in tones of

Jaharb set aside his bow of grapes and | eaned forward, resting his
el bows on his knees and | ooking at themintently with his snpky,
penetrating eyes. There was sonething infinitely chilling about that
st eady gaze. "How are you call ed?" he asked Sadi finally. H s voice
was as cold as his eyes, very quiet and with a kind of dusty dryness
toit.

"I am Ussa, Revered One," Sadi replied with a sinuous bow.

"So? And what is your business in the |lands of the Miur-gos?" The
anci ent man spoke slowy, drawing out his words alnost as if he were
si nging them

"The slave trade, G eat Elder," Sadi answered quickly.

"Buying or selling?"

"A bit of each. The present turmoil offers certain opportunities."”
"I"'msure it does. You are here for gain, then?"

"A reasonable profit is all, Revered Jaharb."

The El der's expression did not change, but his eyes bored into the
face of the suddenly sweating eunuch. "You seem unconfortabl e,
Ussa," the dusty voice crooned softly. "Wy is that?"

"The heat, Revered Jaharb," Sadi said nervously. "Your desert is very
hot . "
"Perhaps." The snoky eyes continued their unrelenting gaze. "Is it
your purpose to enter the lands controlled by the Mlloreans?”

"Why, vyes," Sadi replied, "as a matter of fact it is. | amtold that
many sl aves took advantage of the chaos that acconpanied the
Mal | orean i nvasions to hide thenselves in the Forest of Gorut. They
are free for the taking, and the fields and vineyards of Hagga and
Cthan lie untended for lack of slaves to work them There is profit
in such a situation.”

"You will have little tinme for pursuing runaway slaves, Ussa. You
nmust be in Rak Hagga before two nonths have passed.”

" But —
Jaharb held up one hand. "You will proceed fromthis place to Rak
Urga, where you are expected. A new servant will join you there. H's

nanme i s Kabach, and you will find himin the Tenple of Torak under



the protection of Agachak, the GolimHierarch of that place. Agachak
and King Urgit
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will place you and your servants on board a ship which will |ake you
around the southern end of the Urga peninsula to Rak Cthaka. From
there you will go directly overland to Rak Hagga. Do you understand

all that | have said?"

“"Most certainly, Revered Jaharb—and what is it that you want nme to do
i n Rak Hagga?"

"When you reach Rak Hagga, Kabach will |eave you, and your task wil]l
be conplete. Your entire service to ne consists of concealing him

Wi thin your party as you journey to Rak Hagga—a small thing, but your
reward will be great."

"The ship will certainly save ne nonths of difficult travel on
hor seback, Revered Elder, but will | not have difficulty explaining
my presence to the Malloreans if | have no slaves to sell in the nart

at Rak Hagga?"

“You will buy slaves in Cthaka or Gorut. The Malloreans will have no
reason to question you."

"Forgive ne, Revered Elder," Sadi said with a slightly enbarrassed
cough, "but my purse is slender. That's why my plan was to capture
runaway sl aves. They cost no nore than the effort of running them
down. "

Jaharb did not reply, and his probing eyes renmined fiat and
enotionless. He turned his gaze to Tajak. "Open that chest at the
end, " he said.

Taj ak noved quickly to obey. Wen he lifted the lid of the chest,
Garion heard Ce' Nedra gasp involuntarily. The chest was filled to its
very brimw th bright red gold coins.

"Take what you need, Ussa," Jaharb said indifferently. Then a faintly
anused | ook flickered in his snoldering eyes. "But no nore than you
can hold in both your hands."

Sadi gaped at the gold-filled chest, his eyes filled with greed and
his face and shaven scal p sweating profusely. He | ooked at the red
gold, then down at his own two rather delicately shaped hands. A
sudden | ook of undisgui sed cunning cane over his face. "Gold is
heavy, npbst Revered Jaharb, and ny hands are quite weak as a result
of a recent illness. Mght | have one of ny servants gather up your
nost gener ous payment ?"

"That's not an unreasonabl e request, Ussa," Jaharb replied, his eyes
openly armused now. "But mnd, no nore than he can hold in his two
hands. "

“"Naturally," Sadi said. "I certainly wouldn't want you to overpay



me." He turned. "You there," he said to Toth,
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"go to that chest and renobve a doubl e handful of coins—and be certain
that you take no nore."

| npassively Toth went to the chest and scooped out perhaps a half
pail ful of the gleanming red coins in his huge hands.

Jaharb regarded the nervously sweating eunuch for a |l ong nmonment, his
wrinkl ed face expressionless. Then quite suddenly he threw back his
head and | aughed a dusty | augh. "Excellent, Ussa," he crooned softly.
"Your mind is agile. | like that quality in those who serve ne. It
may be that you will even live | ong enough to spend sonme of the gold
you have just so cleverly obtained."

"It was nmerely a demonstration of ny intelligence, Revered Jaharb,"”
Sadi answered quickly, "to prove to you that you nade no mistake in
selecting ne. I'll have himput the coins back if you wi sh—sone of
them anyway."

"No, Ussa. Keep themall. You will earn every one of themby the tine
you reach Rak Hagga, | think."

"I am rmuch honored to be of service to the Dagashi. Even if it were
not for your open-handed generosity, | would be no poorer for having
befri ended you." He hesitated, glancing quickly at Belgarath. "I have
been tol d, Revered Elder, that the Dagashi know many things."

"Few secrets are hidden fromus in this part of the world."

"Mght | be so bold as to ask a question? A snmall thing, but one of
some interest to ne?"

"You may ask, Ussa. | will decide whether or not to answer after |
hear the question."

"I have an extrenely wealthy custonmer in Tol Honeth, Revered

Jaharb," Sadi said. "He has an absol ute passion for rare books and he
woul d pay ne a fortune for a copy of the GrolimProphecies of Rak
Cthol. Do you possibly know where | nmight find such a book?"

Jaharb frowned slightly, rubbing at his winkled cheek. "The Dagash
have little interest in books," he said. "The volunme you seek woul d
certainly have been in the library of Ctuchik at Rak Cthol, but I'm
sure it was | ost when Bel garath the Sorcerer destroyed the city." He
t hought a nonent |onger. "You m ght ask Agachak when you get to Rak
Urga, however. The Tenple library there is nost extensive; since the
propheci es deal with religion, Agachak is certain to have a copy—f
one still exists.”

"I am profoundly grateful for the information, Revered Elder," Sad
sai d, bowi ng agai n.
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Jaharb straightened. "And now you and your servants will need to
rest. You depart for Rak Urga at first light tonorrow norning. A room
has been prepared for you." He turned back to his bow of grapes.

The roomto which they were taken was quite large. The stone walls
had been whitewashed to enhance the dimlight which lay over the city
of the assassins, but the furnishings were rudi nentary at best,
consisting only of a | ow stone table and heaps of cushions.

As soon as the bl ack-robed Tajak | eft them alone, Garion pulled off
his green slaver's robe. "G andfather,"” he said, "what are we going
to do? We can't go to Rak Urga. If we're ever going to catch

Zandramas, we're going to have to get to Verkat as soon as we can."

The old man sprawled in a pile of cushions. "Actually, Garion, things
couldn't have worked out better for us. Once we have the ship that
Agachak and Urgit have waiting for us, we can sail directly on to
Verkat. That's going to save us nonths of difficult travel."

"But won't the Dagashi —this Kabach who's waiting at Rak Urga—ebj ect
if we don't |and where Jaharb said we were going to?"

Sadi unl atched his | eather case. "Set your mnd at ease, Belgarion."
He took out a snmall vial containing a thick blue liquid and held it
up. "Two drops of this in his food and he'll be so happy that he
won't care where we're going."

"You're a very versatile fellow, Sadi," Belgarath said. "How did you
know that | was | ooking for the Prophecies of the Western Grolins?"

Sadi shrugged. "It wasn't hard to deduce, Ancient One. A part of the
arrangenent between Sariss and Naradas invol ved the burning of the
only copy of that book in the palace library at Sthiss Tor. If
Zandramas wanted it destroyed, it was fairly obvious that she didn't
want you to get your hands on it."

"I"'mstarting to revise ny opinion of you, Sadi. | still don't
entirely trust you, but you certainly can be useful when you set your
mnd toit."

"Why, thank you, Ancient Belgarath." The eunuch took out the snal
earthenware bottle.

"Are you going to feed that snake?" Silk asked.
"She does get hungry, Kheldar."

"I'll wait outside, then."
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"Tell me, Prince Kheldar," Velvet said curiously, "what is the source
of this peculiar aversion of yours toward reptil es?"



“"Most nornal people don't |ike snakes."
"Ch, they aren't that bad."
“"Are you trying to be funny?"

She opened her brown eyes very wide in an expression of exaggerated
i nnocence. "Wuld | do that?"

He went out into the hallway muttering to hinself.

Vel vet | aughed and then went over to join Ce' Nedra on the pile of
cushi ons near the wi ndow. Garion had noticed that the two of them had
grown quite close during the weeks since they had left Tol Honeth.
Because Pol gara had al ways seened so totally self-sufficient, he had
not fully realized the deep-seated need that nost wonmen had for the
conmpani onship of other wonen. As Sadi fed his little green snake, the
two of them sat side by side on the cushions and brushed the dust of
their journey out of their hair

"Why do you tease him so much, Liselle?" Ce' Nedra asked, pulling her
brush through her flam ng | ocks.

"I"'mgetting even with him" Velvet replied with an inpish smle
"When | was a little girl, he used to tease nme outrageously. Nowit's
my turn.”

"You al ways seemto know just exactly what to say to offend himthe
nost . "

"I know himvery well, Ce' Nedra. |'ve been watching himfor years
now. | know every single one of his weaknesses and | know exactly
where he's the npbst sensitive." The blond girl's eyes grew soft.
"He's a legend in Drasnia, you know. At the Acadeny, whole sem nars
are devoted to his exploits. W all try to ermulate him but none of
us has his outrageous flair."

Ce' Nedra stopped brushing and gave her friend a | ong, speculative
| ook.

"Yes?" Velvet said, returning the | ook.

"Ch, nothing," Ce'Nedra said and went back to brushing her hair

The desert night was surprisingly chill. The air was so totally
devoid of noisture that each day's heat evaporated al nbst as soon as
the sun went down. As they set out from Kahsha in the steely dawn
light, Garion found that he was actually shivering. By m dnorning,
however, the burning sun had once again turned the barren waste of
Araga into
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an inferno. It was nearly noon by the time they reached the foothills
along the western rimof the desert and began the clinb that took



them up out of that hideous furnace.

"How | ong until we get to Rak Urga, good Master?" Sadi asked Taj ak,
who once again escorted them

"A week or so."

"Di stances are very great in this part of Cthol Miurgos, aren't they?"
"It's a very large country."

"And very enpty."”

"Only if you don't | ook around you."

Sadi | ooked at himinquiringly.

"Along that ridge, for exanple." Taak pointed toward the ragged
stretch of rock outlined against the western sky where a single

bl ack-robed Miurgo sat astride his horse, watching them

"How | ong has he been there?" Sadi asked.

"For the past hour. Don't you ever |ook up?”

“I'n Nyissa, we always watch the ground. Snakes, you know. "

"That explains it, | suppose."”

"What's he doing up there?"

"Watching us. King Ugit likes to keep track of strangers.”

"I's he likely to cause troubl e?"

"We are Dagashi, Nyissan. OQther Murgos do not cause us trouble."
"It's a great confort to have so form dable an escort, good Tajak."
The country through which they rode for the next week was rocky and
only sparsely vegetated. Garion had sonme difficulty adjusting to the
notion that it was |late sunmer here in the southern latitudes. The
turn of the seasons had al ways been so i mutable that enotionally and
perhaps in his very blood, he found that he could not actually accept
the idea that they were reversed here at the bottom of the world.

At a certain point in their journey southward, he felt the well -
covered Orb on the pormmel of the sword that rode across his back tug
strongly off toward the | eft. He nudged his horse up beside

Bel garath's. "Zandramas turned east here," he reported quietly.

The ol d man nodded.

"I hate to lose the trail,"” Garion said. "If Sadi's wong
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about where she's going, it could take nmonths to find it again."

"W wasted a ot of tine on the Bear-cult, Garion," the old man
replied. "W have to nake that up, and that neans taking a few
ganmbl es. "

"l suppose you're right, Grandfather, but | still don't like it."
“I don't nuch either, but |I don't think we have any choice, do we?"

A series of squalls blewin off the G eat Western Sea as they
proceeded down t he rocky spine of the Urga peninsula, an indication
that autumm was rapidly approachi ng. Although the squalls were
blustery, they carried only fitful spates of rain, and the journey
conti nued without interruption. They nore frequently saw nounted
Murgo patrols now, ranging along the ridge tops and outlined agai nst
the dirty gray sky. The Murgos, however, prudently gave the Dagashi a
wi de berth.

And t hen, about noon on a w ndy day when heavy clouds rolled in off
the vast ocean, they topped a hill and | ooked down at a | arge body of
wat er enbraced by steep rock cliffs.

"The Gulf of Urga," Tajak said tersely, pointing at that |eaden sea.

A peninsula jutted out fromthe far shore, sheltering the entrance to
the gulf with a rocky headl and. Enbraced by the curve of that

headl and was a harbor dotted with black-hulled ships, and rising from
t hat harbor was a fair-sized town.

"I's that it?" Sadi asked.
Taj ak nodded. "Rak Urga," he said.

A ferry awaited them on the narrow beach, bobbing in the sullen waves
rolling in fromthe open sea. It was a |l arge, w de-beaned barge
manned by two score w et ched-1ooki ng sl aves under the watchful eye of
a Murgo boatman arned with a long whip. Tajak and his nmen |l ed the way
down to the gravel strand, then turned without a word and rode back
up the trail

The channel running fromthe G eat Western Sea into the Gulf of Urga
was not wide, and Garion could clearly make out the | ow stone
bui l di ngs of Rak Urga squatting under a nurky sky on the far side.
Sadi spoke briefly with the Murgo, a few coins changed hands, and
then they led their horses aboard. The Murgo barked a short command
to his slaves,
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cracking his whip over their heads by way of enphasis. Desperately,
the sl aves pushed the barge off the gravel beach with their oars,
casting fearful glances at their cruel-faced master and his whip.
Once they were clear of the beach, they quickly took their places and
began to row, pulling hard for the city across the narrow channel



The Murgo paced up and down the length of the barge, his face alert,
and his eyes intently on his slaves, watching for any hint of
flagging effort. Once, when they were about hal fway across, he
partially raised his whip, apparently for no other reason than out of
a desire to use it.

"Excuse nme, noble ferryman," Silk said, stepping in front of him
"but did you know that your boat is |eaking?"

"Leaki ng?" the Murgo replied sharply, |owering his whip.
"Wher e?"

"I can't really be sure, but there's quite a bit of water
down in the bottom"

The Murgo called to his steersman in the stern and then quickly

rai sed a wooden grating so that the two of them could peer down into
the shall ow bottom of his boat. "That's bilgewater," he said in

di sgust, notioning his steersman back to his post. "Don't you know
anyt hi ng about boats?"

“Not nuch," Silk admitted. "I saw the water and thought you ought to
know about it. Sorry to have bothered you." He wal ked forward to
rejoin the others.

"What was that all about?" Bel garath asked.

"Durnik's face was getting a bit bleak." Silk shrugged. "I didn't
want his passion for justice to get the better of

hi m
Bel garath | ooked at the smth.

"I"'mnot going to stand around idly, if he starts flogging those poor
men, " Durnik declared, his face stiff. "The m nute he raises that
whi p, he's going to find hinself sw mrng."

"You see what | nean?" Silk said.

Bel garath | ooked as if he were about to say sonething, but Pol gara
stepped in front of him "Leave him alone, father," she said. "It's
the way he is, and | wouldn't change himfor the world."

The harbor of Rak Urga was even nore congested with ships than it had
appeared to be fromthe other side. The steersman of the barge picked
his way carefully through all those anchored vessels toward the stone
quays jutting out
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into the | ead-gray chop of the channel. A dozen or nore of the w de-

beamed Murgo ships were nmoored to the quays, bunping agai nst woven
rope fenders as gangs of slaves unl oaded them



The barge drew in close to the sheltered side of one of the quays,
and the horses were carefully led up a slanting stone ranp, nmade
slippery by clinging seaweed. Ce' Nedra | ooked down at the garbage-
strewn water sloshing bel ow and sniffed disdainfully. "Wy do
seaports al ways | ook—and snel |l —the same?" she mnurnured.

"Probably because the people who live in themfind all that water
irresistible,” Velvet replied.

Ce' Nedra | ooked puzzl ed.
"It's just too convenient," the Drasnian girl explained. "They al ways
seemto forget that the garbage they throw into the harbor this
nmorning will cone back to haunt themwi th the afternoon tide."

When they reached the top of the ranp, a self-inportant Miurgo stood
waiting for them his heavy black robe flapping in the stiff breeze.

"You there," he said arrogantly. "State your business."
Sadi stepped forward and gave the Murgo an oily bow. "I am Ussa," he
replied, "registered slave trader from Sthiss Tor. | have all the

necessary docunments."”

"There's no slave market in Rak Urga," the Miurgo decl ared
suspi ci ously. "Hand over your documents."

"Of course." Sadi dipped his hand inside his green robe and brought
out a packet of folded parchnent.

“If you're not dealing in slaves, what are you doing here?" the Mirgo
demanded, taking the packet from him

"“I"'mnerely doing a favor for ny good friend Jaharb, Chief Elder of
t he Dagashi," Sadi told him

The Murgo paused in the very act of opening the packet. "Jaharb?" he
said a bit apprehensively.

Sadi nodded. "Since | was passing this way anyhow, he asked nme to
stop by and deliver a nessage to Agachak, the Hierarch of Rak Urga."

The Murgo swal | owed hard and thrust the docunments back into Sadi's
hands as if they had suddenly grown hot. "On your way, then," he said
shortly.

"My thanks, noble sir," Sadi said with another bow. "Excuse ne, but
could you direct me to the Tenple of Torak? This is my first visit to
Rak Urga."
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"It lies at the head of the street running up fromthis quay," the
Mur go answer ed.

"Again ny thanks. If you'll give me your nane, I'll tell Agachak how



hel pful you were."

The Murgo's face took on a pasty hue. "That won't be necessary," he
said quickly, then turned and wal ked away.

"The nanes Jaharb and Agachak appear to have a certain inpact
here,1' Silk suggested.

Sadi smiled. "I imagine that, if you were to nention themin the sane
breath, every door in town would open for you," he agreed.

Rak Urga was not an attractive city. The streets were narrow, and the
bui l di ngs were built of roughly squared-off stones and topped by gray
slate roofs that overhung the streets, putting the thoroughfares into
a perpetually gloony twilight. It was not nmerely that gray bl eakness,
however, that nmade the city so dreary. There was about it an air of
cold unconcern for normal human feelings, coupled with a sense of
lingering fear. Grimfaced Murgos in their black robes noved through
the streets, neither speaking nor even acknow edgi ng the presense of
their fell ow townsnen.

"Why are these people all so unfriendly toward each other?" Eriond
asked Pol gar a.

“It's a cultural trait," she told him "Mirgos were the aristocracy
at Cthol M shrak before Torak ordered themto migrate to this
continent. They are absolutely convinced that Mirgos are the suprene
creation of the universe—and every one of themis convinced that he's
superior to all the rest. It doesn't |eave themvery much to talk
about . "

There was a pall of greasy black snoke hangi ng over the city,
bringing with it a sickening stench

"What is that dreadful snell?" Velvet asked, wrinkling her nose.

"I don't think you really want to know," Silk told her with a bl eak
| ook on his face.

"Surely they aren't still—= Garion left it hanging.

"It seens so," the little man replied.

"But Torak's dead. What's the sense of it?"

"Grolinms have never really been all that much concerned about the
fact that what they do doesn't nake sense, Gar-ion," Belgarath said.
"The source of their power has always been terror. If they want to
keep the power, they have to continue the terror."”
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They rounded a comer and saw a huge bl ack buil ding ahead of them A
colum of dense snmoke rose froma large chimey jutting up fromthe

slate roof, blowing first this way and then that in the gusty w nd
com ng up fromthe harbor



"I's that the Tenpl e?" Durnik asked.

"Yes " Polgara replied. She pointed at the two massive, nail-studded
doors forming the only break in the blank, featureless wall. Directly
above those doors there hung the polished steel replica of the face

of Torak. Garion felt the tanmiliar chill in his blood as he | ooked at

the brooding face of his enemy. Even now, after all that had happened
in the City of Endless Night, the face of Torak filled himwith
dread, and he was not particularly surprised to find that he was
actually trenbling as he approached the entrance to the Tenple of the
mai med God of Angarak.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Sadi slid down fromhis saddle, went up to the nail-studded doors,
and cl anged the rusty iron knocker, sending holl ow echoes

reverberating back into the Tenple.

"Who cones to the House of Torak?" a nuffled voice demanded from
i nsi de.

"I bear a nmessage from Jaharb, Chief Elder at Munt Kah-sha, for the
ears of Agachak, H erarch of Rak Urga."

There was a nonentary pause inside, and then one of the doors creaked
open and a pock-marked Grolimlooked cautiously out at them "You are
not of the Dagashi," he said accusingly to Sadi

"No, as a matter of fact, |I'mnot. There's an arrangenent between
Jaharb and Agachak, and |I'mpart of it."

"I have not heard of such an arrangenent.”

Sadi | ooked pointedly at the unadorned hood of the G o-178
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limMs robe, an obvious indication that the priest was of |ow rank.
"Forgive ne, servant of Torak," he said coolly, "but is your Hi erarch

in the habit of confiding in his doorman?"

The Grolims face darkened as he glared at the eunuch. "Cover your
head, Nyissan," he said after a long nonent. "This is a holy place."

"Of course." Sadi pulled the hood of his green robe up over his
shaven scalp. "WII you have soneone see to our horses?"

"They will be taken care of. Are these your servants?" The G olim
| ooked past Sadi's shoul der at the others, who still sat their horses
in the cobbled street.

"They are, noble priest.”

"Tell themto conme with us. | will take you all to Chabat."



"Excuse nme, priest of the Dragon God. My nessage is for Agachak."

“"No one sees Agachak without first seeing Chabat. Bring your servants
and follow ne."

The rest of them di snounted and passed through the grimdoors into
the torchlit corridor beyond. The sickening odor of burning flesh
whi ch had pervaded the city was even stronger here in the Tenmple. A
sense of dread cane over Garion as he followed the Golimand Sad

al ong the snoky hallway into the Tenple. The place reeked of an

ancient evil, and the hollowfaced priests they passed in the
corridor all | ooked at themw th heavy suspicion and undi sgui sed
mal i ce.

And then there cane from sonewhere in the buil ding an agonized
shriek, followed by a great iron clang. Garion shuddered, fully aware
of the neaning of those sounds.

"Is the ancient rite of sacrifice still perfornmed?" Sadi asked the
Golimin some surprise. "I would have thought that the practice

m ght have fallen into disuse—all things considered."

“Not hi ng has happened to nmeke us discontinue the perfornmance of our
holiest duty, Nyissan," the Golimreplied coldly. "Each hour we

of fer up a human heart to the God Torak."

"But Torak is no nore."

The Grolimstopped, his face angry. "Never speak those words again!"

he snapped. "It is not the place of a foreigner to utter such

bl aspheny within the walls of the Tenple. The spirit of Torak lives
on, and one day he will be reborn to
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rule the world. He hinself will wield the knife when his eneny,
Bel garion of Riva, lies screaming on the altar."”

“Now t here's a cheery thought,"
to do it all over again."

Silk nurrmured to Bel -garath. "W get

"Just shut up, Silk," Belgarath muttered.

The chamber to which the G oiimunderpriest led themwas |arge and
dimy lighted by several oil lanps. The walls were lined with black
drapes, and the air was thick with incense. A slim hooded figure sat
behind a large table with a guttering black candle at its el bow and a
heavy, bl ack-bound book before it. A kind of warning tingle prickled
Garion's scalp as he sensed the power emanating fromthat figure. He
gl anced quickly at Pol gara, and she nodded gravely.

"Forgive ne, Holy Chabat," the pock-marked Goiimsaid in a slightly
trenmbling voice as he genuflected before the table, "but | bring a
nmessenger from Jaharb the assassin.”

The figure at the table | ooked up, and Garion suppressed a start of



surprise. It was a woman. There was about her face a kind of |um nous
beauty, but it was not that which struck his eye. Cruelly inscribed
into each of her pale cheeks were deep red scars that ran down from
her tenmples to her chin in an ornate design, a design which appeared
to represent flanes. Her eyes were dark and snol dering, and her full-
i pped nouth was drawn into a contenptuous sneer. A deep purple

pi pi ng marked the edge of her black hood. "So?" she said in a harshly
rasping voice. "And howis it that the Dagashi now entrust their
nmessages to foreigners?"

"I &+ thought not to ask, Holy Chabat," the Goiimfaltered. "This one
clains to be a friend of Jaharb."

"And you chose not to question himfurther?" Her harsh voice sank
into a nenaci ng whi sper, and her eyes bored into the suddenly
trenmbling underpriest. Then her gaze slowy shifted to Sadi. "Say
your name," she commuanded.

"I am Ussa of Sthiss Tor, Holy Priestess,” he replied. "Jaharb
instructed ne to present myself to your Hierarch and to give hima
message. "

"And what is that nessage?"

"Ah—forgive me, Holy Priestess, but | was told that it was for
Agachak's ears al one."

"I am Agachak's ears," she told him her voice dreadfully quiet.
“Not hi ng reaches his ears that | have not heard first." It was the
tone of her voice that made Garion suddenly un-
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derstand. Although this cruelly scarred woman had somehow risen to a
position of power here in the tenple, she was still uncertain about

t hat power. She bore her uncertainty |ike an open wound, and the
slightest questioning of her authority roused in her an abiding
hatred for whonmever doubted her. Fervently he hoped that Sad

reali zed how extrenely dangerous she was.

"Ah," Sadi said with polished aplonb. "I was not fully aware of the
situation here. | was told that Jaharb, Agachak, and King Urgit have
reason to want one Kabach transported safely to Rak Hagga. | amthe

one who is to provide that transportation."”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. "That is certainly not the entire
nessage, " she accused.

"I"'mafraid it is, Noble Priestess, | presune that Agachak will
understand its neaning."

"Jaharb said nothing else to you?"

"Only that this Kabach is here in the Tenpl e under Agachak's
protection.”



"I nmpossi ble," she snapped. "I would have known about it if he were.
Agachak conceals nothing fromne."

Sadi spread his hands in a nollifying gesture. "I can only repeat
what Jaharb told ne, Holy Priestess.”

She gnawed at one knuckl e, her eyes suddenly filled with doubt. "If
you're lying to me, Ussa—er trying to conceal sonething—+ wll have
your heart ripped out," she threatened.

"That is the entire nessage, Holy Priestess. May | now deliver it to
your Hierarch?"

"The Hierarch is at the Drojim Palace, consulting with the Hi gh King.
He is not likely to return until mdnight."

"I's there sonmepl ace where ny servants and | could await his return,
t hen?"

"I have not yet finished with you, Ussa of Sthiss Tor. Wat is it
that this Kabach is to do in Rak Hagga?"

"Jaharb did not think | needed to know that."

"I think you're lying to nme, Ussa," she said, her fingernails rapping
a nervous staccato on the table top

"I have no reason to lie to you, Holy Chabat," he protested.

"Agachak woul d have told nme of this matter. He conceals nothing from
me—not hi ng. "
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"Perhaps he overlooked it. It nmay not be anything of nuch
i mportance.”

She | ooked at each of the others in turn then, her eyes hooded
beneath her dark brows. She turned a cold gaze on the still-trenbling
Golim "Tell me," she said in a voice scarcely nore than a whi sper,
"how is it that the one over there was permitted to conme into ny
presence bearing a sword?" She pointed at Garion.

The Priest's face grew stricken. "Forgive nme, Chabat," he stamered,

"I+ failed to notice the sword."

"Fail ed? How can one fail to see so |l arge a weapon? Can you possibly
explain that to me?" The Grolimbegan to trenmble even nore violently.
"I's the sword perhaps invisible? Or is it, perhaps, that ny safety is
of no concern to you?" Her scarred face grew even nore cruel. "O

m ght it be that you bear nme some nmalice and hoped that this

forei gner m ght decide to slay ne?"

The Grolims face grew ashen.

"I think perhaps that | should bring this matter to the attention of



Agachak upon his return. He will doubtless wish to speak with you
about this invisible sword—at sonme |ength."

The door to the chanmber opened and an enmaciated Golim black-robed,
but with his green-lined hood pushed back, entered the chanmber. His
bl ack hair was greasy and hung in | ank tangles about his shoul ders.
He had the bul ging eyes of a fanatic and there was the acrid odor of
a |l ong-unwashed body about him "It's nearly tine, Chabat," he
announced in a strident voice.

Chabat's snol dering eyes softened as she | ooked at him "Thank you,
Sorchak," she replied, |owering her eyelashes in an oddly coquettish
fashi on. She rose, opened a drawer in the table, and took out a bl ack
| eat her case. She opened the case and lovingly lifted out a |ong,

gl eam ng knife. Then she | ooked coldly at the Grolimpriest she had
just chastised. "I go nowto the Sanctumto performthe rite of
sacrifice," she told him absently testing the edge of her heavy-

bl aded knife. "If one single word of anything that has happened here
escapes your lips, you yourself will die at the next sounding of the
bell. Now take these slavers to suitable quarters where they can
await the return of the Hi erarch." She turned back to the greasy-

hai red Sorchak, her eyes alight
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with a sudden, dreadful eagerness. "WII you escort ne to the Sanctum
so that you can witness ny performnce of the rite?"

“I would be honored, Chabat," he replied with a jerky bow, but as the
priestess turned fromhim his lip curled into a sneer of contenpt.

“I will leave you in the care of this bungler,” she told Sadi as she
passed him "You and | have not yet finished our discussion, but I
nmust go prepare nyself for the sacrifice." Wth Sorchak at her side,
she left the room

When the door cl osed, the pock-nmarked underpriest spat on the floor
where she had just stood.

"I had not known that a priestess could rise to the Purple in one of
the Tenples of Torak," Sadi said to him

"She is the favorite of Agachak," the Grolimnuttered darkly. "Her
ability at sorcery is very limted, so her elevation cane at his
i nsi stence. The Hierarch has a peculiar preference for ugly things.
It is only his power that keeps her fromgetting her throat cut."

"Politics." Sadi sighed. "It's the sane the world over. She seens
nost zeal ous about the performance of her religious duties, however."

"Her eagerness to performthe rite of sacrifice has little to do with
religion. She delights in blood. |I myself have seen her drink it as
it gushes fromthe chest of the sacrifice and bathe her face and arns
init." The priest glanced around quickly as if afraid of being
overheard. "One day, however, Agachak will discover that she
practices witchcraft in the House of Torak and that she and Sorchak



celebrate their black sabbaths with obscene rites when all the others
in the Tenple have gone to their beds. When our Hi erarch discovers
their corruption, she herself will go screaning under the knife, and
every Golimin the Tenple will volunteer to slit her open as she
lies on the altar." He straightened. "Cone with ne," he ordered them
The rooms to which he led themwere little nore than a series of
narrow, dimcells. In each cell stood a |ow cot, and, hanging on a
peg protruding fromthe wall in each, was a black G olimrobe. The
pri est nodded briefly, then silently left. Silk |ooked around the
somewhat | arger central roomwith its single | anp and the rough table
and benches in its center. "Hardly what 1'd call |uxurious," he
sni f f ed.
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"We can lodge a conplaint, if you'd like," Velvet
suggest ed.

"What happened to her face?" Ce' Nedra asked in a horrified voice.
"She's hideous."

"It was a customin certain Golimtenples in parts of Hagga,"

Pol gara replied. "Priestesses with sone ability at sorcery carved
their faces in that fashion to seal thenmselves to Torak forever. The
practice has | argely been abandoned.”

"But she could have been so beautiful. Wiy did she disfigure herself
t hat way?"

"Peopl e sonmetinmes do strange things in the grip of religious
hysteria."

"How did that Grolimmss seeing Garion's sword?" Silk

asked Bel gar at h.

"The Orb is taking steps to nake itself inconspicuous."”

"Did you teU it to do that?"

“No. Sonetines it gets certain ideas on its own."

"Well, things seemto be going rather well, don't you think?" Sad
sai d, rubbing his hands together in a self-congratulatory manner. "I
told you | could be very useful down

here. "

"Very useful, Sadi," Silk replied sardonically. "So far you've |l ed us
into the mddle of a battle, directly into the headquarters of the
Dagashi, and now to the very center of Grolimpower in Cthol Mirgos.

What did you have pl anned for us next—assum ng that the lady with the
interesting face doesn't gut you before norning?"



"We are going to get the ship, Kheldar," Sadi assured him "Not even
Chabat would dare to counter the wi shes of Agachak—no matter how
injured her pride may be. And the ship will save us nonths."
"There's sonething else Garion and | need to attend to," Belgarath
said. "Durnik, take a |l ook out in that hallway and see if they posted
any guards to watch us." "Were are you going?" Silk asked him "I
need to find the library. | want to see if Jaharb was right about

t hat book being here.”

"Wouldn't it be better to wait until tonight—after everybody's gone
to bed?"

The ol d man shook his head. "It might take us a while to find what we
need. Agachak's going to be at the palace until midnight, so this is
probably the best time to paw through his library." He gave the
little Drasnian a brief smile. "Be-
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sides,"” he added, "although it m ght upset your notion of order
sonmetinmes you can nove around in the daytime nore easily than you can
by sneaki ng around corners after mdnight."

"That's a terribly unnatural thing to suggest, Belgarath."

"The hallway | ooks clear,"” Durnik reported fromthe doorway.

"Good." Belgarath stepped back into the cells and energed with a
couple of the Golimrobes. "Here," he said, extending one of themto
Garion, "put this on." As the two of thempulled off their green
robes and replaced themwi th the black ones, Durni k kept watch at the
door. "It's still clear, Belgarath," he said, "but you'd better

hurry. | can hear people noving around down at the far end.”

The ol d man nodded, pulling up the hood of his robe. "Let's go," he
said to Garion.

The corridors were dim Ilighted only by snoky torches set in iron
rings protruding fromthe stone walls. They encountered but few of
the bl ack-robed Golimpriests in the hallways. The G olinms wal ked
with an odd, swaying gait, their arns folded in their sleeves, their
heads down, and the cow s of their robes covering their faces. Garion
guessed that there was sonme obscure significance to that stiff-1|egged
wal k and tried to enulate it as he followed his grandfather along the
hal f-1it halls.

Bel garath nmoved with feigned confidence, as if he knew precisely
where they were going. They reached a broader corridor, and the old
man gl anced once toward its far end where a pair of heavy doors stood
open. Beyond those doors lay a roomfilled with the flickering Iight
of seething flames. "Not that way," he whispered to Garion

"What is it?"

"The Sanctum That's where the altar is." He quickly led the way



across the corridor and entered an intersecting hallway.
"This could take hours, Grandfather," Garion said in a | ow voi ce.

Bel garath shook his head. "Grolimarchitecture is fairly
predi ctable,” he disagreed. "We're in the right part of the Tenple.

You check the doors on that side, and |I'I|l take these over here."
They moved al ong the hall, cautiously opening each door as they cane
to it.
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"Garion," the old man whispered, "it's over here."

The roomthey entered was quite |arge and snelled of old parchnent
and nol dy | eather bindings. It was filled with row upon row of tall
cluttered bookshelves. Solitary tables, each with a pair of wooden
benches and with a single dimy glowing oil |anp hanging over it on a
long chain, stood in little alcoves along the walls.

"Take a book—any book," Belgarath said. "Sit at that table over there
and try to look as if you're studying. Keep your hood up and your eye
on the door. I'mgoing to have a | ook around. Cough if anybody cones
in."

Garion nodded, took a heavy volune from one of the shelves, and
seated hinself at the table. The m nutes dragged by as he | ooked
unseei ng at the pages of his book with his ears straining for the
slightest sound. Then, shockingly, there cane the nowfamliar
shriek, a long drawn-out cry of despairing agony, followed by the
sullen iron clang of the huge gong in the Sanctum where the Golins
conducted then- unspeakable rites. Unbi dden, an inage rose in his
m nd—the i mage of the scar-faced Chabat gleefully butchering a
victim He clenched his teeth together, forcing hinself not to | eap
to his feet to stop that abom nati on.

Then Bel garath whistled softly to himfroma narrow ai sl e | eading

back between two of the high-standing bookshelves. "I've got it," he
said, "Keep watch on the door. I'll be back
here. "

Garion sat nervously at the table, his eyes and ears alert. He was
not good at this sort of thing. Hs nerves seened to wind tighter and
tighter as he waited, listening and watching for someone to open that
door. What would he do if sone bl ack-robed priest entered? Shoul d he
speak or just renmmin silent with his head down over his book? Wat
was customary here? He formul ated a hal f-dozen different strategies,
but when the latch of the door clicked loudly, he followed one that
he had not even considered-he bolted. He swung his | egs over the
bench upon which he sat and noi sel essly dodged back anmong the high
dark shel ves | ooking for

Bel gar at h.



"Is it safe to talk in here?" he heard soneone say.

Anot her man grunted. "Nobody cones in here any nore. What was it you
wanted to tal k about ?"

"Have you endured enough of her yet? Are you ready to do sonething
about her?"
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"Keep your voice down, you fool. If someone hears you and carries
your words back to her, your heart will fry in the coals at the next

soundi ng of the bell."
"I loathe that scar-faced wench," the first Golimspat.

"We all do, but our l|ives depend on not letting her know that. As
| ong as she's Agachak's favorite, her power is absolute."”

"She won't be his favorite if he finds out that she's practicing
magi ¢ here in the Tenple."

"How will he find out? WII| you denounce her? She would deny it, and
t hen Agachak would |l et her have you to do with as she chose."

There was a long, fearful silence.
"Besides," the second Golimcontinued, "I don't think Agachak woul d
even care about her petty amusenents. The only thing that concerns
himat the nonent is his search for Cthrag Sardius. He and the other
Hi erarchs are bending all their thought to locating it. If she wants
to dally with Sorchak and try to raise denons in the mddle of the
night, that's her affair and no busi ness of ours.”

"It's an abomi nation!" The first priest's voice was choked with
outrage. "She defiles our Tenple."

"I won't listen to such talk. | want to keep ny heart inside ny
chest."

"Very well." The first Grolims tone grew sly. "It may be as you say.
You and | are both of the Green, however, and our elevation to the
Purple will be nore genuine than hers was. |If we cane upon her when

no one el se was around, you could use your power to |ock her nuscles,
and | could sink my knife into her heart. Then she could stand before
Torak and listen to his judgnment upon her for violating his
commandnent forbi dding magic."

"I refuse to listen to this any nore."
footsteps, and the door sl amred.

There was the sound of rapid

"Coward," the first priest nuttered; then he too went out and cl osed
t he door behind him

"Grandfather," Garion whispered hoarsely, "where are you?"



"Back here. Did they |eave?"

"They're gone."

"I nteresting conversation, wasn't it?"

Garion joined the old man at the back of the library. "Do
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you think Chabat could really be trying to rai se demons—the way the
Mori ndi m do?"

"A fair nunber of Golins here seemto think so. If she is, she's
wal ki ng on very dangerous ground. Torak absolutely forbade the
practice of mmgic. Favorite or no, Agachak woul d have to condemm her
if he found out about it."

"Did you find anything?" Garion | ooked at the book the old man had on
the table in front of him

“I think this mght help. Listen: 'The path that has been | ost will
be found again on the Southern Isle.'"

"Ver kat ?"

"It alnost has to be. Verkat is the only island of any size in
southern Cthol Miurgos. It confirnms what Sadi told us, and | al ways
like to get confirmation whenever | can."

"But it still nmeans that we're only trailing after Zandra-mas. Di d
you find anything that tells us how to get ahead of

her ?"

“Not yet," Belgarath admitted. He turned a page. "What's this?" he
said in a startled voice. "Wat is it?"

"Listen." The old man |ifted the book so that the lanp light fel

upon the page. " 'Behold:'" he read, " 'In the days which shal

foll ow the ascension of the Dark God into the heavens shall the King
of the East and the King of the South do war upon each other, and
this shall be a sign unto ye that the day of the meeting is at hand.
Hasten therefore unto the Place which is No More when battles do rage
upon the plains of the south. Take with thee the chosen sacrifice and
a King of Angarak to bear witness to what shall conme to pass. For |o,
whi chever of ye cometh into the presence of Cthrag Sar-dius with the
sacrifice and an Angarak King shall be exalted above all the rest and
shal I have domi ni on over them And know further that in the noment of
the sacrifice shall the Dark God be reborn, and he shall triunph over
the Child of



Light in the instant of his rebirth.
the blood drain fromhis face.

Garion stared at him feeling

"Sacrifice?" he exclained. "lIs that what Zandranas pl ans

to do with my son?" "So it would seem " Belgarath grunted. He thought
about

it for a nonent. "This explains a few things, but | still don't
quite follow this business about needing an Angarak King
present at the neeting. Cyradis didn't say anything about

that, and neither did the Prophecy."”

"That's a Grolimbook you've got there, Grandfather," Garion pointed
out. "Maybe it's wong."

"That's possible, too, but it does help to explain why Zandramas is
nmovi ng around so stealthily. If Urvon knows about this the way
Agachak obviously does, they' Il both be doing everything in their
power to get your son away from her. Wi chever one of them gets to.
the Sardion with Geran and one of the Kings of Angarak is going to
gain absolute control of the G olim Church.'

"Why ny son?" Garion demanded. "Why woul d he be the one chosen for
sacrifice?"

“I"'mnot sure, Garion. W haven't found an explanation for that yet."

"I don't think we'd better tell Ce'Nedra about this," Gar-ion said.
"She has probl ens enough as it is."

The door opened again, and Garion spun, his hand going over his
shoul der to the hilt of his sword.

"Bel garath? Are you in here?" It was Silk's voice.

"Back here," Bel garath answered. "Keep your voice down."

"We've got trouble,"” the little nan said, conming to the back of the
library to join them "Eriond is mssing."

"What ?" Garion excl ai med.
"He slipped out when none of us was watching."”

Bel garath sl amed his fist down on the table and swore. "What's the
matter with that boy?" he burst out.

Si | k pushed back the hood of the Grolimrobe he wore. "Pol gara was
going to go looking for him but Durnik and | tal ked her out of it. |
said I'd come and find you instead.” V "W'd better find him" the
old man said, rising to his « feet. "Pol will only wait for so |ong
before she starts acting on her owmn. We'd better split up. W can
cover nmore ground that way." He led themto the door of the library,
gl anced out quickly, and then went out into the hall. "Don't do



anyt hi ng unusual ," he cautioned Garion in a whisper. "There are
Golins in this place with enough talent to hear you if you start
maki ng any noise." 4 Garion nodded.

"And check back with the others fromtime to time. W won't
acconplish nmuch if one of us finds Eriond and then has to go | ooking
for the other two. Let's go." He noved quickly off down the dimy
lighted hall way.

"How did he manage to slip past Aunt Pol ?" Garion whis-
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pered to Silk as the two of them went side by side back the way they
had conme.

"Ce' Nedra had a bout of hysterics," Silk replied. "The sacrifices
upset her. Polgara had her in one of the cells trying to cal m her
down. That's when Eriond slipped out."”

"I's she all right?" Garion demanded, the sinking fear that had been
with himsince Prolgu returning with sudden force.

"I think so. Pol gara gave her sonething, and she's sleeping." Silk
carefully |l ooked around a corner. "I'Il go this way," he whispered.
"Be careful."” He noved off on silent

feet.

Garion stood waiting for his friend to get well out of sight, then
cautiously stepped out into the next corridor, folding his hands on
his chest and lowering his cowmed head in an inmtation of Golim

pi ety. What could Eriond possibly be thinking of? The sheer
irresponsibility of the boy's act made Garion want to pound his fist
agai nst the wall. He noved down the corridor, trying his best not to
do anything that might | ook suspicious and carefully cracking open
each door he cane to.

"What is it?" a harshly accented voice demanded frominside a dark
room when he opened the door.

"Sorry, brother," Garion nmuttered, trying to imtate the thickly
accent ed Angarak speech, "wrong door." He quickly closed it again and
went on down the corridor, noving as fast as he dared.

~ The door behind hi mwas suddenly yanked open, and a hal f-dressed
Grolimstepped out, his face angry. "You there," he shouted after
Garion, "stop!"

Garion threw a quick | ook over his shoul der and was around the corner
into the broad central corridor of the Tenple in two steps.

"Come back here!" the Golimshouted, and Garion heard his bare feet
sl apping on the flagstone floor as he ran in pursuit. Garion swore
and then took a ganble. He yanked open the first door that presented
itself and darted inside. A quick glance told himthat the room was



enpty, and he cl osed the door and set his ear against its panel to
listen.

"What's the troubl e?" he heard soneone demand fromthe corri dor
out si de.

"Soneone just tried to come into nmy cell."” Garion recogni zed the
outraged voice of the G ohm upon whom he had just intruded.
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There was a sly chuckle.' 'Perhaps you should have waited to see what
she wanted."

"I't was a man."
There was a pause. "Well," the first voice said. "Wll, well, well."
"What's that supposed to nean?"

“Not hing. Nothing at all. You' d better go put on sone clothes. If
Chabat catches you in the hall in your undergarnents, she m ght get
some peculiar ideas."

"I"'mgoing to look for this intruder. There's sonething very strange
goi ng on here. WIIl you help nme?"

"Why not? | haven't got anything better to do."

From far up the corridor Garion heard a slow, groaning chant and the
sound of many shuffling feet.

"Quick," one of the voices outside the door warned, "back down this
si de passage. If they see us, they'll insist that we join them"

Garion heard their scurrying feet as they dodged back out of sight.
Carefully, he opened the door a crack and peered out. The sl ow
shuffling march and the deep-toned chanting came nearer. A line of
Golins, the cowms of their hoods raised and with their hands cl asped
in front of them canme into view, noving at a cerenpni al pace al ong
the torchlit corridor toward the very heart of the Tenple. He waited
in the dark roomfor themto pass, and then, on a sudden inpul se so
strong that he noved without even thinking, he boldly opened the
door, stepped out into the corridor, and fell in at the end of the
col um.

The sl ow, rhythm c march continued on down the broad hallway, and the
reek of burning flesh grew stronger in Gar-ion's nostrils as the file
whi ch he had joi ned approached the Sanctum Then, chanting even

| ouder, they passed through the arched doorway into the vaulted
Sanctum itself.

The ceiling was very high, lost in snoky shadows. On the wail facing
the door hung that polished steel mask—the calm beautiful replica of
t he unbl em shed face of the God Torak. Under that uncaring mask stood
the black altar with bright rivulets of fresh blood streaking its



sides. There stood the glow ng brazier, awaiting the next quivering
heart to be offered up to the |ong-dead God; and there the fire pit
yawned for the body of the next butchered victim

Shaki ng himsel f, Garion dodged quickly out of sight behind a colum
standing to one side of the doorway and stood

192
KING OF THE MJRGOS

sweating and trenbling for several nonents, struggling to control his
enotions. Better perhaps than any man alive, he knew the full neaning
of this awful place. Torak was dead. He hinself had felt the
faltering beat of the stricken God's heart thrilling down the blazing
length of Iron-grip's sword, sunk deep in his eneny's chest. The

sl aughter that had drenched this foul place with blood in the years
since that awful night was sensel ess, enpty—-homage paid to a nei ned
and denmented God who had died weeping fire and crying piteously to
the indifferent stars. A slow burning rage began to build up in his
chest, filling his mouth with a fiery taste as bitter as gall

Unbi dden, his will began to clench itself as he envisioned the
shattering of the mask and the altar and the sudden destruction of
this filthy place.

"That's not why you're Here, Beigarion!" the voice in his mnd
cracked.

Slowy, as if, were he to release it all at once, it night destroy
the entire city, Garion relaxed his will. Time enough to crush this
horror later. Right now, he had to find Eriond. Cautiously, he poked
hi s head around the col um which concealed him A priest with the
purpl e-1ined hood of his robe pushed back had just entered fromthe
far side of the Sanctum In his hands he carried a dark red cushion,
and gl eam ng on that cushion lay a long, cruel knife. He faced the

i mmge of his dead God and reverently lifted the cushion and the knife
in supplication. "Behold the instrument of thy will, Dragon God of
Angar ak," he intoned, "and behold hi mwhose heart is to be offered
unto thee."

Four G plinms dragged a naked, scream ng slave into the Sanctum

i gnoring his hel pl ess struggl es and panic-sticken pleas for nercy.

W t hout thinking, Garion reached over his shoulder for his sword.
"Stop that!" the voice commanded. "No! I'mnot going to let it
happen!" "It won't happen. Now get your hand off your sword!" "No
chance!" Garion said aloud, drawing his blade and | unging around the
pillar. And then as if he had suddenly been turned to stone, he found
that he could not npve so much as an eyelash. "Let go of nme!" he

gr at ed.

"No.' You're here to watch this tinme, not to act. Now stand there and
keep your eyes open,"

Garion stared in sudden disbelief as Eriond, his pale blond curls
gleaming in the cruel |ight of the Tenple, entered by
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way of the same door through which the slave had just been dragged.
The young man's face bore an expression of alnost regretfu
deternmination as he entered and wal ked directly toward the astoni shed
priest. "I'"'msorry," he said quite firmy, "but you can't do this any
nore."

"Seize this desecrator,"” the priest at the altar shouted. "It shal
be his heart which shall sizzle in the coals!"

A dozen Golinms | eaped to their feet, but suddenly froze, caught in
that same stasis which |ocked Garion's nuscles.

"This can't continue," Eriond said in that same determ ned voice. "I
know how much it neans to all of you, but it just can't go on
Sonmeday—very soon, | think—you'll all understand."

There was no sound, no rushing surge such as Garion had cone to
expect, but the yawning fire pit before the altar suddenly roared to
a furnace note, sending | eaping flames and gl owi ng sparks shooti ng
upward to lick at the very vaults of the ceiling. The suffocatingly
hot Sanctum suddenly cooled as if a cleansing breeze had just swept
through it. Then the seething fire guttered briefly |like a dying
candl e—and went out. The glowi ng brazier at the side of the altar
also flared into blinding i ncandescence, and its steel body grew
suddenly soft, drooping and sagging as it began to coll apse under its
own weight. Wth a flicker, it also went out.

The priest dropped his knife in horror and | eaped to the still-
glowing brazier. Irrationally, he put forth his hands as if he would
force the softened nei akback into its original shape, but he how ed
in pain as the red-hot steel seared deeply into his flesh.

Eri ond regarded the dead fires with a | ook of satisfaction, then
turned to the stunned Grolinms still holding the naked sl ave. "Let
that man go," he told them

They stared at him
“You might as well," Eriond said al nost conversationally. "You can't
sacrifice himw thout the fires, and the fires won't burn any nore.
No matter what you do, you won't ever be able to start them again."

"Done!" the voice in Garion's mnd said in a tone of such exultation
that it buckled his knees.

The burned priest, still nmpaning and cradling his charred hands at
his chest, raised his ashen face. "Seize him" he shrieked, pointing
at Eriond with a bl ackened hand. "Seize himand take himto Chabat!"

CHAPTER TWELVE

There was no | onger any need for stealth. Alarmbells rang in every
quarter of the Tenple, and frightened Golins scurried this way and
that, shouting contradictory orders to each other. Garion ran anong
them desperately | ooking for Belgarath and Silk.



As he rounded a corner, a wild-faced Grolimcaught himby the arm
"Were you there in the Sanctum when it happened?” he denmanded.

“No," Garion lied, trying to free his arm

"They say that he was ten feet tall, and that he blasted a dozen
priests into nothingness before he extinguished the fires."

"Ch?" Garion said, still trying to free hinmself fromthe

Golims grasp.
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"Sone people say that it was Belgarath the Sorcerer hinmself."

"1 find that hard to believe."

"Who el se woul d have that nuch power?" The G olim stopped suddenly,

his eyes going very wi de. "You know what this nmeans, don't you?" he
asked in a trenbling voice.

"What ?"
"The Sanctum wi || have to be rededicated, and that requires Golim
bl ood. Dozens of us will have to die before the Sanctumis purified.”

"I really have to go," Garion told him tugging at the armthe man
hel d fast in both hands.

"Chabat will wade to the hips in our blood," the priest npoaned
hysterically, ignoring Garion's words.

There was really no choice. Things were much too urgent for

di pl onacy. Garion feigned a frightened expression as he | ooked past
the babbling Grotinls shoulder. "Is that her com ng?" he whispered
hoar sel y.

The Golimturned his head to |l ook in fright back over his shoul der
Garion carefully measured himand then smashed his fist into the
unprotected side of the terrified man's face. The Grolimslamed back
agai nst the wall, his eyes glazed and vacant. Then he collapsed in a
heap on the fl oor.

"Neat," Silk said froma dark doorway a few yards up the hall, "but
the reason for it escapes ne."

"I couldn't get loose fromhim" Garion explained, bending to take
hol d of the unconscious man. He dragged himinto a shadow al cove and
propped himup in a sitting position. "Have you got any idea where

Gr andf at her is?"

"He's in here," Silk replied, jerking his thunb over his shoul der at
t he door behind him "Wat happened?"



“I'"l'l tell you in a mnute. Let's get in out of sight."

They went through the doorway to find Belgarath seated on the edge of
a table. "What's going on out there?" he denmanded.

"1 found Eriond."
" Good. "

“"No, not really. He went into the Sanctum just as the Golins were
about to sacrifice a slave and put out the fires."

"He did whatT

"I think it was him | was there and | know that it wasn't nme. He
just wal ked in and told themthat they couldn't sacrifice people any
more, and then the fires went out. G and-
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father, he didn't nake a sound when he did it—o surge, no noise,
not hi ng. "

"Are you sure it was hinf? | nean—t wasn't sonething natural ?"

Garion shook his head. "No. The fires flared up and then went out

i ke bl own-out candles. There were other things going on, too. The
voice talked to ne and | couldn't even nove a nuscle. The G olins who
were dragging the slave to the altar just let himgo when Eriond told
themto. Then he told themall that they won't ever be able to
relight the fires."

"Where's the boy now?"
"They're taking himto Chabat."
"Coul dn't you stop thenP"

"I was told not to." Garion tapped his forehead.

"I should have expected that," Belgarath said irritably. "W'd better
go warn Pol and the others. We may have to free Eriond and then fight
our way out of here." He opened the door, |ooked out into the
hal | way, and notioned Garion and Silk to follow him

Pol gara's face was deathly pale when the three of themre-entered the
room where she and the others were waiting. "You didn't find him"
she said. It was not exactly a question.

"Garion did," Belgarath replied.

She turned to Garion. "Why isn't he with you, then?" she demanded.

"I"'mafraid the Golins have him Aunt Pol."



"We've got a problemhere, Pol," Belgarath said gravely. "From what
Garion says, Eriond went into the Sanctum and put out the fires."

"What ?" she excl ai ned.

Garion spread his hands hel plessly. "He just wal ked i n and nade the
fires go out. The Golinms seized himand they're taking himto
Chabat . "

"This is very serious, Belgarath," Sadi said. "Those fires are
supposed to burn perpetually. If the Golinms believe that the boy was
responsi ble, he's in very great danger."

"I know," the old man agreed.

"All right, then," Durnik said quietly. "W'Il just have to go take
himaway fromthem" He stood up, and Toth silently joined him

DAVI D EDDI NGS
197

"But our ship is alnost ready," Sadi protested. "We could be out of
here with no one the wiser."

"There's nothing we can do about that now." Bel garath's face was
grimy determ ned.

"Let ne see if | can salvage sonething out of this ness before any of
you do anything irreversible,” Sadi pleaded. "There' |l always be tine
for nore direct action if | can't talk our way out of this."

Garion | ooked around. "Where's Ce' Nedra?" he asked.
"She's asleep,” Polgara replied. "Liselle's with her."

"I's she all right? Silk said that she was upset. She isn't sick
again, is she?"

“No, Garion. It was the sounds coming fromthe Sanctum She coul dn't
tolerate them"

A heavy fist suddenly pounded on the bolted door. Garion junped and
i nstinctively reached for his sword. "Open up in there!" a harsh
voi ce commanded from outsi de.

"Quickly," Sadi hissed, "all of you get back into your cells and try
to look as if you' ve been sl eeping when you cone out."

They hurried back into the cells and waited breathlessly while the
thin eunuch went to the door and unbolted it. "What's the matter
reverend sirs?" he asked mldly as the Grolins burst into the room
with drawn weapons.

"You have been summoned to an audience with the Hier-arch, slaver,"”
one of themsnarled. "You and all your servants."

"We're honored," Sadi nurnured.



"You' re not being honored. You're to be interrogated. |'d advise you
to speak the truth, because Agachak has the power to pull you very
slowy out of your skin if youlie to him?"

"What an unpl easant notion. Has the H erarch returned fromthe Drojim
Pal ace then?"

"Word has been sent to him of the nonstrous crine one of your
servants has committed."

"Crime? What crinme?"

The Golimignored him "On Chabat's orders, you are all to be
confined until Agachak returns to the Tenple."

Garion and the others were roughly shaken out of their feigned sleep
and marched through the snoky corridors and down a narrow flight of
stone steps into the basenment. Unli ke the roons above, these cells
were secured with barred iron
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doors, and the narrow halls had about themthat peculiar sour odor
t hat perneates prisons and dungeons the world over. One of the
Grolins opened a barred door and gestured for themto enter.

"Is this really necessary, good Priest?" Sadi protested. The Grolim
put his hand threateningly on his sword hilt. "Calmyourself, sir,"
Sadi said. "I was nerely asking." "lnside! Now"

They all filed into the cell, and the bl ack-robed priest slamred it
behi nd them The sound of the key grating in the |lock seened very
| oud for some reason.

"Garion," Ce' Nedra said in a frightened little voice, "Wuat's
happeni ng? Wy are they doing this?"

He put his armconfortingly about her shoulders. "Eriond got into
trouble,” he explained. "Sadi's going to try to talk us all out of
this." "What if he can't?" "Then we'll do it the other way." Silk
| ooked around at the dimMy lit cell with a disdainful sniff.
"Dungeons al ways show such a lack of inmagination," he remarked,
scuffing at the noldy straw littering the floor with one foot.

"Have you had such a wi de experience with dungeons, Kheldar?" Vel vet
asked him

“I"ve been in a fewfromtinme to tinme." He shrugged. "I've never
found it convenient to stay for nore than a few hours."” He raised up
on his tiptoes to peer out through the small barred w ndow in the
door. "Good," he said, "no guards." He | ooked at Bel garath. "Do you
want me to open this?" he asked, tapping on the door with one
knuckle. "I don't think we can acconplish very much fromin here."

"Pl ease be patient, Prince Kheldar," Sadi said. "If we



break out of this cell, I'll never be able to snooth this over."
"I"ve got to find out what they've done with Eriond,"

Pol gara told the eunuch firmy. "Go ahead and open it,

Silk,"

"Pol gara?" a light, famliar voice came fromthe next cell. "Is that
you?"

"Eriond!" she said with relief. "Are you all right?" "I'mfine,

Pol gara. They put chains on nme, but they aren't too unconfortable."

"Why did you do that-what you did in the SanctunP" "I didn't Iike
those fires.™
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"I didn't either, but—

"I really didn't like them Polgara. That sort of thing has to be
st opped, and we have to start somewhere."

"How did you put them out?" Bel garath asked through the barred w ndow
in the door. "Garion was there when you did it and he says that he
didn't hear or feel anything."

“I"'mnot sure, Belgarath. | don't think I actually did anything
special to make them go out. | just decided that | didn't want them
to burn any nore, so | sort of let them know how | felt, and they
just went out."

"That's all?"
"As closely as | can renenber, yes."

Bel garath turned fromthe door, his face baffled. "Wen we get out of
here, that boy and | are going to have a very long talk about this.
I've nmeant to do that about a hal f-dozen tinmes, and every tinme | nmake
up my mind, | get snoothly diverted." He |ooked at Garion. "The next
time you talk to your friend, tell himto stop that. It irritates
me. "

"He al ready knows that, Grandfather. | think that's why he does it."

Somewhere down the corridor outside, a heavy iron door clanged open,
and there canme the sound of marching feet.

"Golinms," Silk said quietly fromthe barred w ndow.
"Who el se?" Bel garath asked sourly.

The approachi ng group stopped outside, and a key grated in the |ock
of Eripnd's cell. The door creaked open. "You, boy," a harsh voice



barked. "Come with us."
"Fat her," Pol gara whi spered urgently.
The ol d man held up one hand. "Wait," he nuttered.

Then someone rattled a key in the |ock of their cell door, and it
al so cl anged open. "Agachak has returned,” the Golimin the open
doorway announced curtly. "You will come out of there now "

"Splendid," Sadi said with relief. "Watever this is all about, I'm
sure it can be cleared up in just a few mnutes.”

“"No talking!" The Golimturned abruptly and started down the
corridor while a dozen of his fellows fell in behind the prisoners
with drawn weapons.

Agachak, the Hierarch of Rak Urga, was a cadaverous-I|ooking man with
a long beard. He sat upon a thronelike chair in a large roomlighted
by glaring torches and hung with dark maroon drapes. The Hierarch's
hooded robe was bl oodred, and his sunken eyes burned beneath their
shaggy gray brows.
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Eriond, still in chains, sat calmy on a rough wooden stool before
him and the slimpriestess, Chabat, her purple-lined hood pushed
back and the red scars on her cheeks seening to reflect the
torchlight, stood at her master's el bow with a | ook of cruel triunph
on her face.

"Whi ch one of you is Ussa of Sthiss Tor?" the Hierarch demanded in a
hol | ow- soundi ng voi ce.

Sadi stepped forward with an oily bow. "I am Ussa, Holy One," he
sai d.

"You're in a great deal of trouble, Ussa," Chabat told him her
throaty voice alnost purring. Her lips twisted into an ugly smirk.

"But | have done nothing."

"Here in Cthol Murgos, the master is responsible for the nisdeeds of
t he servant."

Agachak' s eyes bored into Sadi, though his bony white face remai ned
expressionless. "Let us proceed," he commanded. "Wo is to present
the evidence in this matter?"

Chabat turned and gestured to a hooded G olimstandi ng near the wall
"Sorchak will serve as the priest-inquisitor, Master," she replied in
the tone of one who feels fully in charge of a situation. "I'm sure
you' re aware of his zeal."

"Ah, yes," Agachak said in a nonconmttal tone. "I night have guessed
that it would be Sorchak." The faintest hint of sardonic anusenent



touched his lips. "Very well, priest-inquisitor, you nmay present the
charges. "

The bl ack-robed Grolim stepped forward, pushing his green-lined hood
back fromhis tangled hair. "The matter itself is sinple, my Lord,"
he declared in his strident voice. "There were dozens of w tnesses
present, so there can be no question of this young villain's guilt.
The inplications of that guilt, however, nust be pursued."”

"Pronounce your sentence, Great Hierarch," Chabat urged the dead-
| ooking man on the throne. "I will wing the whole truth fromthis
greasy Nyissan and fromhis servants."”

"I have heard talk of guilt, Chabat," he replied, "but | have stil
not heard the charges or the evidence."

Chabat | ooked slightly taken aback by his words. "I but thought to
spare you the tediumof a formal inquiry, Master. | am convi nced of
the truth of Sorchak's words. You have al ways accepted ny judgnent in
such matters before.™

"Per haps," Agachak said, "but | think that this time | nmight like to
judge for myself." He | ooked at the greasy-
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hai red priest standing before him "The charges, Sorchak," he said.
"Exactly what is it that the young man is accused of doing?" There
was a faint note of dislike in the Hierarch's voice.

Sorchak's bul ging eyes grew slightly less certain as he sensed
Agachak' s unspoken aninosity. Then he drew hinself up. "Early this
eveni ng," he began, "just as the holiest rite of our faith was about
to be perforned on the altar in the Sanctum this young man entered
and extinguished the altar Fires. That is what he did, and it is that
of which | accuse him | swear that he is guilty."

"Absurd," Sadi protested. "Are the fires at the altar not perpetually
attended? How coul d this boy have gotten cl ose enough to themto put
t hem out ?"

"How dare you question the sworn word of a priest of Torak?" Chabat
said angrily, her scarred cheeks withing. "Sorchak has sworn to his
guilt, and therefore he is guilty. To question the word of a priest
is death."

Agachak' s sunken eyes were veiled as he | ooked at her. "I think that

I might Iike to hear the evidence that has so persuaded you and the
priest-inquisitor for nyself, Chabat," he said in a flat voice.
"Accusation and guilt are not always the sane thing, and the question
rai sed by Ussa is quite relevant."

A faint hope surged through Garion at the Hierarch's words. Agachak
knew. He was conpletely aware of Chabat's involvenent w th Sorchak,
and the very eagerness with which she defended the rancid-snelling
Golims every word affronted her master.



"Well, priest-inquisitor,"” Agachak continued, "how did this boy
manage to put out the altar fires? Has there been sonme laxity in
guardi ng t henP"

Sorchak's eyes grew wary as he realized that he was on dangerous
ground. "I have many wi tnesses, ny Lord," he declared. "There is
uni versal agreenent by all who were present that the Sanctum was
desecrated by nmeans of sorcery."”

"Ah, sorcery, is it? That would explain everything, of course.”
Agachak paused, his dreadful eyes fixed on the now sweating Sorchak.
"I have noticed, however, that the cry "witch' or 'sorcerer' is
frequently raised when there is a |lack of solid evidence. Is there no
ot her explanation for what happened in the Sanctun®? |Is the priest-

i nquisitor's case so
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weak that he nust fall back on so tired and worn-out an accusation?"’
Chabat' s expression was incredul ous, and Sorchak began to trenble.

"Fortunately, the matter is easily resolved," Agachak added. "The
gift of sorcery has a slight drawback. Others with the sane gift can
clearly sense the use of the power." He paused. "You didn't know
that, did you, Sorchak? A priest of the Green hoping for elevation to
the Purple would have been nore diligent in his studies and woul d
have known that—but you have been otherw se occupi ed, haven't you?"
He turned to the priestess at his side. "I am surprised, however,

that you did not instruct your proteg6 here nore conpletely before
you |l et himmake this kind of charge, Chabat. You night have
prevented his nmeking a fool of hinself—and of you."

Her eyes bl azed, and the flanelike scars on her face went livid; then
suddenly they began to glow as if an inner fire were runni ng beneath
her skin.

"Well, Chabat," he said in a calm deadly voice, "has the nonent cone
then? WIIl you finally try your wll against nine?"

The awful question hung in the air, and Garion found that he was
hol di ng his breath. Chabat, however, averted her eyes and turned her
face away fromthe Hierarch, the fires in her cheeks fading.

"A wi se decision, Chabat." Agachak turned to Sadi. "Well, Ussa of
St hiss Tor, how say you to the charge that your servant here is a
sorcerer?"

"The priest of Torak is in error, ny Lord," Sadi replied

di plomatically. "Believe nme, this young dunce is no sorcerer. He
spends ten minutes every nmorning trying to decide which of his shoes
goes on which foot. Look at him There's not the faintest glinmer of
intelligence in those eyes. He doesn't even have sense enough to be
afraid."



Chabat's eyes grew angry again, though there was in them now a faint
hint that she was no | onger so sure of herself. "Wat would a Nyissan
sl aver know of sorcery, Master?" she sneered. "You know of the habits
of the snake-people. Doubtless this Ussa's mnd is so fuddled with
drugs that one of his servants could be Bel garath hinself, and he
woul dn't know it."

"A very interesting point," Agachak murmured. " Now,
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et us examne this matter. We know that the altar fires went out.
That much is certain. Sorchak declares that this young man

exti ngui shed them by means of sorcery—though he has no proof to
substantiate that charge. Ussa of Sthiss Tor, who may be drugged to
the point of insensibility, maintains that the young man is a

sinpl eton and thus totally incapable of so extraordinary an act. Now,
how may we resolve this dil emma?"

"Put themto the tornent, Holy One," Chabat suggested eagerly. "I
nmyself will wing the truth fromthemene by one.”

Garion tensed hinmself and | ooked carefully at Belgarath. The old man
stood quite calmy with his short, silvery beard gleamng in the
ruddy torchlight. He gave no sign that he nmight be preparing for any
ki nd of direct action.

"“Your fondness for the torture chanmber is well known, Chabat,"
Agachak was saying coldly. "Your skill is such that your victins
usual |y say exactly what you want themto say-which is not always the
absolute truth."

"I do but serve ny God, Master," she declared proudly.

"We all serve here, ny Holy Priestess," he rebuked her, "and you
woul d be wise not to assert your own excessive piety in order to

el evate yoursel f—er your underling for that matter." He | ooked at
Sorchak with undi sgui sed contenpt. "I amstill Hierarch here, and /
will make the final decision in this matter."

The scar-faced priestess shrank back, her eyes suddenly fearful
"Forgive ne, Agachak," she stanmered. "This nonstrous crinme has
filled me with righteous outrage, but as you say, the final decision
is wholly yours."

"I find your acceptance of my authority gratifying, Chabat. | thought
you night have forgotten."

Just then there was a stir at the back of the torchlit room Two
burly Murgos with long, polished halberds in their hands rudely
pushed aside the Golinms clustered near the door. Wth their dark
faces inpassive, they banged the butts of their weapons on the floor
in unison. "Make way!" one of them booned. "Make way for Urgit, High
King of Cthol Murgos!"

The man who sauntered into the room surrounded by guards | ooked Iike



no Murgo Garion had ever seen before. He was short and had a sl ender
but wiry build. His black hair was |lank and his features narrow. H s
robe was care-
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| essly open at the front, revealing the fact that, instead of the
customary mail shirt, he wore a western-style doubl et and hose of
rich purple. His iron crowmn was perched sonewhat rakishly on one side
of his head. Hi s expression was sardonic, but his eyes were wary.
"Agachak," he greeted the Hierarch perfunctorily, "I gave sone

t hought to the news which was brought to you at the Drojim and
finally concluded that | mght be of sone use to you in sorting out
the cause of this regrettable incident."

"The Tenple is honored by the presence of the High King," Agachak
i ntoned formally.

"And the High King is honored to be so kindly received by the
Hi erarch of Rak Urga," Urgit replied. He | ooked around. "Do you have
a chair handy?" he asked. "I've had along, tiring day."

"See to it," Agachak said flatly to the priestess standing beside his
t hr one.

Chabat blinked, then a slow flush mounted her cheeks. "A chair for
his Majesty," she commanded harshly, "and be quick about it."

One of the Grolins near the door scurried out and returned a nonent
later with a heavy chair

"Thanks awfully,"” the King said, sinking into the chair. He | ooked at
Agachak. "I have a small confession to make, Holy One," he said with
an apol ogetic cough. "As | was about to enter your presence in this
room | lingered for atinme in the hallway outside, hoping to
acquai nt nyself with the details of this affair."” He | aughed shortly.
"Listening at doors is an old habit of mne, I"'mafraid. It cones
frommy anxious childhood. Anyway, | nanaged to hear the charges
presented by the priest-inquisitor. To be perfectly candid, Agachak
he's got a very shaky case." He gave the Hierarch a quick
ingratiating |ook. "But of course you've already pointed that out,
haven't you?"

Agachak nodded briefly, his face unreadable.

“Now, " Urgit went on quickly, "I nmost certainly wouldn't want to
interfere in what is clearly a Church matter, but wouldn't you say
that there are dozens of possible natural explanations for this

i ncident?" He | ooked hopefully at Agachak; then reassured by the | ook
of agreenment on the Hierarch's face, he continued. "I nean, we've al
seen fires go out before, haven't we? Do we really need to go so far
afield to come up with a reason for this really unremarkable
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occurrence? Isn't it nmore likely that the keepers of the Tenple fires
grew careless and that the fires just went out on their own—-as fires
starved for fuel are likely to do?"

"Absol ut e nonsense!" the greasy-haired Sorchak snapped.
Ugit flinched visibly, his eyes going in appeal to Agachak.

"You forget yourself, priest-inquisitor,” the Hierarch said. -"Qur
guest is the H gh King of Cthol Miurgos; if you offend him | may
decide to give himyour head by way of apol ogy."

Sorchak swal | owed hard. "Please forgive nme, your Mjesty," he choked.
"I spoke before I thought."

"Quite all right, old boy." Urgit forgave himw th a nmagnani nous wave
of his hand. "Sonetines we all speak too quickly when we're

excited." He turned back to the Hierarch. "I regret this catastrophe
as nmuch as anyone, Agachak," he said, "but this Nyissan slaver was
sent here by Jaharb, and both you and | know how desperately urgent
his mssion is to the Church and to the State. Don't you think that
as a matter of policy we could let this incident pass?"

"Surely you're not just going to let these charges drop?" Chabat's
voi ce was shrill as she faced the Hierarch. "Wio is to be punished
for the desecration of the Sanctun®"

Ugit's face grew unhappy, and he once agai n appeal ed to Agachak for
support with pleading eyes. Garion clearly saw that this was not a
strong king. Even the slightest resistance to his diffidently offered
proposal s made himinstinctively retreat or seek support from sonmeone
he perceived to be stronger

Agachak turned slowy to | ook the scarred priestess full in the face.
“"All this shouting is beginning to weary ne, Chabat," he told her
bluntly. "If you can't nodul ate your voice, you can |eave."

She stared at himin stunned disbelief.

"There is far nore at stake here than the fact that sone fires went
out," he said to her. "As was foretold ages ago, the tine for the
final neeting between the Child of Light and the Child of Dark is at
hand. If / amnot the one who is present at that neeting, you will
find yourself bowing to either Urvon or Zandramas. | doubt that

ei ther one of themwould find your antics anusi ng enough to rmake them
decide to let you go on living. As for the charge of sorcery, there's
an easy way to settle that once and for all." He rose from
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his throne, wal ked across to Eriond, and placed one hand on each side



of his head.

Aunt Pol drew in her breath sharply, and Garion carefully began to
gather in his will.

Eri ond | ooked up into the face of the dead-l1ooking Hi er-arch with a
gentle smle on his face.

"Faugh!" Agachak said in disgust, pulling his hands quickly back
"This beardl ess boy is an innocent. There's no evidence in his mnd
that he has ever tasted power." He turned to | ook at Sorchak. "I find
your charges groundl ess, priest-inquisitor, and | dismss them"

Sorchak's face went white, and his eyes bul ged.

"Have a care, Sorchak," the Hierarch said om nously. "If you protest
nmy decision too strenuously, | might just decide that this whole

i ncident was your fault. Chabat is sick with disappointnent that she
has no one to torture to death."” His |look grew sly as he glanced at
the priestess. "Wuld you like to have Sorchak, ny dear?" he asked
her. "1 have always delighted in giving you these little gifts. "1l
even watch with sone pleasure while you slowy pull out his entrails
with red-hot hooks."

Chabat's flame-marked face was filled with chagrin. Gar-ion saw that
she had been convinced that the Hierarch, as he apparently had so
many tinmes in the past, would nmeekly accede to her perenptory
demands, and she had staked all of her prestige on the punishnment of
Sadi, for whom she had devel oped an instantaneous dislike. Agachak's
unexpected and al npst contenptuous rejection of the accusations she
and Sorchak had | evel ed struck at the very foundations of her puffed-
up self-esteem but nore inportantly at her position of power here hi
the Tenple. Unless she coul d sonehow sal vage sonet hi ng—anyt hi ng—eut
of this, her many enemies would inevitably pull her down. Garion
fervently hoped that Sadi realized that she was even nore dangerous
now t han she had been when she had thought she heid the upper hand.

Her narrowed eyes grew cautious as she assessed the H erarch's nood,
then she drew herself up and addressed King Urgit. "There is also a
civil crinme here, your Majesty," she told him "I had believed that

t he desecration of the Sanctum was nore serious, but since our
revered Hierarch has discovered in his wi sdomthat those charges were
un-
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founded, it is now ny duty to advise you of a crinme against the
State."

Urgit exchanged a quick |look with Agachak, then slouched |lower in his
chair, his eyes unhappy. "The Crown is always ready to listen to the
words of the priesthood,” he replied w thout much enthusi asm

Chabat gave Sadi another |ook of smug triunph and open hatred. "Since
the foundi ng of our nation, the vile drugs and poi sons of the snake-
peopl e have been forbidden in Cthol Mirgps by royal decree," she

poi nted out. "After this Ussa and his servants were confined in the
dungeon, | had their bel ongings searched.” She turned. "Bring in that



case," she ordered.

A side door opened, and an obsequi ous underpriest entered, carrying
Sadi's red | eather case. The fanatic Sorchak took it fromhim his
face also gleefully triunphant. "Behold the evidence that Ussa of
Sthiss Tor has violated our law and that his life is forfeit," he
said in his strident voice. He undid the | atch, opened the case, and
di spl ayed Sadi's many vials and the earthenware bottle where Zith
resi ded.

Ugit's face grew even nore unhappy. He | ooked uncertainly at Sadi
"I's there some explanation for this, Ussa?" he asked hopefully.

Sadi's face took on an exaggerated expression of innocence. "Surely
your Majesty could not believe that | ever intended to try to
distribute those itens here in Cthol Mir-gos," he protested.

"Well," Urgit said |lanmely, "you have got themw th you."

"Of course, but they're for trade with the Malloreans. There's quite
a market for this sort of thing ampbng those people.”

“I wouldn't be in the least surprised,” Urgit said, straightening in
his chair. "Then you had no intention of peddling your drugs to ny
subj ect s?"

"Most certainly not, your Majesty," Sadi replied indignantly.
Ugit's expression grew relieved. "Well," he said to the gl owering
Chabat, "there you have it, then. Certainly none of us couid object
to the fact that our Nyissan friend here is bent on corrupting the
Mal | oreans—the nore the better, I'd say."

"What about this?" Sorchak said, putting Sadi's case on
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the floor and lifting out the earthenware bottle. "Wat secret is
hi dden in here, Ussa of Sthiss Tor?" He shook the bottle.

"Be careful, man!" Sadi exclained, |eaping forward with his hand
out str et ched.

"Ah-ha!" Chabat exclainmed triunphantly. "It appears that there is
sonmething in that bottle that the slaver considers inportant. Let us
exam ne the contents. It may yet be that sone undi scovered crine
lurks here. Open the bottle, Sorchak."

"I beg of you," Sadi pleaded. "If you value your life, do not tanper
with that bottle."

"Open it, Sorchak," Chabat ordered relentlessly.



The smirking Grolimshook the bottle again and then began to work out
t he stopper.

"Pl ease, noble Priest!" Sadi's voice was angui shed.

"We'll just have a | ook." Sorchak grinned. "I'm sure that one | ook
won't hurt anything." He drew out the cork and raised the bottle to
his eye to peer in.

Zith, of course, took immedi ate action.

Wth a strangled shriek, Sorchak arched backward, flinging both arns
into the air. The earthenware bottle sailed upward, and Sadi caught

it just before it struck the floor. The stricken priest clapped both
hands over his eye. There was a | ook of horror on his face, and bl ood
spurted out from between his fingers. He began to squeal like a pig,
all of his Iinbs convul sing. He suddenly pitched forward, threshing
wildly and clawing tatters of skin fromhis face. He began to bang
his head on the floor. Hi s convul sions grew nore violent and he began
to froth at the nouth. Wth a shrill shriek, he suddenly | eaped high
into the air. When he came down, he was dead.

There was a nonent of stunned silence, then Chabat suddenly shrieked,
"Sorchak!" Her voice was filled with anguish and i nsupportabl e | oss.
She flew to the side of the dead man and fell across his body,
sobbi ng uncontrol |l ably.

Urgit stared in open-nouthed revul sion at Sorchak's corpse. "Torak's
teeth!" he swore in a strangl ed whisper, "what have you got in that
bottle, Ussa?"

"Uh—+t's a pet, your Majesty," Sadi replied nervously. "I did try to
warn him™"

"I ndeed you did, Ussa," Agachak crooned. "We all heard you. Do you
suppose 1 m ght see this pet of yours?" A crue

smle crossed his face as he | ooked gloatingly at the hysterically
sobbi ng Chabat .

"Certainly, Holy One," Sadi answered quickly. He carefully laid the
bottle on the floor. "Just a precaution,” he apol ogized. "She's a
little excited, and | wouldn't want her to make any mi stakes." He

| eaned over the bottle. "It's all right now, dear," he said
soothingly to the vengeful little reptile lurking inside. "The bad
man has gone away, and everything is fine now "

Zith sulked in her bottle, still greatly offended.
"Really, dear," Sadi assured her, "it's all right. Don't you trust
me?"

There was a snippy little hiss frominside the bottle.

"That's a very naughty thing to say, Zith," Sadi gently reproved her
"I did everything | could to keep himfrom di sturbing you." He | ooked
apol ogetically at Agachak. "I really don't know where she picks up



such | anguage, Holy One," he declared. He turned his attention back
to the bottle. "Please, dear, don't be nasty."

Anot her spiteful little hiss cane fromthe bottle.

“"Now that's going entirely too far, Zith. You come out of there at
once. "

Cautiously the little green snake poked her head out of the bottle,
rai sed herself, and | ooked at the corpse on the floor. Sorchak's face
was a ghastly blue color, and the foam was drying on his lips.

Chabat, still weeping hysterically, clung to his stiffening body.
Zith slithered the rest of the way out of her little house, dismssed
the dead man with a contenptuous flick of her tail, and cramed to

Sadi, purring with a snug little sound of self-satisfaction. Sad
reached down his hand to her, and she nuzzled affectionately at his
fingers. "Isn't she adorabl e?" he said fondly. "She's always so
kittenish after she bites soneone."

A slight nmovenent caught Garion's eye. Velvet was |eaning forward,
| ooking at the contentedly purring little reptile with an expression
of wholly absorbed fascination.

"You' ve got her under control, haven't you, Ussa?" Urgit asked in a
faintly apprehensive voice.

"Ch, yes, your Majesty," Sadi assured him "She's perfectly content
now. In alittle bit, I'lIl give her a light snack and a nice little
bath, and she'll sleep like a baby."

Ugit turned back to the H erarch. "Well, Agachak?" he said, "what's
your deci sion? Personally, | see no reason to
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continue this investigation. The slaver and his servants appear to be
quite bl anel ess.”

The Hi erarch considered it, his eyes hooded. "I believe you're right,
your Majesty."” He turned to one of his Go-lins. "Free this idiot
boy," he said, pointing at Eriond.

Chabat, her scarred face ravaged by grief, slowmy raised herself from
Sorchak's body. She |ooked first at Urgit and then at Agachak. "And
what of this?" she demanded in a voice vibrant with her enotion.

"What of this?" She indicated the stiffening Sorchak at her feet.
"Who is to be punished for this? Upon whom shall | wreak ny
vengeance?"

"The man di ed through his own act, Chabat," Agachak disni ssed her
demand. "There was no crinme involved."

"No crinme?" Her voice was choked. "No crine?" It rose in a crescendo.
"Are Golimlives so cheap that you will now throw t hem away?" She
spun and fixed Sadi with her burning eyes. "You will pay for this,
Ussa of Sthiss Tor," she declared. "I swear it upon the body of



Sorchak and upon that of Torak. You will never escape nme. | will have
revenge upon you and all your servants for the death of Sorchak."

"Why are you so upset, Chabat?" Agachak asked with nalicious
amusenment in his hollow voice. "There are scores of Golins in the
Tenpl e. Sorchak was one like all the rest—greedy, anbitious, and
deceitful. His death was the result of his own folly—-and of yours." A
cruel snmile touched his thin lips. "Could it be that your interest in
this dead Groli mwas personal ? You have | ong been ny favorite,

Chabat. | trusted you entirely. Is it possible that you have been
unfaithful to nme, seeking entertainment in the arns of another?"

Her face bl anched, and she lifted one trenbling hand to her lips as
she realized that she had gone too far and reveal ed too nuch.

Agachak | aughed, a chilling sound. "Did you actually believe that |
was so engrossed in my search for the Sardion that | was not aware of
your private anmusenments?" He paused. "Tell me, Chabat," he said in an
of fhand way, "did you and Sorchak ever succeed in raising a denmon?”

She drew back, her eyes wide with sudden terror as she faced her
mast er.

"I thought not," he nurnmured. "What a shane. Al that effort wasted.
Per haps you need a new partner in your mdnight rites, Chabat.
Sorchak's heart was never really in your
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attenpts anyway. He was nothing nore than a cheap opportunist, so
your loss is not as great as you nmight think. Do you know what he
called you in private?" he asked her, his eyes alight.

She shook her head nunbly.

"I have it on the very best authority that he customarily referred to
you as 'that scar-faced hag.' Does that in any way nmollify your
grief?"

Chabat recoiled fromhim her face suffused with nortification as she
realized that she had just been cruelly hunmiliated in public. She
whirled in rage and ki cked the dead man in his unfeeling side. "Scar-
faced hag?" she shrieked, kicking the body again. "Scar-faced hag?
Rot, Sorchak! And may the wornms enjoy your stinking carcass!" Then
she spun and fled, sobbing, fromthe room

"She seens a trifle distraught,” Urgit observed nmildly.

Agachak shrugged. "The shattering of illusions is always painful."

Ugit pulled absently at his pointed nose. "Her distraction, however,
rai ses certain risks here, Agachak," he said thoughtfully. "The

m ssion of this slaver is vital to both of us, and an hysterica
woman—particularly one with the kind of power Chabat possesses—an be
very dangerous. She obviously bears Ussa here a certain ennmty, and
since he was involved in both her hunmiliation and the death of



Sorchak, 1'd say that right now the Tenple m ght not be the safest
place in the world for him™"

Agachak nodded gravely. "Your Majesty's point is well taken."

Ugit's face brightened as if an idea had just occurred to him
"Agachak, " he said, "what would you say to the notion of my keeping
Ussa and his servants at the Drojimuntil we can see himsafely on
his way? That would put hi m beyond Chabat's reach in the event that
her distraction inpels her into any kind of rashness." He paused
nervously. "It's entirely up to you, Holy Agachak," he added quickly.

"There is nmuch to what you say, Urgit," Agachak replied. "A snal
slip here could put you at the nercy of Kal Zakath and nme on ny knees
before either Urvon or Zandramms. Let us by all means avoid those

disasters." He turned to Sadi. "You and your servants will acconpany
his Majesty to the Drojim Palace, Ussa. |'ll have your bel ongi ngs
sent along later. You'll be safe there, and your ship will be ready
in a
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few days." He smiled ironically. "I hope you appreciate our tender
concern for your well-being."

Sadi bowed. "I am overwhelned with gratitude, Holy One," he said.

“I"l'l keep the Dagashi Kabach here in the Tenple, however," Agachak
said to the King. "That way each of us will have in his hands a vita
element in the mssion to Rak Hagga. It should encourage us to co-
operate."

"Of course," Urgit agreed hastily, "I quite understand.” He rose to
his feet. "The hour grows late," he noted. "I'Il return to the Drojim
now and | eave you to your many religious duties, Dread Hierarch."

"Gve ny regards to the Lady Tamazin, your noble nother," Agachak
responded.

"I will, Agachak. | know that she'll be snothered with joy to know
that you renmenbered her. Cone al ong then, Ussa." He turned and
started toward the door.

“"May the spirit of Torak go with you, your Mjesty," Agachak called
after him

"I certainly hope not," Urgit nuttered to Sadi as they passed through
t he doorway.

"Your Mpjesty's arrival cane at a critical nonent," Sadi said quietly

as the two of themled the way down the hall. "Things were getting a
bit tense.”

"Don't flatter yourself,"” Urgit said souriy. "If it weren't for the
absol ute necessity of getting Kabach to Rak Hagga, |'d never have

risked a confrontation with the Golins. |'msure you' re a nice



enough fellow, but | have ny own skin to consider."

When they were outside the nail-studded doors of the Tenple, the
Murgo King straightened and drew in a deep breath of the cool night
air. "lI'malways glad to get out of that stinking place," he

decl ared. He notioned to one of his guards. "Go get the horses," he
conmanded.

"At once, your Majesty."

Then Urgit turned back to the shaven-headed Nyissan. "All right, you
sly fox," he said in an armused tone, "now perhaps you'd like to tel
me what you' re doing down here in Cthol Mirgos—and why you' ve assuned
this pose. | alnost fainted dead away when | di scovered that the
nmysterious Ussa of Sthiss Tor was none other than ny old friend Sadi
Chi ef Eunuch in the pal ace of Queen Sal m ssra."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

They clattered through the deserted m dnight streets of Rak Urga with
the king's torch-bearing guards drawn up closely around them "It's
all a sham of course,” Urgit was saying to Sadi. "I bow and scrape
to Agachak, nouth pious platitudes to make hi m happy, and keep ny
real opinions to nyself. | need his support, so | have to stay on the
good side of him He knows that, so he takes every possibl e advant age
of the situation.”

"The bond between Church and State here in Cthol Mirgos is wel
known, " Sadi noted as they entered a broad square where flaring
torches painted the sides of nearby buildings a snmoky orange.

Urgit made an indelicate sound. "Bond!" he snorted, "Mre like a
chain, Sadi—and it's around ny neck." He | ooked up at the murky sky,
his sharp-featured face ruddy
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in the torchlight. "Agachak and | agree on one thing, though. It's
absolutely essential to get the Dagashi Kabach to Rak Hagga before

wi nter sets in. Jaharb's had his people conbing all of western Ctho
Murgos for nonths | ooking for a slaver to slip Kabach through
Mal | orean lines." He suddenly grinned at Sadi. "As luck had it, the
one he found just happened to be an old friend of mine. | don't know
that we need to | et Agachak know that we're acquai nted, though.

like to keep a few secrets fromhim'

Sadi nade a sour face. "It's not too hard to guess why you're sending
an assassin to the city where Kal Zakath's headquarters are |ocated."

"I wouldn't advise lingering for any sight-seeing after you get him
there," Urgit agreed. "But then, Rak Hagga's not a very attractive
town anyway."

Sadi nodded glumy. "That's nore or |ess what | thought." He



considered it, running one |long-fingered hand over his shaven scalp
"The death of Zakath won't really solve your problem though, wll
it? 1 can't really see the Mallorean generals packing up and going
home just because their enperor's been killed."

Ugit sighed. "One thing at a tine, Sadi. | can probably bribe the
generals, or pay themtribute or something. The first step is to get
rid of Zakath. You can't reason with that man." He | ooked around at

the bl eak stone buildings, harshly illum nated by flickering
torchlight. "I hate this place,” he said suddenly. "I absolutely hate
it."

"Rak Urga?"

"Cthol Murgos, Sadi. | hate the whole stinking country. Why coul dn't

I have been born in Tol nedra—er maybe Sen-daria? Wiy did | have to
get stuck in Cthol Miurgos?"

"But you're the king."

"That wasn't by choice. One of our charming custons is that when a
new king is crowned, all other possible contenders for the throne are
put to death. For nme, it was either the throne or the grave. 1 had a
nunber of brothers when | becane king, but now |I'man only child." He
shuddered. "This is a gloonmy subject, don't you think? Wiy don't we
tal k about something el se? Just what are you doing in Cthol Mirgos,
Sadi ? | thought you were Salnmissra's right hand."

Sadi coughed. "Her Majesty and 1 had a slight m sunderstanding, so
t hought it mght be better for ne to | eave Nyissafora while."
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"Why Cthol Murgos? Why didn't you go to Tol Honeth instead? It's much
nore civilized and nuch, nmuch nore confortable." He sighed again.
"I"d give anything to be able to live in Tol Honeth."

"“I'"ve made sonme powerful enenmies in Tol nedra, your Mjesty," Sad
replied. "I know ny way around Cthol Mirgos, so | hired these Alorn
nmercenaries to protect ne and cane here posing as a slaver."

"And t hen Jaharb picked you up," Urgit guessed. "Poor old Sadi, no
matter where you go, you always seemto get nmixed up in politics—even
when you don't want to."

"It's a curse,” Sadi told himnournfully. "It's been followi ng nme for
all nmy life."

They rounded a corner and approached a vast, spraw ing building
surrounded by a high wall. Its dones and towers rose in barbaric,
torchlit profusion, and, unlike the rest of Rak Urga, it was garishly
painted in a half-dozen conflicting colors. "Behold the Drojim

Pal ace,” King Urgit said extravagantly to Sadi, "the hereditary hone
of the House of Urga."

"A npst unusual structure, your Majesty," Sadi nurnmnured.



"That's a diplomatic way to put it." Urgit |ooked critically at his
pal ace. "It's gaudy, ugly, and in terribly bad taste. It does,
however, suit mny personality al nost perfectly." He turned to one of
his guards. "Be a good fellow and ride on ahead," he instructed.
"Tell the gatekeepers that the Hi gh King approaches and that if |
have to wait while they open the gate for nme, 1'll have then* ears
cut off."

"At once, your Majesty."

Ugit grinned at Sadi. "One of my few anmusenents,” he expl ai ned. "The
only people I"'mallowed to bully are servants and common sol di ers,
and all Mirgos have a deep-seated need to bully sonebody."

, They rode on through the hastily opened gate and disnounted in a
ruddily torchlit courtyard. Urgit | ooked around at the garishly

pai nted walls of the house. "Gnhastly, isn't it?" He shuddered. "Let's
go inside."

There was a | arge door at the top of a flight of stone stairs, and
Ugit led theminside and down a |ong, vaulted corridor. He stopped
before a pair of polished double doors guarded by two scar-faced
soldiers. "Well?" he said to them

"Yes, your Majesty?" one replied.
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"Do you suppose that | could prevail upon you to open the door?"
Ugit asked him "O would you prefer an inmediate transfer to the
war zone?"

"At once, your Majesty,"
door open.

the sol dier replied, quickly yanking the

"Excellently done, my dear fellow Just try not to jerk it off its
hi nges next tinme." The king strolled through the door and into the
room beyond. "My throne room" he said grandi osely. "The product of
whol e generations of diseased inmaginations."

The room was | arger than the Hall of the Rivan King in Garion's
Citadel. The ceiling was a maze of intersecting vaults, ali covered
with sheets of the beaten red gold fromthe m nes of Cthol Mirgos.
The wal s and colunmms were ablaze with inset jewels, and the chairs
lined up at the sides of the roomwere inlaid with nore Angarak gol d.
At the far end of the room stood a bejewel ed throne, backed by bl ood-
red drapes. Seated in a sinple chair beside that throne was a silver-
hai red | ady, cal my enbroidering.

"Hi deous, isn't it?" Ugit said. "The Urgas have been pillaging the
treasury at Rak Goska for centuries to decorate the Drojim Pal ace,

but woul d you believe that the roof still |eaks ?" He sauntered to
the far end of the room and stopped before the bl ack-gowned | ady, who
was still busy at her needl ework, "Mther," he greeted her with a

slightly nmocking bow, "you're up late, aren't you?"



"I don't need as much sleep as | did when | was younger, Urgit." She
set her sewi ng aside. "Besides," she added, "we usually talk over the
day's events before you retire for the night."

“It's the high point of ny day, nother,"
smle tugging at his lips.

he replied with a faint

She returned his smle with good-hunored affection. She was, Garion
saw as that smile lighted her face, a remarkably attracti ve wonman.
Despite the silvery hair and the few lines at the corners of her
eyes, her face still bore the signs of what had once been an
extraordi nary beauty. A faint novenment caught his eye, and he saw
Sil k shrinking behind Toth's broad back and drawi ng up the hood of
his green robe to conceal his face.

"Who are your friends, Urgit?" the silver-haired | ady asked her son
"Ah, forgive nme, nother. My manners nust be sli pping.
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Allow ne to present Sadi, Chief Eunuch to Queen Sal mi bsra of the | and
of the snake-people.” \

"Formerly Chief Eunuch, I'mafraid," Sadi corrected. He bowed deeply.
“I"'m honored to neet the Queen Mdther of the Kingdom of the Mirgos."

"Ch," Urgit said, nounting the dais and sprawing on the throne with
one |l eg cocked up over one of its jeweled arnms, "I keep forgetting
the amenities. Sadi, this is ny royal nother, the Lady Tamazin, jewe
of the House of Hagga and grieving wi dow of my royal father, Taur
Urgas the Deranged—nmy bl essings rain down on the hand that sent him
to the bosom of Torak."

“Can't you ever be serious about anything, Urgit?" his nother chided
hi m

"But you do grieve, don't you nother? | know that in your heart you
m ss all those wonderful nonments you spent with ny father—watching

hi m gnaw on the furniture, listening to his insane gibbering, and
enjoying all those playful blows to the stomach and kicks to the head
wi th which he denonstrated his affection for his wves."

"That will do, Urgit," she said firmy.
"Yes, nother."

"Wel come to the Drojim Sadi," Lady Tamazin greeted the eunuch
formally. She | ooked inquiringly at the others.

"My servants, Lady Tammzin," Sadi said quickly. "Alorns for the nost
part."

“A nost unusual turn of circunstances," she murnured. "The age-old
war between Murgo and Al orn has denied nme the opportunity to neet



very many of that race." She | ooked directly then at Aunt Pol
"Surely this lady is no servant," she said sceptically.

"A tenporary arrangenent, ny Lady Tanmazin," Polgara replied with a
profoundly graceful curtsy. "I needed sone time in another place to
avoi d sonme unpl easant ness at hone."

The Queen Mdther sniled. "I do understand," she said. "Men play at
politics, and wonmen rnust pay the price for their folly." She turned
back to her son. "And how did your interview with the H erarch go?"
she asked him

"Not bad." He shrugged. "I grovel ed enough to keep hi m happy."
"That's enough, Urgit." Her voice was sharp. "Aga-
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chak's in a position to do you a great service, so show himthe
proper respect."
Ugit flinched slightly at her tone. "Yes, nother," he replied
meekly. "Oh, | alnobst forgot," he went on. "The priestess Chabat had
a bit of a setback."

The Queen Mt her's expression becanme one of disgust. "Her behavior is
a public scandal," she declared. "I can't understand why Agachak
tol erates her."

“I think he finds her amusing, nmother. G olins have a peculiar sense
of hunor. Anyway, she had this friend—a very close friend—who had a
bit of an accident. She'll need to find another playnmate before she
can scandali ze the good people of Rak Urga any nore."

"Why do you persist in being so frivolous, Ugit?"
"Why don't we just call it a synptom of my incipient nadness?"
"You're not going to go mad," she said firmy.

"Of course I'mgoing to go mad, nother. |I'mrather | ooking forward to
it."

"You're inpossible to talk with when you're like this," she chided
him "Are you going to stay up much | onger?"

"I don't think so. Sadi and | have a few things to discuss, but they
can wait until tonorrow, "

The Queen Mt her turned back to Polgara. "My quarters are npst
spaci ous, Lady," she said. "Wuld you and your attendants care to
share themwi th ne during your stay here in the Drojin?"

"W woul d be honored, ny Lady," Pol gara said.

"Very well, then," Urgit's nother said. "Praia," she called.



The girl who stepped fromthe shadows behind the throne was sl ender
and perhaps sixteen years old. She wore a bl ack gown and had | ong,
lustrous black hair. The dark, angul ar eyes that made npst Mirgo nen
| ook so alien were in her case very |large and delicately al nond-
shaped, giving her features an exotic beauty. Her expression,
however, was filled with a resolve uncomon in one so young. She
stepped to Lady Tanmmzin's chair and hel ped her to her feet.

Ugit's face darkened, and his eyes gjew flinty as he watched his
nmother |inp down fromthe dais, |eaning heavily on the girl's
shoulder. "Alittle gift fromthe inestinmable Taur Urgas," he said to
Sadi. "One eveni ng when he was feeling
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pl ayful, he knocked nmy nother down a flight of stairs and broke her
hip. She's had that linp ever since.”

"I don't even notice it any nore, Ugit."

"It's amazing how all of our mnor aches and pains got better right
after King Cho-Hag's saber slid through my father's guts." Urgit
paused. "I wonder if it's too late to send Cho-Hag sone snmall token
of appreciation,” he added.

"Ch," the Queen Mdther said to Polgara, "this is Lady - Praia, a
pri ncess of the House of Cthan."

"Princess," Polgara greeted the slender girl supporting Lady Tanmazin.

"My Lady," Praia responded in a clear voice.

Lady Tamazin, leaning on Praia's shoulder, slowy linped fromthe
roomw th Pol gara, Ce' Nedra, and Vel vet close behind her

"That girl nmakes me very nervous for sone reason,"” Urgit nuttered to
Sadi. "My nother dotes on her, but she has sonething el se on her

m nd. She never takes her eyes off me." He shook his head as if to
di smi ss an unwel cone thought. "You and your people have had a very
busy day, Sadi. We can talk further tonorrow after we've both had a
good night's sleep." He reached out and tugged at a sil ken bell pull
and there was the heavy note of a | arge gong sonewhere outside the
throne room Urgit rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. "Wy does it
al ways have to be those great bongs and cl angs?" he conpl ai ned.
"Soneday, |'d like to tug on a bellpull and hear a tiny little
tinkle."

The door at the far end of the throne room opened, and a heavy-
shoul dered Murgo of late m ddle age entered. His hair was gray, and
his scarred face was heavily lined. There was no hint that a smle
had ever touched that grim face. "Your Majesty rang?" he said in a
raspi ng voice.

"Yes, Oskatat," Urgit replied in an oddly respectful tone.



"Do you suppose that you could escort ny good friend Sad

and his servants to suitable quarters?" He turned back to
Sadi. "GCskatat is Lord Hi gh Seneschal here," he said. "He
Served ny father in the sane capacity at Rak Goska." There
was no hint of his usual nockery as he spoke. "My nother

rand | were not popular in my father's house, and Oskat at

I' was.the closest thing to a friend either of us had there."
"My Lord," Sadi said to the big, gray-haired man with a deep bow.
The seneschal nodded a curt response, then returned his
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bl eak gaze to the king. "Has my Lady Tamazin retired for the night?"
he asked.

"Yes, Oskatat."

"Then you should al so seek your bed. The hour is late."
"I was just on my way," Urgit answered, getting quickly to his feet.
Then he stopped. "GCskatat," he said plaintively, "I"mnot a sickly
little boy any nore. | don't really need to spend twelve hours in bed
every night the way | used to."
"The burdens of the crown are many,"
need your rest." He turned back to Sadi. "Follow ne,
starting toward the door.

the seneschal said shortly. "You
" he said,

“Until tonorrow then, Sadi," Urgit said. "Sleep well."
"My thanks, your Majesty."

The rooms to which the bl eak-faced Oskatat took them were as garish
as the rest of the DrojimPalace. The walls were painted an

unwhol esone mnust ard-yel |l ow and hung with splotchy tapestries. The
furni shings were carved fromrare, priceless woods, and the blue
Mal | orean carpet was as deep as the wool on the back of a sheep. Once
he had opened the door for them Oskatat jerked his head in the

bri efest of nods, then turned and | eft them al one.

"Charming fellow there," Sadi nurnmured.

Garion had been | ooking curiously at Silk, who still had his face
covered by his hood. "Why are you trying so hard to hide?" he asked.



The little man pulled back his hood with a rueful expression. "One of
t he di sadvantages of being a world traveler is that one keeps running
into old friends."

“I"'mnot sure | follow you."

"Do you renmenber that tine when we were on our way to Rak Cthol and
Taur Urgas caught ne and stuck ne in that pit?"

"Yes."

"“And do you renmenber why he did that—and why he planned to peel off
my skin inch by inch the next day?"

"You said that you'd been in Rak Goska once and accidentally killed
his el dest son."

"Ri ght. You have an excellent nenory, Garion. Well, as it happened,
I'd been engaged in some negotiations with Taur Urgas hinself before
that unfortunate incident. | visited the palace in Rak Goska

frequently and nmet the Lady Tammzin several times. She's al npost
certain to remenber ne—

particularly in view of the fact that she said that she knew ny
father."

"That coul d cause sone problens," Bel garath said.

“"Not if |I avoid her." Silk shrugged. "Mirgo wonmen sel dom socialize

with men—particularly with strangers—so | don't inmagine we'll be
bunmpi ng i nto each other very often in the next few days. Oskatat
could be a different matter, though. | also nmet himwhile |I was

t here."

“I think that, if it's at all possible, you ought to stay here in our
rooms," the old man suggested. "It m ght even keep you out of trouble
for a change."

"Why, Belgarath,” Silk said mldly, "what a thing to say."

"Has King Urgit always been |ike this?" Durnik asked Sadi. "He seens
awf ul | y—wel | -hunor ous, | guess the word is. | didn't think that
Mur gos even knew how to snmile.”

"He's a very conmplex fellow " Sadi replied.
"Have you known him | ong?"

"He frequently visited Sthiss Tor when he was younger—usually on
m ssions for his father. | think he junped at any excuse to get out
of Rak Goska. He and Sal mi ssra got on rather well together. O
course, that was before Lady Pol gara changed her into a snake." The
eunuch rubbed his hand absently over his scalp. "He's not a very
strong king," he noted. "His childhood in the palace of Taur Urgas
made himtim d, and he backs away from any sort of confrontation
He's a survivor, though. He's spent his entire life just trying to
stay alive, and that tends to make a nan very alert.”



"You'll be talking with himagain tonorrow," Belgarath said. "See if
you can get himto give you sone definite information about this ship
they plan to give us. | want to get to the Isle of Verkat before the
onset of winter, and various people in our party have been doing
things that might attract attention, if we have to stay here too

I ong." He gave Eriond a reproving | ook.

"It wasn't really ny fault, Belgarath,” the young man protested
mildly. "I didn't like the fires in the Sanctum that's all."

"Try to keep a grip on your prejudices, Eriond," the old man said in
a faintly sarcastic voice. "Let's not get sidetracked on these nora
crusades just now. "

“I'"l'l try, Belgarath."
"I'd appreciate it."
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The next norning, the seneschal, Oskatat, sumoned themall to

anot her audience with the Murgo King in a brightly candlelit chanber
that was smaller and | ess garish than the vast throne room Garion
noticed that Silk remained carefully hooded until the gray-haired
functionary had left the room Urgil and Sadi spoke quietly together
while the rest of them sat unobtrusively in the chairs lining the
wal | .

"It was probably the first hint that anyone really had that ny
father's brains were starting to cone off their hinges," the Mirgo
King was saying. He was dressed again in his purple doublet and hose
and was sprawed in a chair with his feet thrust out in front of him
"He was suddenly seized with the wild anbition to make hinsel f
Overki ng of Angarak. Personally, | think that Ctuchik planted the
notion in his head as a nmeans of irritating Urvon. Anyway," he
continued, twi sting the heavy gold ring on one of his fingers, "it
took the conmbined efforts of all his generals to convince ny manic
father that Zakath's army was about five tines the size of ours and
that Zakath could squash himlike a bug any tinme he chose. Once that
notion had finally seeped into his head, he went absolutely wild."

"Ch?" Sadi said.

Urgit grinned. "Threw hinmself on the floor and started chew ng on the
carpet. After he cal ned down, he decided to try subversion instead.
He inundated Mallorea with Miurgo agents—and Murgos are probably the
clunsiest spies in the world. To keep it short—Zakath was about
nineteen at the tinme and desperately in love with a Melcene girl. Her
famly was deeply in debt, so nmy father's agents bought up all their
obligations and started putting pressure on them The brilliant plan
that energed fromny father's diseased wits was that the girl should
encourage the | ove-struck young Zakath, marry him and then slip a
kni fe between the inperial ribs at her earliest opportunity. One of
the Mel cenes these highly intelligent Mirgo spies had bought to help
themin their schene ran to Zakath with the whole sordid story, and



the girl and her entire famly were inmediately put to death."
"What a tragic story," Sadi nurnmured.

"You haven't heard the best part yet. Several of the Miurgo spies were
persuaded to reveal the whole story—Malloreans tend to be very good
per suader s—and Zakat h di scovered to his horror that the girl had
known absol utely
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not hi ng about my father's plan. He | ocked hinself in his roomin the
pal ace at Mal Zeth for an entire nmonth. When he went in, he was a

pl easant, open young nman who showed nuch proni se of becom ng one of
Mal | orea' s greatest enperors. Wen he cane out, he was the col d-

bl ooded nmonster we all know and | ove. He rounded up every Miurgo in
Mal | orea—ncluding a fair nunber of ny father's relatives—and he used
to anuse hinself by sending bits and pieces of themin ornate
containers to Rak Goska, acconpanied by highly insulting notes."

"But didn't the two of themjoin forces at the battle of Thul
Mar du?’

Urgit |aughed. "That nay be the popul ar perception, Sadi, but in
poi nt of fact, the Inperial Princess Ce' Nedra's army was just unlucky
enough to get between two opposi ng Angarak nonarchs. They didn't care
a thing about her or about that dungheap people call M shrak ac
Thull. Al they were trying to do was kill each other. Then ny addl ed
father made the nistake of chall enging King Cho-Hag of Algaria to

si ngl e combat, and Cho-Hag gave hima very pointed | esson in

swor dsmanshi p." He | ooked thoughtfully into the fire. "I still think
| ought to send Cho-Hag sone token of appreciation," he nused.

"Excuse nme, your Majesty." Sadi frowned. "But | don't altogether
understand. Kal Zakath's quarrel was with your father, and Taur Urgas
is dead."

"Ch yes, quite dead,"” Urgit agreed. "I cut his throat before | buried
hi mfust to nmake sure. | think that Zakath's problem stens fromthe
fact that he didn't get the chance to kill ny father personally.
Failing that, | guess he's willing to settle for ne." He rose and
began to pace nmoodily up and down. "I've sent hima dozen peace
overtures, but all he does is send ne back the heads of ny

em ssaries. | think he's as crazy as ny father was." He stopped his
restl ess pacing. "You know, maybe | was a bit hasty on ny way to the
throne. | had a dozen brothers—all of the blood of Taur Urgas. If I'd
kept a few of themalive, | mght have been able to give themto
Zakath. Perhaps, if he had drunk enough Urga blood, it might have
made himlose his taste for it."

The door opened and a bul ky Murgo with an ornate gold chain about his
neck entered the room "I need your signature on this," he said
rudely to Urgit, thrusting a sheet of parchnment at him
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"What is it, General Kradak?" Urgit asked neekly.
The officer's face darkened.

"All right," Urgit saidin a nmollifying tone, "don't get yourself
excited." He took the parchment to a nearby table where a quill pen

| ay beside a silver ink-pot. He di pped the pen, scribbled his name on
the bottom of the sheet, and handed it back

"Thank you, your Majesty," Ceneral Kradak said in aflat voice. Then
he turned on his heel and left the room

"One of ny father's generals,"” Ugit told Sadi sourly. "They al

treat ne like that." He began to pace up and down again, scuffing his
feet at the carpet. "How much do you know about King Bel garion,
Sadi ?" he asked suddenly.

The eunuch shrugged. "Well, |'ve net himonce or twce."

"Didn't you say that nmost of your servants are Al orns?"

"Alorn nercenaries, yes. They're dependable and very good to have
around if a fight breaks out."

The Murgo King turned to Belgarath, who sat dozing in a chair

"You—eld man," he said abruptly. "Have you ever net Bel garion of
Ri va?"

"Several tinmes," Belgarath admitted calmy

"What kind of man is he?"

"Sincere," Belgarath replied. "He tries very hard to be a good king."
"Just how powerful is he?"

"Well, he has the whole Alorn Alliance to back himup, and
technically he's the Overlord of the Wst—-although the Tol nedrans are
likely to go then- own way, and the Arends woul d rather fight each

ot her."

"That's not what | meant. How good a sorcerer is he?"

"Why ask ne, your Mpjesty? Do | look like the kind of man who'd know
very much about that sort of thing? He managed to kill Torak, though,

and |'d inmagine that took a bit of doing."

"How about Bel garath? Is there really such a person, or is he just a
nyt h?"

“"No, Belgarath is a real person."
"And he's seven thousand years ol d?"

"Seven thousand or so." Belgarath shrugged. "G ve or take a few
centuries.”



"“And his daughter Pol gara?"

"She's also a real person.”
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"And she's thousands of years ol d?"

"Sonething like that. | could probably figure it out if | needed to,
but a gentleman doesn't ask questions about a |ady's age."

Urgit |aughed—a short, ugly, barking sound. "The words 'gentleman’
and ' Murgo' are nutually exclusive, nmy friend," he said. "Do you
t hi nk Bel garion would receive my emissaries, if | sent themto Riva?"

"He's out of the country just now," Belgarath told him blandly.
"I hadn't heard that."

"He does it fromtime to tinme. Every so often he gets bored with al
the cerenoni es and goes away."

"How does he manage that? How can he just pick up and | eave?”
"Who's going to argue with hinP"

Urgit began to gnaw worriedly on one fingernail. "Even if the Dagash
Kabach succeeds in killing Zakath, I'mstill going to have a
Mal | orean army on ny doorstep. |I'mgoing to need an ally if |I'm ever
going to get rid of them" He began to pace up and down agai n.
"Besides," he added, "if | can reach an agreenent wi th Bel garion,
maybe 1'1l be able to get Agachak's fist off nmy throat. Do you think
he'd listen to a proposal from nme?"

"You could ask himand find out, | suppose.”

The door opened again and the Queen Mther, assisted by the gir
Prai a, entered.

"Good nmorning, mother," Urgit greeted her. "Why are you out roam ng
the halls of this madhouse?"

"Ugit," she said firmy, "you' d be much nore admirable if you
stopped trying to nake a joke out of everything."

"It keeps nme from broodi ng about my circunstances,” he told her
flippantly. "lI'mlosing a war, half of ny subjects want to depose ne
and send ny head to Zakath on a plate, I'll be going nad soon, and
think I'm devel oping a boil on ny neck. There are only a few things
left for me to | augh about, nother, so please let nme enjoy a joke or
two while | still can.”

"Why do you keep insisting that you're going to go nad?"

"Every nale in the Uga fanmly for the past five hundred years has



gone nmad before he reached fifty," he rem nded her. "It's one of the
reasons we nake such good kings. Nobody in his right m nd would want
the throne of Cthol Mur-
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gos. Was there anything special you wanted, nother? O did you just
want to enjoy my fascinating conpani onshi p?"

She | ooked around the room "Which of you gentlenmen is nmarried to
that little red-haired girl?" she asked.

Garion | ooked up quickly. "lIs she all right, ny Lady?"

"Pol, the lady with the white |ock at her brow, said that you should
come at once. The young wonan seens to be in sone distress.”

Garion stood up to follow as the Queen Mdther started slowy back
toward the door. Just before she reached it, she stopped and gl anced
at Silk, who had pulled up his hood as soon as she had entered. "Wy
don't you acconpany your friend?" she suggested, "Just for the sake
of appearances?"

They went out of the room and on down one of the garish halls of the
Drojimto a dark-panel ed door guarded by a pair of mail-shirted nen-
at-arns. One of them opened the door with a respectful bow to Lady
Tamazi n, and she led theminside. Her quarters were decorated nuch
nore tastefully than the rest of the Drojim The walls were white,
and the decor much nmore subdued. Aunt Pol sat on a | ow divan, hol ding
the weeping Ce' Nedra in her arnms with Vel vet standi ng nearby.

—+s she all right?—@arion's fingers asked quickly.

—+ don't think it's too serious—Polgara's hands replied. —A bout of
nerves nost likely, but | don't want any of these fits of depression
to go on for too long. She still hasn't fully recovered from her

nmel ancholia. See if you can confort her.—

Garion went to the divan and encl osed Ce' Nedra gently in his arns.
She clung to him still weeping.

"I's the young | ady subject to these crying-spells, Pol?" the Queen
Mot her asked as the two of themtook chairs on opposite sides of the
cheery fire that danced on the grate.

“Not all that frequently, Tanmazin," Pol gara answered. "There's been a
recent tragedy in her famly, though, and sonetines her nerves get
t he best of her.”

"Ah," Urgit's mother said. "Could | offer you a cup of tea, Pol?
always find tea in the norning so conforting."”

"Why, thank you, Tamezin. | think that would be very nice."

Gradual ly, Ce'Nedra's weepi ng subsi ded, though she still clung
tightly to Garion. At last she raised her head and w ped
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at her eyes with her fingertips. "I'mso very sorry," she apol ogi zed.
"I don't know what came over me."

“It's all right, dear,"” Garion rmurnured, his arns still about her

shoul ders.

She dabbed at her eyes again, using a wispy little handkerchief. "I
nmust | ook absolutely terrible," she said with a teary little |augh.

“"Moderately terrible, yes," he agreed, smling.

"I told you once, dear, that you should never cry in public,’
said to her. "You just don't have the right coloring for it."

Pol gara

Ce' Nedra smiled tremul ously and stood up. "Perhaps | should go wash
nmy face," she said. "And then | think 1'd like to lie dow for a
bit." She turned to Garion. "Thank you for coming," she said sinply.

"Any tinme you need nme," he replied.
"Why don't you go with the lady, Praia?" Lady Tamazi n suggested.

"Of course,’
feet.

the sl ender Murgo Princess agreed, conming quickly to her

Sil k had been standi ng nervously near the door with the hood of his
green robe pulled up and his head down to keep his face conceal ed.

"Oh, do stop that, Prince Kheldar," the Queen Mdther told himafter
Ce' Nedra and Praia had left the room "I recognized you |ast night,
so it's no good your trying to hide your face."

He sighed and pushed his hood back. "I was afraid you might have," he
sai d.

"That hood doesn't hide your npost salient feature anyway," she told
hi m

“And which feature was that, nmy Lady?"

"Your nose, Kheldar, that |ong, sharp, pointed nose that precedes you
wher ever you go."

"But it's such a noble nose, ny Lady," Velvet said with a dinpled
smle. "He wouldn't be nearly the man he is without it."

"Do you m nd?" Silk asked her

“"You do get around, don't you, Prince Kheldar?" Lady Tanazin said to
him "How |long has it been since you |left Rak Goska with half of the
Murgo army hot on your heel s?"

"Fifteen or twenty years, ny Lady," he replied, comng closer to the



fire.
228

KI NG OF THE MJURGOS

"I was sorry to hear that you'd left,” she said. "You' re not a very
prepossessi ng-1ooking fell ow, but your conversation was npst
entertaining, and there was very little in the way of entertai nment
in the house of Taur Urgas."

"You don't plan to make a general announcement about ny identity
then, |I take it?" he said carefully.

“It's not my concern, Kheldar." She shrugged. "Mirgo wonen do not
i nvol ve thenselves in the affairs of nmen. Over the centuries, we've
found that it's safer that way."

"You' re not upset, then, ny Lady?" Garion asked her. "What | mean i sf
I'd heard that Prince Kheldar here accidentally killed the el dest son
of Taur Urgas. Didn't that offend you just a little?"

“I't had nothing to do with nme," she replied. "The one Kheldar killed
was the child of Taur Urgas' first w fe—an insufferable, toothless
hag of the House of Gorut who used to gloat over the fact that she
had given birth to the heir apparent and that, as soon as he ascended
the throne, she was going to have the rest of us strangled."”

"I"'mrelieved to hear that you had no particul ar fondness for the
young man," Silk told her

"Fondness? He was a nonster—fust like his father. When he was just a
little boy, he used to armuse hinself by dropping live puppies into
boiling water. The world's a better place without him?"

Silk assuned a | ofty expression. "I always |ike to performthese
little public services," he declared. "I feel that it's a gentleman's
civic duty."

"I thought you said that his death was accidental," Garion said.

"Well, sort of. Actually, | was trying to stab himin the
bel | y—pai nful perhaps, but sel dom fatal —but he bunped my arm as
made the thrust, and sonehow my knife went straight into his heart."

"What a shane,” Tamazin nmurrmured. "I1'd be sort of careful here in the
Droji mthough, Kheldar. | have no intention of revealing your
identity, but the seneschal, Os-katat, also knows you by sight and he
woul d probably feel obliged to denounce you."

"I'"d already guessed as nuch, ny Lady. ['Il try to avoid him"

“"Now tell me, Prince Kheldar, howis your father?"
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Silk sighed. "He died, I'mafraid,"” he replied sadly, "quite a few
years ago. It was rather sudden.”

As chance ha