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About the Book

The Accursed One is not dead...
He only sleeps...

The evil God Torak covets dominion
over all men. If the stolen Orb of Aldur
reaches him, he will surely gain what he
desires.

Garion travels through strange lands
with master sorcerers Belgarath and
Polgara in frantic pursuit of the Orb. But
as his own powers grow, Garion starts
to realize that he too may have a part to



play — a part he is not sure he wants...
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Prologue

Being an Account of the Battle of
the Kingdoms of the West against
the most heinous Invasion and Evil

of Kal Torak.
-based upon The Battle of Vo
Mimbre

In the youth of the world, the
evil God Torak stole the Orb of
Aldur and fled, seeking dominion.
The Orb resisted, and its fire
maimed him with a dreadful
burning. But he would not give it



up, for it was precious to him.

Then Belgarath, a sorcerer and
disciple of the God Aldur, led forth
the king of the Alorns and his three
sons, and they reclaimed the Orb
from the iron tower of Torak. Torak
sought to pursue, but the wrath of
the Orb repelled him and drove him
back.

Belgarath set Cherek and his
sons to be kings over four great
kingdoms in eternal guard against
Torak. The Orb he gave to Riva to
keep, saying that so long as a
descendant of Riva held the Orb the
West would be safe.

Century followed century with



no menace from Torak, until the
spring of 4865, when Drasnia was
invaded by a vast horde of Nadraks,
Thulls, and Murgos. In the center of
this sea of Angaraks was borne the
huge iron pavilion of one called Kal
Torak, which means King and God.
Cities and villages were razed and
burned, for Kal Torak came to
destroy, not to conquer. Those of
the people who lived were given to
the steel-masked Grolim priests for
sacrifice in the unspeakable rites of
the Angaraks. None survived save
those who fled to Algaria or were
taken from the mouth of the Aldur
River by Cherek warships.



Next the horde struck south at
Algaria. But there they found no
cities. The nomadic Algarian
horsemen fell back before them,
then struck in vicious hit-and-run
attacks. The traditional seat of the
Algarian kings was the Stronghold,
a man-made mountain with stone
walls thirty feet thick. Against this,
the Angaraks hurled themselves in
vain before settling down to
besiege the place. The siege lasted
for eight futile years.

This gave the West time to
mobilize and prepare. The generals
gathered at the Imperial War
College in Tol Honeth and planned



their strategy. National differences
were set aside, and Brand, the
Warder of Riva, was chosen to have
full command. With him came two
strange advisers: an ancient but
vigorous man who claimed
knowledge even of the Angarak
kingdoms; and a  strikingly
handsome woman with a silver lock
at her brow and an imperious
manner. To these Brand listened,
and to them he paid almost
deferential respect.

In the late spring of 4875, Kal
Torak abandoned his siege and
turned west toward the sea,
pursued still by Algar horsemen. In



the mountains, the Ulgos came
forth from their caverns by night
and wreaked fearful slaughter on
the sleeping Angaraks. But still
were the forces of Kal Torak beyond
counting. After a pause to regroup,
the host proceeded down the valley
of the River Arend toward the city
of Vo Mimbre, destroying all in its
path. Early in the summer, the
Angaraks deployed for the assault
upon the city.

On the third day of the battle, a
horn was heard to blow three
times. Then the gates of Vo Mimbre
opened, and the Mimbrate knights
charged out to fall upon the front of



the Angarak horde, the iron-shod
hoofs of their chargers trampling
living and dead. From the left came
Algar cavalry, Drasnian pikemen,
and veiled Ulgo irregulars. And from
the right came the Cherek berserks
and the legions of Tolnedra.

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

Then the Apostate, Zedar the
Sorcerer, went in haste to the black



iron pavilion from which Kal Torak
had not yet emerged. And to the
Accursed One he said, "Lord, throe
enemies have thee surrounded in
great numbers. Yea, even the gray
Rivans have come in their numbers
to cast defiance at thy might."

Kal Torak arose in anger and
declared, "I will come forth, that
the false keepers of Cthrag Yaska,
the jewel which was mine, shall see
me and know fear of me. Send to
me my kings."

"Great Lord," Zedar told him,
"thy kings are no more. The battle
hath claimed their lives and those
of a multitude of thy Grolim priests



as well."

Kal Torak's wrath grew great at
these words, and fire spat from his
right eye and from the eye that was
not. He ordered his servants to bind
his shield to the arm on which he
had no hand and he took up his
dread black sword. With this, he
went forth to do battle.

Thencame a voice from the
midst of the Rivans, saying, "In the
name of Belar I defy thee, Torak. In
the name of Aldur I cast my despite
in thy teeth. Let the bloodshed be
abated, and I will meet thee to
decide the battle. I am Brand,
Warder of Riva. Meet me or take



the stinking host away and come no
more against the kingdoms of the
West."

Kal Torak strode apart from the
host and cried, "Where is he who
dares pit his mortal flesh against
the King of the World? Behold, I am
Torak, King of Kings and Lord of
Lords. I will destroy this loud-voiced
Rivan. Mine enemies shall perish,
and Cthrag Yaska shall again be
mine."

Brand stood forth. He bore a
mighty sword and a shield muffled
with cloth. A grizzled wolf marched
at his side, and a snowy owl
hovered over his head. Brand said,



"T am Brand and I will contend with
thee, foul and misshapen Torak."

When Torak saw the wolf, he
said, "Begone, Belgarath. Flee if
thou wouldst save thy life." And to
the owl he said, "Abjure thy father,
Polgara, and worship me. I will wed
thee and make thee Queen of the
World."

But the wolf howled defiance,
and the owl screeched her scorn.
Torak raised his sword and smote
down upon the shield of Brand.
Long they fought, and many and
grievous were the blows they
struck. Those who stood near to
see them were amazed. The fury of



Torak grew great, and his sword
battered the shield of Brand until
the Warder fell back before the
onslaught of the Accursed One.
Then the wolf howled and the owl
shrieked in one voice together, and
the strength of Brand was renewed.

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



stone.

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



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

Brand asked that the body of
the Accursed One be brought to
him, that he might behold him who
would be king of all the world. But
the body was not to be found. In
the night, Zedar the Sorcerer had
cast an enchantment and passed
unseen through the armies of the



West, bearing away the one he had
chosen as master.

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

"When will he awaken?" Brand
asked. "I must prepare the West
against his return."

Polgara answered, "When once
again a King of Riva's line sits on
his northern throne, the Dark God
will waken to do war with him."

Brand frowned, saying, "But that
is neverl" For all knew that the last
Rivan King had been slain with his



family in 4002 by Nyissan assassins.

Again the woman spoke. "In the
fullness of time the Rivan King will
rise to claim his own, as the ancient
Prophecy foretells. More cannot be
said."

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

Soon men began crying that
Brand should henceforth be chosen
as ruler ofall the West. Only



Mergon, ambassador of Imperial
Tolnedra, protested in the name of
his Emperor, Ran Borune 1V. Brand
refused the honor, and the proposal
was dropped, so that there was
again peace among those
assembled in council. But in return
for peace, a demand was made of
Tolnedra.

The Gorim of the Ulgos spoke
first in @ loud voice. "In fulfillment
of the Prophecy, there must be
promised a princess of Tolnedra to
be wife unto the Rivan King who
will come to save the world. This
the Gods require of us."

Again Mergon protested. "The



Hall of the Rivan King is empty and
desolate. No king sits upon the
Rivan throne. How many a princess
of Imperial Tolnedra be wed with a
phantom?"

Then the woman who was
Polgara replied. "The Rivan King
will return to assume his throne and
claim his bride. From this day
forward, therefore, each princess of
Imperial Tolnedra shall present
herself in the Hall of the Rivan King
upon her sixteenth birthday. She
shall be clad in her wedding gown
and shall abide there for three days
against the coming of the King. If
he comes not to claim her, then she



shall be free to return to her father
for whatever he may decree for
her."

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

The wise Gorim of the Ulgos
spoke again. "Tell your Emperor
that this is the will of the Gods. Tell
him also that in the day Tolnedra
fails in this, the West shall rise
against him and scatter the sons of
Nedra to the winds and pull down
the might of the Empire, until
Imperial Tolnedra is no more."

At that, seeing the might of the
armies before him, the ambassador



submitted to the matter. All then
agreed and were bound to it.

When that was done, the nobles
of strife-torn Arendia came to
Brand, saying, "The king of the
Mimbrates is dead and the duke of
the Asturians also. Who now shall
rule us? For two thousand years has
war between Mimbre and Asturia
rent fair Arendia. How may we
become one people again?"

Brand considered. "Who is heir
to the Mimbrate throne?"

"Korodullin is crown prince of
the Mimbrates," the nobles replied.

"And to whom descends the
Asturian line?"



"Mayaserana is the daughter of
the Asturian duke," they told him.

Brand said, "Bring them to me."
And when they were brought before
Brand, he said to them, "The
bloodshed between Mimbre and
Asturia must end. Therefore, it is
my will that you be wed to each
other and that the houses which so
long have warred shall thus be
joined."

The two cried against the
judgment, for they were filled with
ancient enmity and with the pride
of their separate lines. But
Belgarath took Korodullin aside and
spoke in private with him. And



Polgara withdrew Mayaserana to a
separate place and was long in
converse with her. No man learned
then or later what was said to the
two young people. But when they
returned to where Brand waited,
Mayaserana and Korodullin were
content that they should be wed.
And this was the final act of the
council that met after the battle of
Vo Mimbre.

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

"Much has been wrought here
that is good and shall endure.
Behold, we have met together



against the Angaraks and they have
been overthrown. Evil Torak is
quelled. And the covenant we have
made here among us prepares the
West for the day of the Prophecy
when the Rivan King shall return
and Torak shall wake from his long
sleep to contend again for empire
and dominion. All that may be done
in this day to prepare for the great
and final war has been done. We
can do no more. And here,
perchance, the wounds of Arendia
have been healed, and the strife of
more than two thousand years may
see its end. So far as may be, I am
content with it all.



"Hail, then, and farewell!"

He turned from them and rode
north with the grizzled man who
was Belgarath and the queenly
woman who was Polgara by his
side. They took ship at Camaar in
Sendaria and set sail for Riva. And
Brand returned no more to the
kingdoms of the West.

But of his companions are many
tales told. And of that telling, what
may be true and what false few
men may know.
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PART ONE

ARENDIA













Chapter One

Vo Wacune was no more.
Twenty-four centuries had passed
since the city of the Wacite Arends
had been laid waste, and the dark,
endless forests of northern Arendia
had reclaimed the ruins. Broken
walls had toppled and been
swallowed up in the moss and wet
brown bracken of the forest floor,
and only the shattered stumps of
the once proud towers moldered
among the trees and fog to mark
the place where Vo Wacune had
stood. Sodden snow blanketed the



mist-shrouded ruins, and trickles of
water ran down the faces of ancient
stones like tears.

Garion wandered alone down
the tree-choked avenues of the
dead city, his stout gray wool cloak
drawn tight against the chill, and
his thoughts as mournful as the
weeping stones around him.
Faldor's farm with its green, sun-
drenched fields was so far behind
him that it seemed lost in a kind of
receding haze, and he was
desperately homesick. No matter
how hard he tried to hold onto
them, details kept escaping him.
The rich smells of Aunt Pol's kitchen



were only a faint memory; the ring
of Durnik's hammer in the smithy
faded like the dying echo of the last
note of a bell, and the sharp, clear
faces of his playmates wavered in
his remembrance of them until he
could no longer be sure that he
would even recognize them. His
childhood was slipping away, and
try though he might he could not
hold on to it.

Everything was changing; that
was the whole problem. The core of
his life, the rock upon which his
childhood had been built, had
always been Aunt Pol. In the simple
world of Faldor's farm she had been



Mistress Pol, the cook, but in the
world beyond Faldor's gate she was
Polgara the Sorceress, who had
watched the passage of four
millennia with a purpose beyond
mortal comprehension.

And Mister Wolf, the old
vagabond storyteller, had also
changed. Garion knew now that this
old friend was in fact his great-
great grandfather - with an infinite
number of additional "greats"
added on for good measure - but
that behind that roguish old face
there had always been the steady
gaze of Belgarath the Sorcerer, who
had watched and waited as he had



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

Their very names  were
unsettling. Garion had never
wanted to believe in sorcery or
magic or witchcraft. Such things
were unnatural, and they violated
his notion of solid, sensible reality.
But too many things had happened
to allow him to hold on to his
comfortable skepticism any longer.
In a single, shattering instant the
last vestiges of his doubt had been
swept away. As he had watched
with stunned disbelief, Aunt Pol had



erased the milky stains from the
eyes of Martje the witch with a
gesture and a single word, restoring
the madwoman's sight and
removing her power to see into the
future with a brutal
evenhandedness. Garion shuddered
at the memory of Martje's
despairing wail. That cry somehow
marked the point at which the
world had become less solid, less
sensible, and infinitely less safe.
Uprooted from the only place he
had ever known, unsure of the
identities of the two people closest
to him, and with his whole
conception of the difference



between the possible and the
impossible destroyed, Garion found
himself committed to a strange
pilgrimage. He had no idea what
they were doing in this shattered
city swallowed up in trees, and not
the faintest idea where they would
go when they left. The only
certainty that remained to him was
the single grim thought to which he
now clung; somewhere in the world
there was a man who had crept
through the predawn darkness to a
small house in a forgotten village
and had murdered Garion's parents;
if it took him the rest of his life,
Garion was going to find that man,



and when he found him, he was
going to kill him. There was
something strangely comforting in
that one solid fact.

He carefully climbed over the
rubble of a house that had fallen
outward into the street and
continued his gloomy exploration of
the ruined city. There was really
nothing to see. The patient
centuries had erased nearly all of
what the war had left behind, and
slushy snow and thick fog hid even
those last remaining traces. Garion
sighed again and began to retrace
his steps toward the moldering
stump of the tower where they had



all spent the previous night.

As he approached, he saw
Mister Wolf and Aunt Pol standing
together some distance from the
ruined tower, talking quietly. The
old man's rust-colored hood was
turned up, and Aunt Pol's blue cloak
was drawn about her. There was a
look of timeless regret on her face
as she looked out at the foggy
ruins. Her long, dark hair spilled
down her back, and the single white
lock at her brow seemed paler than
the snow at her feet.

"There he is now," Mister Wolf
said to her as Garion approached
them.



She nodded and looked gravely
at Garion. "Where have you been?"
she asked.

"No place,” Garion replied. "I
was thinking, that's all."

"I see you've managed to soak
your feet."

Garion lifted one of his sodden
brown boots and looked down at
the muddy slush clinging to it. "The
snow's wetter than I thought," he
apologized.

"Does wearing that thing really
make you feel better?" Mister Wolf
asked, pointing at the sword Garion
always wore now.

"Everybody keeps saying how



dangerous Arendia is," Garion
explained. "Besides, I need to get
used to it." He shifted the creaking
new leather sword belt around until
the wirebound hilt was not so
obvious. The sword had been an
Erastide present from Barak, one of
several gifts he had received when
the holiday had passed while they
were at sea.

"It doesn't really suit you, you
know," the old man told him
somewhat disapprovingly.

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



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

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

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

"They wouldn't have been as
good," Mister Wolf answered,
scratching at his short, white beard.
"We've got a long way to go, and I
don't want to have to worry about a
horse  foundering under me
somewhere along the way. It's a lot
better to take a little time now than



to lose more time later."

Garion reached back and rubbed
at his neck where the chain of the
curiously carved silver amulet Wolf
and Aunt Pol had given him for
Erastide had chafed his skin.

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

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

"It has to be next to your skin."

"It's not very comfortable. It
looks nice enough, I suppose, but
sometimes it seems cold, and other
times it's hot, and once in a while it
seems to be awfully heavy. The



chain keeps rubbing at my neck. I
guess I'm not used to ornaments."

"It's not entirely an ornament,
dear," she told him. "You'll get used
to it in time."

Wolf laughed. "Maybe it will
make you feel better to know that it
took your Aunt ten years to get
used to hers. I was forever telling
her to put it back on."

"I don't know that we need to
go into that just now, father," Aunt
Pol answered coolly.

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

"Of course."



"Does it mean something that
we all wear them?"

"It's a family custom, Garion,"
Aunt Pol told him in a tone that
ended the discussion. The fog
eddied around them as a chill,
damp breeze briefly swirled through
the ruins.

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

"It wasn't always this way,"
Aunt Pol said very quietly.

"What was it like?"

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



We all thought it would Ilast
forever." She pointed toward a rank
patch of winter-browned brambles
creeping over the broken stones.
"Over there was a flower-filled
garden where ladies in pale yellow
dresses used to sit while young
men sang to them from beyond the
garden wall. The voices of the
young men were very sweet, and
the ladies would sigh and throw
bright red roses over the wall to
them. And down that avenue was a
marble-paved square where the old
men met to talk of forgotten wars
and long-gone companions. Beyond
that there was a house with a



terrace where I used to sit with
friends in the evening to watch the
stars come out while a boy brought
us chilled fruit and the nightingales
sang as if their hearts were
breaking." Her voice drifted off into
silence. "But then the Asturians
came," she went on, and there was
a different note then. "You'd be
surprised at how little time it takes
to tear down something that took a
thousand years to build."

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

"I could have done something,



father," she replied, looking off into
the ruins. "But you wouldn't let me,
remember?"

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

"So you said before." She looked
around at the filmy trees marching
away in the fog down the empty



streets. "I didn't think the trees
would come back so fast," she said
with a strange little catch in her
voice. "I thought they might have
waited a little longer."

"It's been almost twenty-five
centuries, Pol."

"Really? It seems like only last
year."

"Don't brood about it. It'll only
make you melancholy. Why don't
we go inside? The fog's beginning
to make us all a bit moody."

Unaccountably, Aunt Pol put her
arm about Garion's shoulders as
they turned toward the tower. Her
fragrance and the sense of her



closeness brought a lump to his
throat. The distance that had grown
between them in the past few
months seemed to vanish at her
touch.

The chamber in the base of the
tower had been built of such
massive stones that neither the
passage of centuries nor the silent,
probing tendrils of tree roots had
been able to dislodge them. Great,
shallow arches supported the low
stone ceiling, making the room
seem almost like a cave. At the end
of the room opposite the narrow
doorway a wide crack between two
of the rough-hewn blocks provided



a natural chimney. Durnik had
soberly considered the crack the
previous evening when they had
arrived, cold and wet, and then had
quickly constructed a crude but
efficient fireplace out of rubble. "It
will serve," the smith had said "Not
very elegant perhaps, but good
enough for a few days."

As Wolf, Garion and Aunt Pol
entered the low, cavelike chamber,
a good fire crackled in the fireplace,
casting looming shadows among
the low arches and radiating a
welcome warmth. Durnik in his
brown leather tunic was stacking
firewood along the wall. Barak,



huge, redbearded, and mail-shined,
was polishing his sword. Silk, in an
unbleached linen shirt and black
leather vest, lounged idly on one of
the packs, toying with a pair of
dice.

"Any sign of Hettar yet?" Barak
asked, looking up.

"It's a day or so early," Mister
Wolf replied, going to the fireplace
to warm himself.

"Why don't you change your
boots, Garion?" Aunt Pol suggested,
hanging her blue cloak on one of
the pegs Durnik had hammered into
a crack in the wall.

Garion lifted his pack down from



another peg and began rummaging
through it.

"Your stockings, too,
added.

"Is the fog lifting at all?" Silk
asked Mister Wolf.

"Not a chance."

"If T can persuade you all to
move out from in front of the fire,
I'll see about supper," Aunt Pol told
them, suddenly very businesslike.
She began setting out a ham, a few
loaves of dark, peasant bread, a
sack of dried peas and a dozen or
SO leathery-looking carrots,
humming softly to herself as she
always did when she was cooking.

she



The next morning after
breakfast, Garion pulled on a
fleece-lined overvest, belted on his
sword, and went back out into the
fog-muffled ruins to watch for
Hettar. It was a task to which he
had appointed himself, and he was
grateful that none of his friends had
seen fit to tell him that it wasn't
really necessary. As he trudged
through the slushcovered streets
toward the broken west gate of the
city, he made a conscious effort to
avoid the melancholy brooding that
had blackened the previous day.
Since there was absolutely nothing
he could do about his



circumstances, chewing on them
would only leave a sour taste in his
mouth. He was not exactly cheerful
when he reached the low piece of
wall by the west gate, but he was
not precisely gloomy either.

The wall offered some
protection, but the damp chill still
crept through his clothes, and his
feet were already cold. He shivered
and settled down to wait. There
was no point in trying to see any
distance in the fog, so he
concentrated on listening. His ears
began to sort out the sounds in the
forest beyond the wall, the drip of
water from the trees, the occasional



sodden thump of snow sliding from
the limbs, and the tapping of a
woodpecker working on a dead
snag several hundred yards away.

"That's my cow," a voice said
suddenly from somewhere off in the
fog.

Garion froze and stood silently,
listening.

"Keep her in your own pasture,
then," another voice replied shortly.
"Is that you, Lammer?" the first
voice asked.

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

"I didn't recognize you. How
longs it been?"



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

"How are things going in your
village?" Detton asked.

"We're hungry. The taxes took
all our food."

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

"We haven't tried that vyet.
We're eating our shoes."

"How's your wife?" Detton asked
politely.

"She died last year" Lammer
answered in a flat, unemotional
voice. "My lord took our son for a
soldier, and he was killed in a battle
somewhere. They poured boiling



pitch on him. After that my wife
stopped eating. It didn't take her
long to die."

"I'm sorry," Detton sympathized.
"She was very beautiful."”

"They're both better off,"
Lammer declared. "They aren't cold
or hungry anymore. Which kind of
tree roots have you been eating?"

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

"T'll have to try it."

"T've got to get back," Detton
said. "My lord's got me clearing



trees, and he'll have me flogged if I
stay away too long."

"Maybe Il see you again
sometime."

"If we both live."

"Good-bye, Detton."

"Good-bye, Lammer."

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



Then there was another sound
off in the fog. Somewhere in the
forest nearby someone was singing.
The voice was a light, clear tenor,
and Garion could hear it quite
plainly as it drew closer. The song
was filled with ancient wrongs, and
the refrain was a call to battle.
Irrationally, Garion's anger focused
on the unknown singer. His vapid
bawling about abstract injustices
seemed somehow obscene in the
face of the quiet despair of Lammer
and Detton. Without thinking,
Garion drew his sword and crouched
slightly behind the shattered wall.

The song came yet nearer, and



Garion could hear the step of a
horse's hooves in the wet snow.
Carefully he poked his head out
from behind the wall as the singer
appeared out of the fog no more
than twenty paces away. He was a
young man dressed in yellow hose
and a bright red jerkin. His fur-lined
cloak was tossed back, and he had
a long, curved bow slung over one
shoulder and a well-sheathed sword
at his opposite hip. His reddish-gold
hair fell smoothly down his back
from beneath a pointed cap with a
feather rising from it. Although his
song was grim and he sang it in a
voice throbbing with passion, there



was about his youthful face a kind
of friendly openness that no amount
of scowling could erase. Garion
glared at this empty-headed young
nobleman, quite certain that the
singing fool had never made a meal
of tree roots or mourned the
passing of a wife who had starved
herself to death out of grief. The
stranger turned his horse and, still
singing, rode directly toward the
broken arch of the gateway beside
which Garion lurked in ambush.
Garion was not normally a
belligerent boy, and under other
circumstances he might have
approached the situation



differently. The gaudy young
stranger, however, had presented
himself at precisely the wrong time.
Garion's quickly devised plan had
the advantage of simplicity. Since
there was nothing to complicate it,
it worked admirably - up to a point.
No sooner had the lyric young man
passed through the gate than
Garion stepped from his hiding
place, grasped the back of the
rider's cloak and yanked him bodily
out of the saddle. With a startled
outcry and a wet splat, the stranger
landed unceremoniously on his back
in the slush at Garion's feet. The
second part of Garion's plan,



however, fell completely apart.
Even as he moved in to take the
fallen rider prisoner at sword point,
the young man rolled, came to his
feet, and drew his own sword,
seemingly all in one motion. His
eyes were snapping with anger, and
his sword weaved threateningly.
Garion was not a fencer, but his
reflexes were good and the chores
he had performed at Faldor's farm
had hardened his muscles. Despite
the anger which had moved him to
attack in the first place, he had no
real desire to hurt this young man.
His opponent seemed to be holding
his sword lightly, almost



negligently, and Garion thought
that a smart blow on the blade
might very well knock it out of his
hand. He swung quickly, but the
blade flicked out of the path of his
heavy swipe and clashed with a
steely ring down on his own sword.
Garion jumped back and made
another clumsy swing. The swords
rang again. Then the air was filled
with clash and scrape and bell-like
rattle as the two of them banged
and parried and feinted with their
blades. It took Garion only a
moment to realize that his
opponent was much better at this
than he was but that the young



man had ignored several
opportunities to strike at him. In
spite of himself he began to grin in
the excitement of their noisy
contest. The stranger's answering
grin was open, even friendly.

"All right, that's enough of that!"
It was Mister Wolf. The old man
was striding toward them with
Barak and Silk close on his heels.
"Just exactly what do you two think
you're doing?"

Garion's opponent, after one
startled glance, lowered his sword.
"Belgarath-" he began.

"Lelldorin," Wolf's tone was
scathing, "have you lost what little



sense you had to begin with?"

Several things clicked into place
in Garion's mind simultaneously as
Wolf turned on him coldly. "Well,
Garion, would you like to explain
this?"

Garion instantly decided to try
guile. "Grandfather," he said,
stressing the word and giving the
younger stranger a quick warning
look, "you didn't think we were
really fighting, did you? Lelldorin
here was just showing me how you
block somebody's sword when he
attacks, that's all."

"Really?" Wolf replied
skeptically.



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

Lelldorin opened his mouth to
speak, but Garion deliberately
stepped on his foot.

"Lelldorin's really very good," he
rushed on, putting his hand in a
friendly fashion on the young man's
shoulder. "He taught me a lot in
just a few minutes."

-Let it stand-Silk's fingers
flickered at him in the minute
gestures of the Drasnian secret
language. Always keep a lie simple.

"The lad is an apt pupil,



Belgarath," Lelldorin said lamely,
finally understanding.

"He's agile, if nothing else,"
Mister Wolf replied dryly. "What's
the idea behind all the frippery?" He
indicated Lelldorin's gaudy clothes.
"You look like a maypole."

"The Mimbrates had started
detaining honest Asturians for
questioning," the young Arend
explained, "and I had to pass
several of their strongholds. 1
thought that if I dressed like one of
their toadies I wouldn't be
bothered."

"Maybe you've got better sense
than I thought," Wolf conceded



grudgingly. He turned to Silk and
Barak. "This is Lelldorin, son of the
Baron of Wildantor. He'll be joining
us."

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

"Every young nobleman in
Asturias pledged in at least two or
three such matters of urgency,”
Wolf replied. "I'm sorry, Lelldorin,
but the matter we're involved in is
much too important to be
postponed while you go out to



ambush a couple of Mimbrate tax
collectors."

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

"Playing," Mister Wolf replied
shortly. "Or so they say. This is
Lelldorin. I think I've mentioned him
to you."

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

"The clothes are a disguise,"
Wolf explained. "He's not as
frivolous as all that - not quite,



anyway. He's the best bowman in
Asturia, and we might need his skill
before we're done with all this."

"T see,"” she said, somewhat
unconvinced.

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

"Are you still worried about that
passage, father?" she asked with
exasperation. "The Mrin Codex is
very obscure, and none of the other
versions say anything at all about
the people it mentions. It could be
pure allegory, you know."

"I've seen a few too many



allegories turn out to be plain fact
to start gambling at this point. Why
don't we all go back to the tower?"
he suggested. "It's a bit cold and
wet out here for lengthy debates on
textual variations."

Garion glanced at Silk, baffled
by this exchange, but the little man
returned his look with blank
incomprehension.

"Will you help me catch my
horse, Garion?" Lelldorin asked
politely, sheathing his sword.

"Of course," Garion replied, also
putting away his weapon. "I think
he went that way."

Lelldorin picked up his bow, and



the two of them followed the
horse's tracks off into the ruins.

"I'm sorry I pulled you off your
horse," Garion apologized when
they were out of sight of the others.

"No matter." Lelldorin laughed
easily. "I should have been paying
more  attention." He looked
quizzically at Garion. "Why did you
lie to Belgarath?"

"It wasn't exactly a lie," Garion
replied. "We weren't really trying to
hurt each other, and sometimes it
takes hours trying to explain
something like that."

Lelldorin laughed again, an
infectious sort of laugh. In spite of



himself, Garion could not help
joining in.

Both laughing, they continued
together down an overgrown street
between the low mounds of slush-
covered rubble.



Chapter Two

Lelldorin Of Wildantor was
eighteen years old, although his
ingenuous nature made him seem
more boyish. No emotion touched
him that did not instantly register in
his expression, and sincerity shone
in his face like a beacon. He was
impulsive, extravagant in his
declarations, and probably, Garion
reluctantly concluded, not overly
bright. It was impossible not to like
him, however.

The following morning when
Garion pulled on his cloak to go out



and continue his watch for Hettar,
Lelldorin immediately joined him.
The young Arend had changed out
of his garish clothing and now wore
brown hose, a green tunic, and a
dark brown wool cape. He carried
his bow and wore a quiver of
arrows at his belt; as they walked
through the snow toward the
broken west wall he amused
himself by loosing arrows at targets
only half visible ahead of him.

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

"I'm an Asturian," Lelldorin
replied modestly. "We've been



bowmen for thousands of years. My
father had the limbs of this bow cut
on the day I was born, and I could
draw it by the time I was eight."

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

"It's our most common
pastime." Lelldorin stopped to pull
the arrow he had just shot from a
tree trunk. "My father prides himself
on the fact that beef or mutton are
never served at his table."

". went hunting once, in
Cherek."



"Deer?" Lelldorin asked.

"No. Wild boars. We didn't use
bows though. The Chereks hunt
with spears."

"Spears? How can you get close
enough to kill anything with a
spear?"

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

Lelldorin didn't seem to grasp
that.

"The huntsmen form a line,"
Garion explained, "and they crash



through the woods, making as
much noise as they can. You take
your spear and wait where the
boars are likely to pass when they
try to get away from the noise.
Being chased makes them bad-
tempered, and when they see you,
they charge. That's when you spear
them."

"Isn't that dangerous?"
Lelldorin's eyes were wide.

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

"We don't have many dangerous



animals in Asturia," Lelldorin said
almost wistfully. "A few bears and
once in a while a pack of wolves."
He seemed to hesitate for a
moment, looking closely at Garion.
"Some men, though, find more
interesting things to shoot at than
wild stags." He said it with a kind of
secretive sidelong glance.

"Oh?" Garion was not quite sure
what he meant.

"Hardly a day goes by that
some Mimbrate's horse doesn't
come home riderless."

Garion was shocked at that.

"Some men think that there are
too many Mimbrates in Asturia,"



Lelldorin explained with heavy
emphasis.

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

"There are many who don't
believe that. There are many who
believe that the war will continue
until Asturia is free of the Mimbrate
crown." Lelldorin's tone left no
question as to where he stood in
the matter.

"Wasn't the country unified after
the Battle of Vo Mimbre?" Garion
objected.

"Unified? How could anybody
believe that? Asturia is treated like
a subject province. The king's court



is at Vo Mimbre; every governor,
every tax collector, every bailiff,
every high sheriff in the kingdom is
a Mimbrate. There's not a single
Asturian in a position of authority
anywhere in  Arendia. The
Mimbrates even refuse to recognize
our titles. My father, whose line
extends back a thousand years, is
called landowner. A Mimbrate
would sooner bite out his tongue
than call him Baron." Lelldorin's
face had gone white with
suppressed indignation.

"T didn't know that," Garion said
carefully, not sure how to handle
the young man's feelings.



"Asturia's humiliation is almost
at an end, however," Lelldorin
declared fervently. "There are some
men in Asturia for whom patriotism
is not dead, and the time is not far
off when these men will hunt royal
game." He emphasized his
statement by snapping an arrow at
a distant tree.

That confirmed the worst of
Garion's fears. Lelldorin was a bit
too familiar with the details not to
be involved in this plot.

As if he had realized himself
that he had gone too far, Lelldorin
stared at Garion with consternation.
"I'm a fool," he blurted with a guilty



look around him. "I've never
learned to control my tongue.
Please forget what I just said,
Garion. I know you're my friend,
and I know you won't betray what I
said in @ moment of heat."

That was the one thing Garion
had feared. With that single
statement, Lelldorin had effectively
sealed his lips. He knew that Mister
Wolf should be warned that some
wild scheme was afoot, but
Lelldorin's declaration of friendship
and trust had made it impossible for
him to speak. He wanted to grind
his teeth with frustration as he
stared full in the face of a major



moral dilemma.

They walked on, neither of them
speaking and both a little
embarrassed, until they reached the
bit of wall where Garion had waited
in ambush the day before. For a
time they stared out into the fog,
their strained silence growing more
uncomfortable by the moment.

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

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



"Where did you live there?"

"At Faldor's farm. It's near Lake
Erat."

"Is this Faldor a nobleman?"

"Faldor?" Garion laughed. "No,
Faldor's as common as old shoes.
He's just a farmer - decent, honest,
good-hearted. I miss him."

"A commoner, then," Lelldorin
said, seeming ready to dismiss
Faldor as a man of no consequence.

"Rank doesn't mean very much
in Sendaria," Garion told him rather
pointedly. "What a man does is
more important than what he is."
He made a wry face. "I was a
scullery boy. It's not very pleasant,



but somebody's got to do it, I
suppose."

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

"There aren't any serfs in
Sendaria."

"No serfs?" The young Arend
stared at him uncomprehendingly.

"No," Garion said firmly. "We've
never found it necessary to have
serfs."

Lelldorin's expression clearly
showed that he was baffled by the
notion. Garion remembered the
voices that had come to him out of
the fog the day before, but he
resisted the urge to say something



about serfdom. Lelldorin would
never understand, and the two of
them were very close to friendship.
Garion felt that he needed a friend
just now and he didn't want to spoil
things by saying something that
would offend this likeable young
man.

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

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

Lelldorin's eyes filled in sudden,
impulsive sympathy. He put his
hand consolingly on Garion's
shoulder. "I'm sorry," he said, his



voice almost breaking. "It must
have been a terrible loss."

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

"Some pestilence?" Lelldorin
asked gently.

"No," Garion answered in the
same flat tone. "They were
murdered."

Lelldorin gasped and his eyes
went wide.

"A man crept into their village at
night and set fire to their house,"
Garion continued unemotionally.



"My grandfather tried to catch him,
but he got away. From what I
understand, the man is a very old
enemy of my family."

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

"No," Garion replied, still looking
out into the fog. "As soon as I'm old
enough, I'm going to find him and
kill him."

"Good lad!" Lelldorin exclaimed,
suddenly catching Garion in a rough
embrace. "We'll find him and cut
him to pieces."

"We?"

"'l be going with you, of



course," Lelldorin declared. "No true
friend could do any less." He was
obviously speaking on impulse, but
just as obviously he was totally
sincere. He gripped Garion's hand
firmly. "I swear to you, Garion, I
won't rest until the murderer of
your parents lies dead at your feet."

The sudden declaration was so
totally predictable that Garion
silently berated himself for not
keeping his mouth shut. His feelings
in the matter were very personal,
and he was not really sure he
wanted company in his search for
his faceless enemy. Another part of
his mind, however, rejoiced in



Lelldorin's impulsive but
unquestioning support. He decided
to let the subject drop. He knew
Lelldorin well enough by now to
realize that the young man
undoubtedly made a dozen devout
promises a day, quickly offered in
absolute sincerity, and just as
quickly forgotten.

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

Shortly before noon Garion
heard the muffled sound of horses'
hooves somewhere out in the



forest. A few minutes later, Hettar
materialized out of the fog with a
dozen wild-looking horses trailing
after him. The tall Algar wore a
short, fleece-lined leather cape. His
boots were mudspattered and his
clothes travel-stained, but
otherwise he seemed unaffected by
his two weeks in the saddle.

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

"We've been waiting for you,"
Garion told him and introduced
Lelldorin. "We'll show you where
the others are."

Hettar nodded and followed the



two young men through the ruins to
the tower where Mister Wolf and
the others were waiting. "Snow in
the mountains," the Algar remarked
laconically by way of explanation as
he swung down from his horse. "It
delayed me a bit." He pulled his
hood back from his shaved head
and shook out his long, black scalp
lock.

"No harm's been done," Mister
Wolf replied. "Come inside to the
fire and have something to eat.
We've got a lot to talk about."

Hettar looked at the horses, his
tan, weathered face growing
strangely blank as if he were



concentrating. The horses all looked
back at him, their eyes alert and
their ears pointed sharply forward.
Then they turned and picked their
way off among the trees.

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

"No," Hettar answered. "I asked
them not to."

Durnik looked puzzled, but he
let it pass.

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

"Cho-Hag sent word to the Clan-



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

Wolf nodded. "Is anyone trying
to get through to Prolgu?"

"I sent a troop of my own men
to the Gorim before I left," Hettar
responded. "They'll get through if
anyone can."

"I hope so," Wolf stated. "The
Gorim's an old friend of mine, and



I'll need his help before all this is
finished."

"Aren't your people afraid of the
Land of the Ulgos?" Lelldorin
inquired politely. "I've heard that
there are monsters there that feed
on the flesh of men."

Hettar shrugged. "They stay in
their lairs in the wintertime.
Besides, they're seldom brave
enough to attack a full troop of
mounted men." He looked over at
Mister Wolf. "Southern Sendaria's
crawling with Murgos. Or did you
know that?"

"I could have guessed," Wolf
replied. "Did they seem to be



looking for anything in particular?"

"I don't talk with Murgos,"
Hettar said shortly. His hooked
nose and fierce eyes made him look
at that moment like a hawk about
to swoop down to the kill.

"I'm surprised you weren't
delayed even more," Silk bantered.
"The whole world knows how you
feel about Murgos."

"I indulged myself once," Hettar
admitted. "I met two of them alone
on the highway. It didn't take very
long."

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

"I think it's time for some plain



talk," Mister Wolf said, brushing
crumbs off the front of his tunic.
"Most of you have some notion of
what we're doing, but I don't want
anybody blundering into something
by accident. We're after a man
named Zedar. He used to be one of
my Master's disciples - then he
went over to Torak. Early last fall
he somehow slipped into the throne
room at Riva and stole the Orb of
Aldur. We're going to chase him
down and get it back."

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

"That's not the term we use,"



Wolf replied, "but yes, he does have
a certain amount of that kind of
power. We all did - me, Beltira and
Belkira, Belzedar - all the rest of us.
That's one of the things I wanted to
warn you about."

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

"Our Master changed our names
when he took us as disciples. It was
a simple change, but it meant a
great deal to us."

"Wouldn't that mean that your
original name was Garath?" Silk
asked, his ferret eyes narrowing
shrewdly.

Mister Wolf looked startled and



then laughed. "I haven't heard that
name for thousands of years. I've
been Belgarath for so long that I'd
almost completely forgotten Garath.
It's probably just as well. Garath
was a troublesome boy - a thief and
a liar among other things."

"Some things never change,"
Aunt Pol observed.

"Nobody's perfect,” Wolf
admitted blandly.

"Why did Zedar steal the Orb?"
Hettar asked, setting aside his
plate.

"He's always wanted it for
himself," the old man replied. "That
could be it - but more likely he's



trying to take it to Torak. The one
who delivers the Orb to One-Eye is
going to be his favorite."

"But Torak's dead," Lelldorin
objected. "The Rivan Warder killed
him at Vo Mimbre."

"No," Wolf said. "Torak isn't
dead; only asleep. Brand's sword
wasn't the one destined to kill him.
Zedar carried him off after the
battle and hid him someplace.
Someday he'll awaken - probably
someday fairly soon, if I'm reading
the signs right. We've got to get the
Orb back before that happens.”

"This Zedar's caused a lot of
trouble," Barak rumbled. "You



should have dealt with him a long
time ago."

"Possibly," Wolf admitted.

"Why don't you just wave your
hand and make him disappear?"
Barak suggested, making a sort of
gesture with his thick fingers.

Wolf shook his head. "I can't.
Not even the Gods can do that."

"We've got some big problems,
then," Silk said with a frown. "Every
Murgo from here to Rak Goska's
going to try to stop us from
catching Zedar."

"Not necessarily," Wolf
disagreed. "Zedar's got the Orb, but
Ctuchik commands the Grolims."



"Ctuchik?" Lelldorin asked.

"The Grolim High Priest. He and
Zedar hate each other. I think we
can count on him to try to keep
Zedar from getting to Torak with
the Orb."

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

"There are limitations on that
sort of thing," Wolf said a bit
evasively.

"T don't understand,” Barak said,
frowning.

Mister Wolf took a deep breath.
"All right. As long as it's come up,



let's go into that too. Sorcery - if
that's what you want to call it - is a
disruption of the natural order of
things. Sometimes it has certain
unexpected effects, so you have to
be very careful about what you do
with it. Not only that, it makes-" He
frowned. "-Let's call it a sort of
noise. That's not exactly what it is,
but it serves well enough to
explain. Others with the same
abilities can hear that noise. Once
Polgara and I start changing things,
every Grolim in the West is going to
know exactly where we are and
what we're doing. They'll keep
piling things in front of us until



we're exhausted."

"It takes almost as much energy
to do things that way as it does to
do them with your arms and back,"
Aunt Pol explained. "It's very tiring."

She sat beside the fire, carefully
mending a small tear in one of
Garion's tunics.

" didn't know that," Barak
admitted.

"Not many people do."

"If we have to, Pol and I can
take certain steps," Wolf went on,
"but we can't keep it up forever and
we can't simply make things vanish.
I'm sure you can see why."

"Oh, of course," Silk professed,



though his tone indicated that he
did not.

"Everything that exists depends
on everything else,” Aunt Pol
explained quietly. "If you were to
unmake one thing, it's altogether
possible that everything would
vanish."

The fire popped, and Garion
jumped slightly,. The vaulted
chamber seemed suddenly dark,
and shadows lurked in the corners.

"That can't happen, of course,"
Wolf told them. "When you try to
unmake something, your will simply
recoils on you. If you say, 'Be not,'
then you are the one who vanishes.



That's why we're very careful about
what we say."

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

"Most of the things welll
encounter can be dealt with by
ordinary means," Wolf continued.
"That's the reason we've brought
you together - at least that's one of
the reasons. Among you, you'll be
able to handle most of the things
that get in our way. The important
thing to remember is that Polgara
and I have to get to Zedar before
he can reach Torak with the Orb.
Zedar's found some way to touch
the Orb - I don't know how. If he



can show Torak how it's done, no
power on earth will be able to stop
One-Eye from becoming King and
God over the whole world."

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

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

"I believe so, father" she
replied, smoothing the front of her
gray, homespun gown.

Later, outside the tower as gray
evening crept in among the foggy
ruins of Vo Wacune and the smell of
the thick stew Aunt Pol was cooking



for supper drifted out to them,
Garion turned to Silk. "Is it all really
true?" he asked.

The small man looked out into
the fog. "Let's act as if we believed
that it is," he suggested. "Under the
circumstances, I think it would be a
bad idea to make a mistake."

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

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

"T guess we can try," Garion
said, and the two of them turned to
go back into the chamber at the
foot of the tower where the firelight



danced on the low stone arches,
holding the fog and chill at bay.



Chapter Three

The next morning Silk came out
of the tower wearing a rich maroon
doublet and a baglike black velvet
cap cocked jauntily over one ear.

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

"I chanced across an old friend
in one of the packs," Silk replied
airily. "Radek of Boktor by name."

"What happened to Ambar of
Kotu?"

"Ambar's a good enough fellow,
I suppose," Silk said a bit
deprecatingly, "but a Murgo named



Asharak knows about him and may
have dropped his name in certain
quarters. Let's not look for trouble if
we don't have to."

"Not a bad disquise," Mister
Wolf agreed. "One more Drasnian
merchant on the Great West Road
won't attract any attention -
whatever his name."

"Please," Silk objected in an
injured tone. "The name's very
important. You hang the whole
disguise on the name."

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

"There's all the difference in the
world. Surely you can see that



Ambar's a vagabond with very little
regard for ethics, while Radek's a
man of substance whose word is
good in all the commercial centers
of the West. Besides, Radek's
always accompanied by servants."

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

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

"Thank you."

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



"Your sister?"

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

Aunt Pol gazed steadily at the
small man for a moment while he
grinned impudently at her
"Someday your sense of humor's
going to get you into a great deal of
trouble, Prince Kheldar."

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

"Do you two suppose we could
get started?" Mister Wolf asked.



"Just a moment more," Silk
replied. "If we meet anyone and
have to explain things, you,
Lelldorin, and Garion are Polgara's
servants. Hettar, Barak, and Durnik
are mine."

"Anything you say," Wolf agreed
wearily.

"There are reasons."

"All right."

"Don't you want to hear them?"

"Not particularly."”

Silk looked a bit hurt.

"Are we ready?" Wolf asked.

"Everything's out of the tower"
Durnik  told him. "Oh just a
moment. I forgot to put out the



fire." He went back inside.

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

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

As they prepared to mount,
Barak's horse, a large, sturdy gray,
sighed and threw a reproachful look
at Hettar, and the Algar chuckled.

"What's so funny?" Barak
demanded suspiciously.

"The horse said something,"
Hettar replied. "Never mind."

Then they swung into their



saddles and threaded their way out
of the foggy ruins and along the
narrow, muddy track that wound
into the forest. Sodden snow lay
under wet trees, and water dripped
continually from the branches
overhead. They all drew their
cloaks about them to ward off the
chill and dampness. Once they were
under the trees, Lelldorin pulled his
horse in beside Garion's, and they
rode together.

"Is Prince Kheldar always so -
well - extremely complicated?" he
asked.

"Silk? Oh yes. He's very devious.
You see, he's a spy, and disquises



and clever lies are second nature to
him."

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

"He works for his uncle, the King
of Drasnia," Garion explained.
"From what I understand, the
Drasnians have been at this sort of
thing for centuries."

"We've got to stop and pick up
the rest of the packs," Silk was
reminding Mister Wolf.

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

"Packs?" Lelldorin asked.

"Silk picked up some wool cloth



in Camaar," Garion told him. "He
said it would give us a legitimate
reason to be on the highway. We
hid them in a cave when we left the
road to come to Vo Wacune."

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

"He tries. We're lucky to have
him with us."

"Maybe we could have him show
us a few things about disguises,"
Lelldorin suggested brightly. "It
might be very useful when we go
looking for your enemy."

Garion had thought that
Lelldorin  had  forgotten  his
impulsive  pledge. The young



Arend's mind seemed too flighty to
keep hold of one idea for very long,
but he saw now that Lelldorin only
seemed to forget things. The
prospect of a serious search for his
parents' murderer with this young
enthusiast adding embellishments
and improvisations at every turn
began to present itself alarmingly.
By midmorning, after they had
picked up Silk's packs and lashed
them to the backs of the spare
horses, they were back out on the
Great West Road, the Tolnedran
highway running through the heart
of the forest. They rode south at a
loping canter that ate up the miles.



They passed a heavily burdened
serf clothed in scraps and pieces of
sackcloth tied on with bits of string.
The serf's face was gaunt, and he
was very thin under his dirty rags.
He stepped off the road and stared
at them with apprehension until
they had passed. Garion felt a
sudden stab of compassion. He
briefly remembered Lammer and
Detton, and he wondered what
would finally happen to them. It
seemed important for some reason.
"Is it really necessary to keep them
so poor?" he demanded of Lelldorin,
unable to hold it in any longer.

"Who?" Lelldorin asked, looking



around.

"That serf."

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

Lelldorin shrugged. "There are
so many."

"And they all dress in rags and
live on the edge of starvation."

"Mimbrate taxes," Lelldorin
replied as if that explained
everything.

"You seem to have always had
enough to eat."

"T™ not a serf, Garion,"
Lelldorin answered patiently. "The



poorest people always suffer the
most. It's the way the world is."

"It doesn't have to be," Garion
retorted.

"You just don't understand.”

"No. And I never will."

"Naturally not," Lelldorin said
with infuriating complacency.
"You're not Arendish."

Garion clenched his teeth to
hold back the obvious reply.

By late afternoon they had
covered ten leagues, and the snow
had largely disappeared from the
roadside. "Shouldn't we start to
give some thought to where we're
going to spend the night, father?"



Aunt Pol suggested.

Mister Wolf scratched
thoughtfully at his beard as he
squinted at the shadows hovering in
the trees around them.

"I have an uncle who lives not
far from here," Lelldorin offered,
"Count Reldegen. I'm sure he'll be
glad to give us shelter."

"Thin?" Mister Wolf asked. "Dark
hair?"

"It's gray now, Lelldorin
replied. "Do you know him?"

"I haven't seen him for twenty
years," Wolf told him. "As I recall,
he used to be quite a hothead."

"Uncle Reldegen? You must



have him confused with somebody
else, Belgarath."

"Maybe," Wolf said. "How far is
it to his house?"

"No more than a league and a
half away."

"Let's go see him," Wolf
decided.

Lelldorin shook his reins and
moved into the lead to show them
the way.

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

"Fine, I suppose," Garion
replied, not quite sure how the rat-
faced little man intended the



question. "It seems to be a little
hard to explain things to him
though."

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

Garion  quickly came to
Lelldorin's defense. "He's honest
and very brave."

"They all are. That's part of the
problem."

"T like him," Garion asserted.

"So dolI, Garion, but that
doesn't keep me from realizing the
truth about him."

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



"All right, T will. Don't let
friendship get the better of your
good sense. Arendia's a very
dangerous place, and Arends tend
to blunder into disasters quite
regularly. Don't let your exuberant
young companion drag you into
something that's none of vyour
business." Silk's look was direct,
and Garion realized that the little
man was quite serious.

"T'll be careful," he promised.

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

"Are you making fun of me?"

"Would I do that, Garion?" Silk
asked mockingly. Then he laughed



and they rode on together through
the gloomy afternoon.

The gray stone house of Count
Reldegen was about a mile back in
the forest from the highway, and it
stood in the center of a clearing
that extended beyond bowshot in
every direction. Although it had no
wall, it had somehow the look of a
fort. The windows facing out were
narrow and covered with iron
gratings. Strong turrets surmounted
by battlements stood at each
corner, and the gate which opened
into the central courtyard of the
house was made of whole tree
trunks, squared off and strapped



together with iron bands. Garion
stared at the brooding pile as they
approached in the rapidly fading
light. There was a kind of haughty
ugliness about the house, a grim
solidity that seemed to defy the
world.

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

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

"Are they all so afraid of each
other?"



"Just cautious, Garion. Just
cautious."

Lelldorin dismounted before the
heavy gate and spoke to someone
on the other side through a small
grill. There was finally a rattling of
chains and the grinding sound of
heavy, iron-shod bars sliding back.

"I wouldnt make any quick
moves once we're inside," Silk
advised quietly. "There'll probably
be archers watching us."

Garion looked at him sharply.

"A quaint custom of the region,"
Silk informed him.

They rode into a cobblestoned
courtyard and dismounted.



Count Reldegen, when he
appeared, was a tall, thin man with
irongray hair and beard who walked
with the aid of a stout cane. He
wore a rich green doublet and black
hose; despite the fact that he was
in his own house, he carried a
sword at his side. He limped heavily
down a broad flight of stairs from
the house to greet them.

"Uncle," Lelldorin said, bowing
respectfully.

"Nephew," the count replied in
polite acknowledgment.

"My friends and I found
ourselves in the vicinity," Lelldorin
stated, "and we thought we might



impose on you for the night."

"You're always welcome,
nephew," Reldegen answered with
a kind of grave formality. "Have you
dined yet?"

"No, uncle."

"Then you must all take supper
with me. May I know your friends?"

Mister Wolf pushed back his
hood and stepped forward. "You
and I are already acquainted,
Reldegen," he said.

The count's eyes widened.
"Belgarath? Is it really you?"

Wolf grinned. "Oh, yes. I'm still
wandering about the world, stirring
up mischief."



Reldegen laughed then and
grasped Wolf's upper arm warmly.
"Come inside, all of you. Let's not
stand about in the cold." He turned
and limped up the steps to the
house.

"What happened to your leg?"
Wolf asked him.

"An arrow in the knee." The
count shrugged. "The result of an
old disagreement - long since
forgotten."

"As I recall, you used to get
involved in quite a few of those. I
thought for a while that you
intended to go through life with
your sword half drawn."



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



were scattered on its polished
surface.

"Books, Reldegen?" Mister Wolf
said in amazement as he and the
others removed their cloaks and
gave them to the servants who
immediately appeared. "You have
mellowed, my friend."

The count smiled at the old
man's remark.

"I'm forgetting my manners,"
Wolf  apologized. "My daughter,
Polgara. Pol, this is Count Reldegen,
an old friend."

"My Lady," the count
acknowledged with an exquisite
bow, "my house is honored."



Aunt Pol was about to reply
when two young men burst into the
room, arguing heatedly.

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

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

"Don't thee me or thou me,
Berentain," the dark-haired one



sneered. "Your imitation Mimbrate
courtesy turns my stomach."
"Gentlemen, that's enough!"
Count Reldegen said sharply,
rapping his cane on the stone floor.
"If you two are going to insist on
discussing politics, I'll have you
separated - forcibly, if necessary."
The two young men scowled at
each other and then stalked off to
opposite sides of the room. "My
son, Torasin," the count admitted
apologetically, indicating the dark-
haired youth, "and his cousin
Berentain, the son of my late wife's
brother. They've been wrangling
like this for two weeks now. I had



to take their swords away from
them the day after Berentain
arrived."

"Political discussion is good for
the blood, my Lord," Silk observed,
"especially in the winter. The heat
keeps the veins from clogging up."

The count chuckled at the little
man's remark.

"Prince Kheldar of the royal
house of Drasnia,” Mister Wolf
introduced Silk.

"Your Highness," the count
responded, bowing.

Silk winced slightly. "Please, my
Lord. I've spent a lifetime running
from that mode of address, and I'm



sure that my connection with the
royal family embarrasses my uncle
almost as much as it embarrasses
me."

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

"He hasn't changed, my Lord,"
Aunt Pol told him. "My father's



ternbly predictable, once you get to
know him."

The count smiled and offered
her his arm as they all moved
toward a door on the far side of the
room.

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

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

"My Lord," she stated gravely,
"I've been bathing winter or
summer for more years than you
could possibly imagine."

"Let her bathe, Reldegen,"



Mister Wolf urged. "Her temper
deteriorates quite noticeably when
she thinks she's getting dirty."

"A bath wouldn't hurt you either,
Old Wolf," Aunt Pol retorted tartly.
"You're starting to get a bit strong
from the downwind side."

Mister Wolf looked a bit injured.

Much later, after they had eaten
their fill of venison, gravy-soaked
bread, and rich cherry tarts, Aunt
Pol excused herself and went with a
maidservant to oversee the
preparation of her bath. The men
all lingered at the table over their
wine cups, their faces washed with
the golden light of the many



candles in Reldegen's dining hall.

"Let me show you to your
rooms," Torasin suggested to
Lelldorin and Garion, pushing back
his chair and casting a look of
veiled contempt across the table at
Berentain.

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

Torasin snorted. "Berentain's a
jackass. He thinks he can impress
the Mimbrates by imitating their



speech and by fawning on them."
His dark face was angry in the light
of the candle he carried to light
their way.

"Why should he want to?"
Lelldorin asked.

"He's desperate for some kind of
holding he can «call his own,"
Torasin replied. "My mother's
brother has very little land to leave
him. The fat idiot's all calf eyed
over the daughter of one of the
barons in his district, and since the
baron won't even consider a
landless suitor, Berentain's trying to
wheedle an estate from the
Mimbrate governor. He'd swear



fealty to the ghost of Kal Torak
himself, if he thought it would get
him land."

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

"I've told him the same thing
myself," Torasin declared with
scathing contempt, "but there's no
reasoning with him. His behavior
degrades our whole family."

Lelldorin  shook his head
commiseratingly as they reached an



upper hall. He looked around
quickly then. "I have to talk with
you, Tor" he blurted, his voice
dropping to a whisper.

Torasin looked at him sharply.

"My father's committed me to
Belgarath's service in a matter of
great importance,” Lelldorin hurried
on in that same hushed voice. "I
don't know how long we'll be gone,
so you and the others will have to
kill Korodullin without me."

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

"T'll go down to the other end of
the hall," Garion said quickly.



"No," Lelldorin replied firmly,
taking hold of Garion's arm.
"Garion's my friend, Tor. I have no
secrets from him."

"Lelldorin, please,"  Garion
protested. "I'm not an Asturian - I'm
not even an Arend. I don't want to
know what you're planning.”

"But you will know, Garion, as
proof of my trust in you," Lelldorin
declared. "Next summer, when
Korodullin journeys to the ruined
city of Vo Astur to hold court there
for the six weeks that maintain the
fiction of Arendish unity, we're
going to ambush him on the
highway."



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

But Lelldorin was already
plunging on. "It won't be just a
simple ambush, Garion. This will be
a master stroke at Mimbre's heart.
We're going to ambush him in the
uniforms of Tolnedran legionnaires
and cut him down with Tolnedran
swords. Our attack will force
Mimbre to declare war on the
Tolnedran Empire, and Tolnedra
will crush Mimbre like an eggshell.
Mimbre will be destroyed, and
Asturia will be free!"

"Nachak will have you killed for
this, Lelldorin," Torasin cried.



"We've all been sworn to secrecy on
a blood oath."

"Tell the Murgo that I spit on his
oath," Lelldorin said hotly. "What
need have Asturian patriots for a
Murgo henchman?"

"He's providing us with gold,
you blockhead!" Torasin raged,
almost beside himself. "We need
his good red gold to buy the
uniforms, the swords, and to
strengthen the backbones of some
of our weaker friends."

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



Garion's mind was moving
quickly now. His moment of
stunned amazement had passed.
"There was a man in Cherek," he
recalled. "The Earl of Jarvik. He also
took Murgo gold and plotted to kill
a king."

The two stared at him blankly.

"Something happens to a
country when you Kkill its king,"
Garion explained. "No matter how
bad the king is or how good the
people are who kill him, the country
falls apart for a while. Everything is
confused, and there's nobody to
point the country in any one
direction. Then, if you start a war



between that country and another
one at the same time, you add just
that much more confusion. I think
that if I were a Murgo, that's
exactly the kind of confusion I'd
want to see in all the kingdoms of
the West."

Garion listened to his own voice
almost in amazement. There was a
dry, dispassionate quality in it that
he instantly recognized. From the
time of his earliest memories that
voice had always been there -
inside his mind - occupying some
quiet, hidden corner, telling him
when he was wrong or foolish. But
the voice had never actively



interfered before in his dealings
with other people. Now, however, it
spoke directly to these two young
men, patiently explaining.

"Angarak gold isn't what it
seems to be," he went on. "There's
a kind of power in it that corrupts
you. Maybe that's why it's the color
of blood. I'd think about that before
I accepted any more red gold from
this Murgo Nachak. Why do you
suppose he's giving you gold and
helping you with this plan of yours?
He's not an Asturian, so patriotism
couldn't have anything to do with it,
could it? I'd think about that, too."

Lelldorin and his cousin looked



suddenly troubled.

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

All in all, Garion thought he'd
handled the whole thing rather
well. He'd planted a few doubts at



the very least. He knew Arends well
enough by now to realize that it
probably wouldn't be enough to
turn these two around, but it was a
start.



Chapter Four

The following morning they rode
out early while the mist still hung
among the trees. Count Reldegen,
wrapped in a dark cloak, stood at
his gate to bid them farewell; and
Torasin, standing beside his father,
seemed unable to take his eyes off
Garion's face. Garion kept his
expression as blank as possible.
The fiery young Asturian seemed to
be filled with doubts, and those
doubts might keep him from
plunging headlong into something
disastrous. It wasn't much, Garion



realized, but it was the best he
could manage under the
circumstances.

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

Mister Wolf nodded gravely.
"Maybe when this business of mine
is over, Reldegen." Then he turned
his horse and led the way across
the wide clearing that surrounded
Reldegen's house and back once
again into the gloomy forest.



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

"He's changed a great deal,"
Wolf agreed.

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

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

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

"But not by very much," Hettar
observed in his quiet voice.



Lelldorin had pulled his horse in
beside Garion's, but he had not
spoken. His face was as troubled as
his cousin's had been. It was
obvious that he wanted to say
something and just as obvious that
he didn't know how to begin.

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

Lelldorin  looked a little
sheepish.

"Am I really that obvious?"

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



all."

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

"Ask Silk," Garion suggested, "or
Barak, or Hettar-any of them. We
were all there."

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

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

"We'd all gone down to the
Great Fair, Torasin, me, several of



the others. We bought some things
from a Murgo merchant, and Tor
made a few remarks about
Mimbrates-you know how Tor is.
The merchant said that he knew
somebody we might be interested
in meeting and he introduced us to
Nachak. The more we talked with
him, the more sympathetic he
seemed to become to the way we
felt."

"Naturally."

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

"Probably not."

Lelldorin gave him a quick,
troubled look. "He's going to break



up our estates and give them to
landless Mimbrate nobles." He said
it accusingly.

"Did you verify that with
anybody but Nachak?"

"How could we? The Mimbrates
wouldn't admit it if we confronted
them with it, but it's the kind of
thing Mimbrates would do."

"So you've only got Nachak's
word for it? How did this plan of
yours come up?"

"Nachak said that if he were an
Asturian, he wouldn't let anybody
take his land, but he said that it'd
be too late to try to stop them
when they came with knights and



soldiers. He said that if he were
doing it, he'd strike before they
were ready and that he'd do it in
such a way that the Mimbrates
wouldn't know who'd done it. That's
when he suggested the Tolnedran
uniforms.”

"When did he start giving you
money?"

"I'm not sure. Tor handled that
part of it."

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

"He said it was out of
friendship."

"Didn't that seem a little odd?"

"I'd give someone money out of



friendship," Lelldorin protested.

"You're an Asturian," Garion told
him. "You'd give somebody your life
out of friendship. Nachak's a Murgo,
though, and I've never heard that
they were all that generous. What it
comes down to, then, is that a
stranger tells you that the king's
planning to take your land. Then he
gives you a plan to kill the king and
start a war with Tolnedra; and to
make sure you succeed with his
plan, he gives you money. Is that
about it.

Lelldorin nodded mutely, his
eyes stricken.

"Weren't any of you just the



least bit suspicious?"

Lelldorin seemed almost about
to cry.

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

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

"Garion, what am I going to
do?" Lelldorin's voice was
anguished.

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



He'll think of a way to stop it."

"We can't tell anybody,"
Lelldorin reminded him. "We're
pledged to silence.”

"We might have to break that
pledge," Garion said somewhat
reluctantly. "I don't see that either
of us owes that Murgo anything, but
it's going to have to be up to you. I
won't say anything to anybody
without your permission.”

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

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

They reached the Great West



Road then, and Barak led them
south at a brisk trot, cutting off the
possibility of further discussion.

A league or so down the road
they passed a muddy village, a
dozen or so turf roofed huts with
walls made of wattles plastered
over with mud. The fields around
the village were dotted with tree
stumps, and a few scrawny cows
grazed near the edge of the forest.
Garion could not control his
indignation as he looked at the
misery implicit in the crude
collection of hovels.

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



"What? Where?" The blond
young man came out of his troubled
preoccupation  quickly as if
expecting some danger.

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

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

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

Two ragged serfs were
dispiritedly hacking chunks of



firewood from one of the stumps
near the road. As the party
approached, they dropped their
axes and bolted in terror for the
forest.

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

Lelldorin looked baffled.

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

"They're men. They're not
animals. Men deserve to be treated
better."



"I can't do anything about it.
They aren't my serfs." And with that
Lelldorin's attention turned inward
again as he continued to struggle
with the dilemma Garion had placed
upon him.

By late afternoon they had
covered ten leagues and the cloudy
sky was gradually darkening as
evening approached.

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

Mister Wolf had been half-



dozing in his saddle. He looked up,
blinking a bit.

"All right," he replied, "but let's
get back from the road a bit. Our
fire could attract attention, and too
many people know we're in Arendia
already."

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

"All right," Wolf agreed.

The sound of their horses'
hooves was muffled by the sodden
leaves on the forest floor as they
turned in among the trees to follow
the narrow track. They rode silently



for the better part of a mile until a
clearing opened ahead of them.

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

"It will do," Wolf agreed.

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

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

"That was foresighted of you,"
Aunt Pol complimented him.

"T've been in Arendia before, my
Lady. I'm familiar with the
weather."

"Garion and I'll go get wood for



a fire then," Durnik said, climbing
down from his horse and untying his
axe from his saddle.

"T'll help you," Lelldorin offered,
his face still troubled.

Durnik nodded and led the way
off into the trees. The woods were
soaked, but the smith seemed to
know almost instinctively where to
find dry fuel. They worked quickly in
the lowering twilight and soon had
three large bundles of limbs and
fagots. They returned to the
clearing where Silk and the others
were erecting several dun-colored
tents. Durnik dropped his wood and
cleared a space for the fire with his



foot. Then he knelt and began
striking sparks with his knife from a
piece of flint into a wad of dry
tinder he always carried. In a short
time he had a small fire going, and
Aunt Pol set out her pots beside it,
humming softly to herself.

Hettar came back from tending
the horses, and they all stood back
watching Aunt Pol prepare a supper
from the stores Count Reldegen had
pressed on them before they had
left his house that morning.

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

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



"Twelve leagues,” Hettar
estimated.

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

"It's eighty leagues from
Camaar to the central plain,"
Lelldorin replied.

Durnik sighed. "A week or more.
I'd hoped that it'd be only a few
days."

". know what you mean,
Durnik," Barak agreed. "It's gloomy
under all these trees."

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

"Something  wrong?"  Barak



asked, also rising.

"They shouldn't be-" Hettar
started. Then he stopped. "Back!"
he snapped.

"Away from the fire. The horses
say there are men out there. Many -
with weapons." He jumped back
from the fire, drawing his sabre.

Lelldorin took one startled look
at him and bolted for one of the
tents. Garion's sudden
disappointment in his friend was
almost like a blow to the stomach.

An arrow buzzed into the light
and shattered on Barak's mail shirt.

"Arm yourselves!" the big man
roared, drawing his sword.



Garion grasped Aunt Pol's sleeve
and tried to pull her from the light.

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

Then with a hoarse shout, a
gang of rough, burly men burst from
the edge of the trees and splashed
across the brook, brandishing
swords. As Barak and Hettar leaped
forward to meet them, Lelldorin
reemerged from the tent with his



bow and began loosing arrows so
rapidly that his hands seemed to
blur as they moved. Garion was
instantly ashamed that he had
doubted his friend's courage.

With a choked cry, one of the
attackers stumbled back, an arrow
through his throat. Another doubled
over sharply, clutching at his
stomach, and fell to the ground,
groaning. A third, quite young and
with a pale, downy beard on his
cheeks, dropped heavily and sat
plucking at the feathers on the
shaft protruding from his chest with
a bewildered expression on his
boyish face. Then he sighed and



slumped over on his side with a
stream of blood coming from his
nose.

The ragged-looking men
faltered under the rain of Lelldorin's
arrows, and then Barak and Hettar
were upon them. With a great
sweep, Barak's heavy sword
shattered an upflung blade and
crunched down into the angle
between the neck and shoulder of
the black-whiskered man who had
held it. The man collapsed. Hettar
made a quick feint with his sabre,
then ran it smoothly through the
body of a pockmarked ruffian. The
man stiffened, and a gush of bright



blood burst from his mouth as
Hettar pulled out his blade. Durnik
ran forward with his axe, and Silk
drew his long dagger from under his
vest and ran directly at a man with
a shaggy brown beard. At the last
moment, he dived forward, rolled
and struck the bearded man full in
the chest with both feet. Without
pausing he came up and ripped his
dagger into his enemy's belly. The
dagger made a wet, tearing sound
as it sliced upward, and the stricken
man clutched at his stomach with a
scream, trying to hold in the blue-
colored loops and coils of his
entrails that seemed to come



boiling out through his fingers.

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

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

He was being carried - that
much was certain. He could feel the
strong arms under him. He didn't
know how long it had been since he
had been struck on the head. His
ears still rang, and he was more



than a little sick to his stomach. He
stayed limp, but carefully opened
one eye. His vision was blurred and
uncertain, but he could make out
Barak's bearded face looming above
him in the darkness, and merged
with it, as once before in the snowy
woods outside Val Alorn, he
seemed to see the shaggy face of a
great bear. He closed his eyes,
shuddered, and started to struggle
weakly.

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

Garion opened his eyes again,
and the bear seemed to be gone.



He wasn't even sure he had ever
really seen it.

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

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

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



"Where are we?" Garion asked,
looking around into the darkness.

Barak coughed and wiped at his
face.

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

"What happened?" Garion was
still a bit confused.

"They're dead. Can you stand
up?"

"I don't know." Garion tried to
get up, but a wave of giddiness
swept over him, and his stomach
churned.

"Never mind. Tl carry you,"
Barak said in a now grimly practical



voice. An owl screeched from a
nearby tree, and its ghostly white
shape drifted off through the trees
ahead of them. As Barak lifted him,
Garion closed his eyes and
concentrated on keeping his
stomach under control.

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

"Is he all right?" Aunt Pol asked,
looking up from bandaging a cut on
Durnik's arm.

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

"Did you run them off?"

His voice was harsh, even



brutal.

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

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

Garion nodded, gently fingering
the lump behind his ear.

"I tried to find the two who took



you," the young man declared, "but
they were too quick for me. There's
some kind of animal out there. I
heard it growling while I was
looking for you - awful growls."

"The beast is gone now," Barak
told him flatly.

"What's the matter with you?"
Silk asked the big man.

"Nothing."

"Who were these men?" Garion
asked.

"Robbers, most likely," Silk
surmised, putting away his dagger.
"It's one of the benefits of a society
that holds men in serfdom. They
get bored with being serfs and go



out into the forest looking for
excitement and profit."

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

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

"That'll do, Silk," Aunt Pol said
coolly. "Let's not start bickering



among ourselves." She tied a last
knot on Durnik's bandage and came
over to examine Garion's head. She
touched her fingers gently to the
lump, and he winced.

"It doesn't seem too serious,"
she observed.

"It hurts all the same," he
complained.

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

Garion was about to answer



that, but Hettar and Mister Wolf
came back into the firelight just
then.

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

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

"A few bumps and bruises is
about all," Aunt Pol told him. "It
could have been much worse."

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

"Shall we remove those?" Barak



growled, pointing at the bodies
littering the ground near the brook.

"Shouldn't they be buried?"
Durnik asked. His voice shook a
little, and his face was very pale.

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

"Isn't that just a little
uncivilized?" Durnik objected.

Barak shrugged. "It's
customary."

Mister Wolf rolled one of the
bodies over and carefully examined
the dead man's gray face.

"Looks like an ordinary Arendish



outlaw," he grunted. "It's hard to
say for sure, though."

Lelldorin  was retrieving his
arrows, carefully pulling them out of
the bodies.

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

Durnik looked away, and Garion
saw two great tears standing in his
eyes.

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

"T killed one of those men,
Garion," the smith replied in a
shaking voice. "I hit him in the face



with my axe. He screamed, and his
blood splashed all over me. Then
he fell down and kicked on the
ground with his heels until he died."

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

"T've never killed anyone
before," Durnik said, the tears now
running down his face. "He kicked
the ground for such a long time -
such a terribly long time."

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

Garion understood.



"Good night, Durnik," he said.
He got up and started toward one
of the tents. He glanced back once.
Aunt Pol had seated herself on the
log beside the smith and was
speaking quietly to him with one of
her arms comfortingly about his
shoulders.



Chapter Five

The fire had burned down to a
tiny orange flicker outside the tent,
and the forest around the clearing
was silent. Garion lay with a
throbbing head trying to sleep.
Finally, long past midnight, he gave
it up. He slid out from under his
blanket and went searching for Aunt
Pol.

Above the silvery fog a full
moon had risen, and its light made
the mist luminous. The air around
him seemed almost to glow as he
picked his way carefully through the



silent camp. He scratched on the
outside of her tent flap and
whispered, "Aunt Pol?" There was
no answer. "Aunt Pol," he
whispered a bit louder, "it's me,
Garion. May I come in?" There was
stil no answer, nor even the
faintest sound. Carefully he pulled
back the flap and peered inside.
The tent was empty.

Puzzled, even a bit alarmed, he
turned and looked around the
clearing. Hettar stood watch not far
from the picketed horses, his hawk
face turned toward the foggy forest
and his cape drawn about him.
Garion hesitated a moment and



then stepped quietly behind the
tents. He angled down through the
trees and the filmy, luminous fog
toward the brook, thinking that if he
bathed his aching head in cold
water it might help. He was about
fifty yards from the tents when he
saw a faint movement among the
trees ahead. He stopped.

A huge gray wolf padded out of
the fog and stopped in the center of
a small open space among the
trees. Garion drew in his breath
sharply and froze beside a large,
twisted oak. The wolf sat down on
the damp leaves as if he were
waiting for something. The glowing



fog illuminated details Garion would
not have been able to see on an
ordinary night. The wolf's ruff and
shoulders were silvery, and his
muzzle was shot with gray. He
carried his age with enormous
dignity, and his yellow eyes seemed
calm and very wise somehow.
Garion stood absolutely still. He
knew that the slightest sound would
instantly reach the sharp ears of the
wolf, but it was more than that. The
blow behind his ear had made him
light-headed, and the strange glow
of moon-drenched fog made this
encounter seem somehow unreal.
He found that he was holding his



breath.

A large, snowy white owl
swooped over the open space
among the trees on ghosting wings,
settled on a low branch and
perched there, looking down at the
wolf with an unblinking stare. The
gray wolf looked calmly back at the
perched bird. Then, though there
was no breath of wind, it seemed
somehow that a sudden eddy in the
shimmering fog made the figures of
the owl and the wolf hazy and
indistinct. When it cleared again,
Mister Wolf stood in the center of
the opening, and Aunt Pol in her
gray gown was seated rather



sedately on the limb above him.

"It's been a long time since
we've hunted together, Polgara,"
the old man said.

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

"A little damp," he replied,
shaking one foot.

"It's very clear above the
treetops, and the stars are
particularly bright. It's a splendid



night for flying."

"I'm glad you enjoyed yourself.
Did you happen to remember what
you were supposed to be doing?"

"Don't be sarcastic, father."

"Well?"

"There's no one in the vicinity
but Arends, and most of them are
asleep."

"You're sure?"

"Of course. There isn't a Grolim
for five leagues in any direction. Did
you find the ones you were looking
for?"

"They weren't hard to follow,"
Wolf answered. "They're staying in
a cave about three leagues deeper



into the forest. Another one of them
died on their way back there, and a
couple more probably won't live
until morning. The rest of them
seemed a little bitter about the way
things turned out."

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

He nodded. "There's a man in
one of the villages nearby who
watches the road and lets them
know when somebody passes by
who might be worth robbing."

"Then they're just ordinary
thieves?"

"Not exactly. They were



watching for us in particular. We'd
all been described to them in rather
complete detail."

"I think TIl go talk to this
villager," she said grimly. She
flexed her fingers in an
unpleasantly suggestive manner.

"It's not worth the time it would
take," Wolf told her, scratching
thoughtfully at his beard. "All he'd
be able to tell you is that some
Murgo offered him gold. Grolims
don't bother to explain very much
to their hirelings."

"We should attend to him,
father" she insisted. "We don't
want him lurking behind us, trying



to buy up every brigand in Arendia
to send after us."

"After tomorrow he won't buy
much of anything," Wolf replied
with a short laugh. "His friends plan
to lure him out into the woods in
the morning and cut his throat for
him - among other things."

"Good. I'd like to know who the
Grolim is, though."

Wolf shrugged. "What difference
does it make? There are dozens of
them in northern Arendia, all
stirring up as much trouble as they
can. They know what's coming as
well as we do. We can't expect
them to just sit back and let us



pass.”

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

"We don't have the time," he
said. "It takes forever to explain
things to Arends. If we move fast
enough, maybe we can slip by
before the Grolims are ready."

"And if we can't?"

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

"You should have done that
from the beginning, father
Sometimes you're too delicate
about things."



"Are you going to start that
again? That's always your answer
to everything, Polgara. You're
forever fixing things that would fix
themselves if you'd just leave them
alone, and changing things when
they don't have to be changed."

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

"Why not fly down?" he
suggested.

"Don't be absurd."

Garion slipped away among the
mossy trees, trembling violently as
he went.

When Aunt Pol and Mister Wolf
returned to the clearing, they



roused the others. "I think we'd
better move on," Wolf told them.
"We're a little vulnerable out here.
It's safer on the highway, and I'd
like to get past this particular
stretch of woods."

The dismantling of their night's
encampment took less than an
hour, and they started back along
the woodcutter's track toward the
Great West Road. Though it was
still some hours before dawn, the
moonbathed fog filled the night
with misty luminosity, and it
seemed almost as if they rode
through a shining cloud that had
settled among the dark trees. They



reached the highway and turned
south again.

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

They set off at a canter and had
covered a good three leagues by
the time the fog had begun to turn
a pearly gray with the approach of
morning. As they rounded a broad
curve, Hettar suddenly raised his
arm, signaling for a halt.

"What's wrong?" Barak asked
him.

"Horses ahead," Hettar replied.



"Coming this way."

"Are you sure? I don't hear
anything."”

"Forty at least,” Hettar
answered firmly.

"There," Durnik said, his head
cocked to one side. "Hear that?"

Faintly they all heard a jingling
clatter some distance off in the fog.
"We could hide in the woods until

they've passed," Lelldorin
suggested.

"It's better to stay on the road,"
Wolf replied.

"Let me handle it," Silk said
confidently, moving into the lead.
"T've done this sort of thing before."



They proceeded at a careful walk.

The riders who emerged from
the fog were encased in steel. They
wore full suits of polished armor
and round helmets with pointed
visors that made them look
strangely like huge insects. They
earned long lances with colored
pennons at their tips, and their
horses were massive beasts, also
encased in armor.

"Mimbrate knights," Lelldorin
snarled, his eyes going flat.

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



you're a Mimbrate sympathizer -
like young Berentain back at your
uncle's house."

Lelldorin's face hardened.

"Do as he tells you, Lelldorin,"
Aunt Pol said. "This isn't the time
for heroics."

"Hold!" the leader of the
armored column  commanded,
lowering his lance until the steel
point was leveled at them. "Let one
come forward so that I may speak
with him." The knight's tone was
peremptory.

Silk moved toward the steel-
cased man, his smile ingratiating.
"We're glad to see you, Sir Knight,"



he lied glibly. "We were set upon by
robbers last night, and we've been
riding in fear of our lives."

"What is thy name?" the knight
demanded, raising his visor, "and
who are these who accompany
thee?"

" am Radek of Boktor, my
Lord," Silk answered, bowing and
pulling off his velvet cap, "a
merchant of Drasnia bound for Tol
Honeth with Sendarian woolens in
hopes of catching the winter
market."

The armored man's eyes
narrowed suspiciously. "Thy party
seems overlarge for so simple an



undertaking, worthy merchant."

"The three there are my
servants,” Silk told him, pointing at
Barak, Hettar, and Durnik. "The old
man and the boy serve my sister, a
widow of independent means who
accompanies me so that she might
visit Tol Honeth."

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

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

The knight's suspicion seemed
to relax a bit. "Thou madest
mention of robbers," he said.



"Where did this ambush take
place?"

"About three or four leagues
back. They set upon us after we
had made our night's encampment.
We managed to beat them off, but
my sister was terrified."

"This province of Asturia
seethes  with  rebellion and
brigandage," the knight said
sternly. "My men and I are sent to
suppress such offenses. Come here,
Asturian."

Lelldorin's nostrils flared, but he
obediently came forward. "I will
require thy name of thee."

"My name is Lelldorin, Sir



Knight. How may I serve thee?"

"These robbers thy friends
spoke of - were they commons or
men of quality?"

"Serfs, my Lord," Lelldorin
replied, "ragged and uncouth.
Doubtless fled from lawful
submission to their masters to take
up outlawry in the forest."

"How may we expect duty and
proper submission from serfs when
nobles raise detestable rebellion
against the crown?" the knight
asserted.

"Truly, my Lord," Lelldorin
agreed with a show of sadness that
was a trifle overdone. "Much have I



argued that selfsame point with
those who speak endlessly of
Mimbrate oppression and
overweening arrogance. My appeals
for reason and dutiful respect for
His Majesty, our Lord King,
however, are greeted with derision
and cold despite." He sighed.

"Thy wisdom becomes thee,
young Lelldorin,” the knight
approved. "Regrettably, I must
detain thee and thy companions in
order that we may verify certain
details."

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



my merchandise in Tol Honeth. I
pray you, don't delay me."

"I regret the necessity, good
merchant," the knight replied, "but
Asturia is filled with dissemblers
and plotters. I can permit none to
pass without meticulous
examination."

There was a stir at the rear of
the Mimbrate column. In single file,
resplendent in burnished
breastplates, plumed helmets and
crimson capes, a half a hundred
Tolnedran legionnaires rode slowly
along the flank of the armored
knights.

"What seems to be the problem



here?" the legion commander, a
lean, leather-faced man of forty or
so, asked politely as he stopped not
far from Silk's horse.

"We do not require the
assistance of the legions in this
matter," the knight said coldly. "Our
orders are from Vo Mimbre. We are
sent to help restore order in Asturia
and we were questioning these
travelers to that end.”

"I have a great respect for
order, Sir Knight," the Tolnedran
replied, "but the security of the
highway is my responsibility." He
looked inquiringly at Silk.

"I am Radek of Boktor, Captain,"



Silk told him, "a Drasnian merchant
bound for Tol Honeth. I have
documents, if you wish to see
them."

"Documents are easily forged,"
the knight declared.

"So they are," the Tolnedran
agreed, "but to save time I make it
a practice to accept all documents
at face value. A Drasnian merchant
with goods in his packs has a
legitimate reason to be on an
Imperial Highway, Sir Knight.
There's no reason to detain him, is
there?"

"We seek to stamp out banditry
and rebellion," the knight asserted



hotly.

"Stamp away," the captain said,
"but off the highway, if you don't
mind. By treaty the Imperial
Highway is Tolnedran territory.
What you do once you're fifty yards
back in the trees is your affair; what
happens on this road is mine. I'm
certain that no true Mimbrate
knight would want to humiliate his
king by violating a solemn
agreement between the Arendish
crown and the Emperor of Tolendra,
would he?"

The knight looked at him
helplessly.

"I think you should proceed,



good merchant," the Tolnedran told
Silk. "I know that all Tol Honeth
awaits your arrival breathlessly."
Silk grinned at him and bowed
floridly in his saddle. Then he
gestured to the others and they all
rode slowly past the fuming
Mimbrate knight. After they had
passed, the legionnaires closed
ranks across the  highway,
effectively cutting off any pursuit.
"Good man there," Barak said.
"I don't think much of Tolnedrans
ordinarily, but that one's different.”
"Let's move right along," Mister
Wolf said. "I'd rather not have those
knights doubling back on us after



the Tolnedrans leave."

They pushed their horses into a
gallop and rode on, leaving the
knights behind, arguing heatedly
with the legion commander in the
middle of the road.

They stayed that night at a
thick-walled Tolnedran hostel, and
for perhaps the first time in his life
Garion  bathed  without the
insistence or even the suggestion of
his Aunt. Though he had not had
the chance to become directly
involved in the fight in the clearing
the night before, he felt somehow
as if he were spattered with blood
or worse. He had not before



realized how grotesquely men could
be mutilated in close fighting.
Watching a living man disembowled
or brained had filled him with a kind
of deep shame that the ultimate
inner secrets of the human body
could be so grossly exposed. He felt
unclean. He removed his clothing in
the chilly bathhouse and even,
without thinking, the silver amulet
Mister Wolf and Aunt Pol had given
him, and then he entered the
steaming tub where he scrubbed at
his skin with a coarse brush and
strong soap, much harder than even
the most meticulous obsession with
personal cleanliness would have



required.

For the next several days they
moved southward at a steady pace,
stopping each night at the evenly
spaced Tolnedran hostels where the
presence of the hard-faced
legionnaires was a continual
reminder that all the might of
Imperial Tolnedra guaranteed the
safety of travelers who sought
refuge there.

On the sixth day after the fight
in the forest, however, Lelldorin's
horse pulled up lame. Durnik and
Hettar, under Aunt Pol's
supervision, spent several hours
brewing poultices over a small fire



by the roadside and applying
steaming compresses to the
animal's leg while Wolf fumed at
the delay. By the time the horse
was fit to continue, they all realized
that there was no chance to reach
the next hostel before dark.

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

". haven't decided," Wolf
answered shortly.

"If I remember right, there's a
village not far ahead," Lelldorin,
now mounted on an Algar horse,



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

"That sounds ominous,"” Silk
said. "What exactly do you mean by
'of sorts™?"

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

"We'll have to chance it," Wolf
decided, and led them off at a brisk
trot. As they approached the
village, the heavy clouds began to
clear off, and the sun broke through
wanly.

The village was even worse



than Lelldorin's description had led
them to believe. A half dozen
ragged beggars stood in the mud
on the outskirts, their hands held
out imploringly and their voices
shrill. The houses were nothing
more than rude hovels o0o0zing
smoke from the pitiful fires within.
Scrawny pigs rooted in the muddy
streets, and the stench of the place
was awful.

A funeral procession slogged
through the mud toward the burial
ground on the other side of the
village. The corpse, carried on a
board, was wrapped in a ragged
brown blanket, and the richly robed



and cowled priests of Chaldan, the
Arendish God, chanted an age-old
hymn that had much to do with war
and vengeance, but little to do with
comfort. The widow, a whimpering
infant at her breast, followed the
body, her face blank and her eyes
dead.

The inn smelled of stale beer
and half-rotten food. A fire had
destroyed one end of the common
room, charring and blackening the
lowbeamed ceiling. The gaping hole
in the burned wall was curtained off
with a sheet of rotting canvas. The
fire pit in the center of the room
smoked, and the hard-faced



innkeeper was surly. For supper he
offered only bowls of watery gruel -
a mixture of barley and turnips.

"Charming," Silk said
sardonically, pushing away his
untouched bowl. "I'm a bit surprised
at you, Lelldorin. Your passion for
correcting wrongs seems to have
overlooked this place. Might 1
suggest that your next crusade
include a visit to the Lord of this
demesne? His hanging seems long
overdue."

"T hadn't realized it was so bad,"
Lelldorin replied in a subdued voice.
He looked around as if seeing
certain things for the first time. A



kind of sick horror began to show
itself in his transparent face.

Garion, his stomach churning,
stood up. "I think I'll go outside," he
declared.

"Not too far," Aunt Pol warned.

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

"Please, my Lord," a little girl
with huge eyes begged, "have you
a crust of bread to spare?”

Garion looked at her helplessly.
"I'm sorry." He fumbled through his
clothes, looking for something to



give her, but the child began to cry
and turned away.

In the stump-dotted field
beyond the stinking streets, a
ragged boy about Garion's own age
was playing a wooden flute as he
watched a few 