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And Lord Stianot wept when he heard themsinging the ballad of
his great victory at Weygan Head, because the Stianot of which
they sang was not the Stianpt he knew. He was not hinself any
nore. He had been enptied into | egend. He had been a man, and
now he was a fable.
-- AITH N FURVAI N
The Book of Changes
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'That has to be what we're | ooking for,' said the Skandar, Sudvik Gorn,

st andi ng

at the edge of the cliff and pointing down the steep hillside with harsh

j abbi ng

motions of his lower left arm They had reached the crest of the ridge.
The

underlying rock had crunbled badly here, so that the trail they had
been

following termnated in a rough patch covered with sharp greenish gravel
and

just beyond lay a sudden drop into a thickly vegetated valley. 'Vorthinar
Keep,

right there bel ow us! What else could that building be, if not the rebel's
keep?

And easy enough for us to set it ablaze, this time of year.'

'Let me see,' young Thastain said. 'M/ eyes are better than yours.' Eagerly
he
reached for the spyglass that Sudvik Gorn held in his other |ower arm

It was a m stake. Sudvik Gorn enjoyed baiting the boy, and Thastain had

gi ven

hi m yet another chance. The huge Skandar, better than two feet taller than
he

was, yanked the glass away, shifting it to an upper armand waving it
with

ponderous playful ness high above Thastain's head. He grinned a
mal i ci ous

snaggl etoothed grin. 'Junp for it, why don't you?

Thastain felt his face growing hot with rage. 'Damm you! Just let nme have
t he
thi ng, you noronic four-arned bastard!’

"What was that? Bastard, am|? Bastard? Say it again?' The Skandar's shaggy
face

turned dark. He brandi shed the spyglass now as though the tube were a
weapon,



swinging it threateningly fromside to side. 'Yes. Say it again, and then
11
knock you fromhere to N -noya.'

Thastain glared at him 'Bastard! Bastard! Go ahead and knock ne, if you
can.'

He was sixteen, a slender, fair-skinned boy who was sw ft enough af oot
to

outrace a bilantoon. This was his first inportant nmission in the service of
t he

Five Lords of Zinroel, and the Skandar had selected him sonehow, as his
speci al

enemy. Sudvik Corn's constant naddening ridicule was driving him to fury.
For

t he past three days, alnmpst fromthe beginning of their journey fromthe
domai n

of the Five Lords, many nmiles to the southeast, up here into the
rebel - hel d

territory, Thastain had held it in, but now he could contain it no | onger

' You

have to catch me first, though, and | can run circles around you, and you
know

it. Eh, Sudvik Gorn, you great heap of flea-bitten fur!'

The Skandar growl ed and came runbling forward. But instead of fleeing,
Thast ai n

| eaped agilely back just a few yards and, whirling quickly, scooped up a
f at

handf ul of jagged pebbles. He drew back his armas though he neant to hurl
t hem

in Sudvik Corn's face. Thastain gripped the stones so tightly that their
sharp

edges bit into the palmof his hand. You could blind a man with stones
li ke

that, he thought.

Sudvi k Gom evidently thought so too. He halted in nid-stride, |ooking
baffl ed
and angry, and the two stood facing each other. It was a stal emate.

'Come on,' Thastain said beckoning to the Skandar and offering hima
nmocki ng

| ook. 'One nore step. Just one nore.' He swung his armin experinental
under hand

circles, gathering monentum for the throw

The Skandar's red-tinged eyes flamed with ire. From his vast chest cane a
| ow

t hr obbi ng sound like that of a volcano readying itself for eruption. H's

f our

m ghty arnms quivered with barely contai ned nenace. But he did not advance.

By this tine the other nmenbers of the scouting party had noticed what
was

happeni ng. Qut of the corner of his eye Thastain saw them com ng together to
hi s

right and left, formng a loose circle along the ridge, watching,
chuckl i ng.

None of themliked the Skandar, but Thastain doubted that many of the nen
cared



for himvery nmuch either. He was too young, too raw, too green, too pretty.
In

all probability they thought that he needed to be knocked around a
little

- roughed up by life as they had been before him

"Well, boy? It was the hard-edged voice of Ganbrund, the round-cheeked

Pi lipl ok

man with the bright purple scar that cut a vivid track across the whole
left

side of his face. Sone said that Count Mandralisca had done that to him
for

spoiling his aim during a gihorna hunt, others that it had been the
Lord

Gavinius in a drunken noment, as diough the Lord Gavinius ever had any
ot her

kind. 'Don't just stand there! Throw them Throw themin his hairy face!'

"Right, throw them' soneone else called. 'Show the big ape a thing or two!
Put
his filthy eyes out!’

This was very stupid, Thastain thought. If he threw the stones he had better
be

sure to blind Sudvik Gorn with themon the first cast, or else the Skandar
very

likely would kill him But if he blinded Sudvik Gorn the Count would punish
hi m

severely for it - quite possibly would have himblinded hinmself. And if
he
sinmply tossed the stones away he'd have to run for it, and run very well, for

ngyik CGorn caught himhe would hammer himw th those great fists of his
Egtkgs smashed to pulp; but if he fled then everyone would call hima coward
;?;eing. It was inpossible any way whichever. How had he contrived to
ﬁ?;Belf into this? And how was he going to get hinself out?

He wi shed nost profoundly that someone would rescue him Wich was what
happened
a nonent |ater.

"All right, stop it, you two,' said a new voice froma few feet behind
Thast ai n.

Criscanto Vaz, it was. He was a wiry, broad-shoul dered gray -bearded man, a
N

-noyan: the ol dest of the group, a year or two past forty. He was one of the
few

here who had taken a liking of sorts to Thastain. It was Criscanto Vaz who
had

chosen himto be a nenber of this party, back at Horvenar on the Zinr,
wher e

this expedition had begun. He stepped forward now, placing hinself

bet ween

Thastain and the Skandar. There was a sour | ook on his face, as of one who
wades

in a pool of filth. He gestured brusquely to Thastain. 'Drop di ose stones,
boy. "



Instantly Thastain opened his fist and let them fall. 'The Count
Mandr al i sca

woul d have you both nailed to a tree and Hayed if he could see what's goi ng
on.

You' re wasting precious tine. Have you forgotten that we're here to do a
j ob,

you i diots?

"I simply asked him for the spyglass,' said Thastain sullenly. 'How does
t hat
make nme an idiot?

"Gve it to him' Criscanto Vaz told Sudvik Gom 'These games are

f ool i shness,

and dangerous foolishness at that. Don't you think the Vorthinar |lord
has

sentries aplenty roving these hills? W stand at risk up here, every
singl e

nmonent . '

Gimaci ng, the gigantic Skandar handed the glass over. He glowered at
Thast ai n
in a way that unnistakably said that he neant to finish this some other tine.

Thastain tried to pay no attention to that. Turning his back on Sudvi k Gorn,
he

went to the very rimof the precipice, dug his boots into the gravel, and

| eaned

out as far as he dared go. He put the glass to his eye. The hillside before
hi m

and the valley bel ow sprang out in sudden rich detail

It was autumm here, a day of strong, sultry heat. The lengthy dry season
t hat

was the sumer of this part of central Zinroel had not yet ended, and the
hi |

was covered with a dense coat of tall tawny grass, a sort of grass that had
a

bright glassy sheen as though it were artificial, as if sonme master

craft sman

had fashioned it for the sake of decorating the slope. The | ong gl ean ng

bl ades

were heavy with seed-crests, so that the force of the warm south w nd bent

t hem

easily, causing them to ripple like a river of bright gold, running down
and

down and down the sl ope.

The hillside, which descended rapidly in a series of swooping declines,
was

nearly featurel ess except where it was broken, here and there, by great

j agged

bl ack boul ders that rose out of it |ike dragons' teeth. Thastain could make
out

a sl eek short-1egged hel gi bor creeping purposefully through the grass a
hundr ed

yards below him its furry green head lifted for the strike, its arching
f angs

already bared. A plunp unsuspecting blue vrimet, the helgibor's prey,
was



grazing serenely not far away. The vrinmmet would be in big trouble in
anot her

monent or two. But of the castle of the rebellious lordling, Thastain was
abl e

to see nothing at all at first, despite the keenness of his vision and the
aid

t hat the spygl ass provided.

Then he nudged the glass just a little to the west, and there the keep

was,
snugly nestling in a deep fold of the valley: a long low gray curving

t hi ng,

like a dark scar against the tawny grassland. It seenmed to himthat
t he

bott onmpost part of the structure was fashioned of stone, perhaps to the
hei ght

of a man's thigh, but everything above that was of wood, rising to a

sl opi ng

t hat ched roof.

"There's the keep, all right," Thastain said, wthout relinquishing
t he

spygl ass.

Sudvik Gorn was right. In this dry season, it would be no great
chal | enge

what ever to set the place on fire. Three or four firebrands hurled from
above

and the roof would go up, and sparks would leap to the parched unmown grass
t hat

cane right up to the foundations of the building, and the gnarled

oi | y-1 ooki ng

shrubs nearby woul d catch. There would be a roaring hol ocaust all around.
Wthin

ten mnutes the Vorthinar lord and all his nen would be roasted alive.

'Do you see sentinels? Criscanto Vaz asked.
'No. Nobody. Everybody nust be inside. No - wait - yes, soneone's there!’

A strange figure, very thin and unusually el ongated, coming into view around
t he

side of the building. The man paused a nonent and | ooked upward - straight
at

Thastain, so it seenmed. Thastain dropped hastily to his belly and signalled
with

a furious sweep of his left hand for the men behind himto nove back from
t he

ri dge. Then he peered over the edge once nore. Cautiously he extended the

gl ass.

The man was continuing on his path, now Perhaps he hadn't noticed
anyt hi ng

after all.

There was sonet hi ng exceedi ngly odd about the way he was movi ng. That

SWi ngi ng
gait, that «curious flexibility of novement. That strange face, like no
face

Thastain had ever seen before. The nan | ooked weirdly | oose-jointed,
sonehow



rubbery, one m ght say. Alnost as though he were - could it be -?
Thastain cl osed one eye and stared as intensely as he knew how with the ot her

Yes. A chill ran down Thastain's spine. A Metanorph, it was. Definitely
a

Met amor ph. That was a new sight for him He had spent his whole short
lifetine

up here in northern Zinroel, where Metanorphs were rarely if ever

encount ered

- were, indeed, practically |egendary creatures.

He took a good | ook now Thastain fined the focus of the glass and was able
to

make out plainly the greenish tint of the man's skin, the slitted lips,
t he

prom nent cheekbones, the tiny bunp of a nose. And the | ongbow the creature
wor e

slung across his back was surely one of Shapeshifter design, a flinsy,

hi ghl y

fl exi bl e-1ooking thing of Iight w ckerwork, the kind of weapon nost suitable
for

a bei ng whose skeletonic structure was pliant enough to bend easily, to
under go

al nost any sort of vast transfornation.

Unt hi nkable. It was |ike seeing a denon wal ki ng patrol before the keep. But
2CZH someone who was in rebellion against his owmn liege |lords, would dare
ﬁ:Lielf with the Metanmorphs? It was against the law to have any traffic with
L;Eterious aboriginal folk. But, thought Thastain, it was nore than illegal
;;s nmonstr ous.

"There's a Shapeshifter down there,' Thastain said in a rough whi sper over
hi s

shoulder. 'l can see himwal king right past the front of the house. So the
story

we heard must be true. The Vorthinar lord s in | eague with them"

"You think he saw you?' said Giscanto Vaz.
"l doubt it.'
"All right. Get yourself back fromthe edge before he does.'

Thastain wriggled backward without rising and scranbled to his feet when he
was

far enough away fromthe brink. As he lifted his head he becane aware of
Sudvi k

Gorn's glowering gaze still fixed on himin cold hatred, but Sudvik Gom and
hi s

mal evol ence hardly mattered to himnow There was a task to be done.



Morning in the Castle. Bright gol den-green sunlight entered the grand suite
at op

LordThrayms Tower that was the official residence of the Coronal and
hi s

consort. It came flooding in a brilliant streaminto the splendid great
bedr oom

wal led with great blocks of snpboth warm hued granite hung with fine
tapestries

of cloth of gold, where the Lady Varail e was awakeni ng.

The Castl e.

Everyone in the world knew which castle was nmeant, when you said 'The
Castle':

it could only be Lord Prestimon's Castle, as the people of Mjipoor had
cal |l ed

it these twenty years past. Before that it had been called Lord
Conf al unme' s

Castle, and before that Lord Prankipin's, and so on and so on back into
t he

vague mists of tine - Lord Guadelooms Castle, Lord Pinitor's Castle,
Lord

Kryphon's Castle, Lord Thraymis Castle, Lord Dizimaule's Castle, Corona
after

Coronal across the endlessly flowing centuries of Majipoor's long history,
t he

great ones and the nedi ocre ones and the ones whose nanes and achi evenents
had

become totally obscure, king after king all the way back to the

sem -yt hi ca

buil der hinself, Lord Stianot of seven hundred centuries before, each
nonar ch

giving his name to the building for the duration of his reign. But now it
was

the Castle of the Coronal Lord Prestimon and his wife, the Lady Varaile.

Reigns end. One of these days, alnmpst certainly, this place would be
Lord
Dekkeret's Castle, Varaile knew.

But | et that day not come soon, she prayed.

Shg | oved the Castle. She had lived in that unfathomably conplex array of
:Egzgﬁnd roons, perched here atop the astounding thirty-mle-high splendor
ggstle Mount that jutted wup like a colossal spike out of the immense curve
?Le pl anet, for half her life. It was her home. She had no desire to | eave
;;'Ieave it she knew she nmust on the day that Lord Prestimon ascended to
:P?Ie of Pontifex and Dekkeret replaced himas Coronal

This norning, with Prestimon off somewhere in one of the downsl ope
cities

dedi cating a dam or presiding over the installation of a new duke or

per form ng

one of the nyriad other functions that were required of a Coronal - she
was



unabl e to remenber what the pretext for this journey had been - the Lady
Varail e

awoke alone in the great bed of the royal suite, as she did all too
of ten

nowadays. She could not follow the Coronal about the world on his
unendi ng

peregrinations. His boiling restlessness kept himalways on the nove.

He woul d have had her acconpany himon his trips, if she could; but that,
as

both of themrealized, was usually inpossible. Long ago, when they were
new y

wed, she had gone -everywhere at Prestimon's side, but then had cone
t he

children and her own heavy royal responsibilities besides, the cerenonies
and

soci al functions and public audiences, to keep her close to the Castle. It
was

rare now for the Coronal and his lady to travel together

However necessary these separations were, Varaile had never reconciled

her sel f

to their frequency. She loved Prestimon no |less, after sixteen years as
hi s

wi fe, than she had at the beginning. Automatically, as the first dazzling
shafts

of daylight cane through the great crystal window of the royal bedroom
she

| ooked across to see that golden-green light strike the vyellow hair
of

Prestimon on the pillow beside hers.

But she was alone in the bed. As always, it took her a noment to

conpr ehend

that, to renenber that Prestimon had gone off, four or five days ago,
to

where? Bonbifale, was it? Hoi kmar? Deepenhow Val e? She had forgotten that
t 0o.

Somewhere, one of the Slope Cities, perhaps, or perhaps soneplace in
t he

GQuardian ring. There were fifty cities along the flanks of the Munt.
The

Coronal was in ever-constant nmotion; Varaile no |onger bothered to keep track
of

his itinerary, only of the date of his |onged-for return.

"Fiorinda? she called.
The warm contralto reply fromthe next roomwas inmedi ate: 'Com ng, ny |ady!’

Varaile rose, stretched, saluted herself in the mirror on the far wall.
???II sl ept naked, as though she were a girl; and, though she was past forty
gﬁg had borne the Coronal three sons and a daughter, she allowed herself the
Sthy vanity of taking pleasure in her ability to fend off the inroads of
iglzg}cerer's spells did she enploy for that: Prestimon had once expressed
hi s



loathing for such subterfuges, and in any case Varaile felt they
wer e

unnecessary, at least so far. She was a tall woman, |ong-thighed and |ithe,
and

t hough she was strongly built, wth full breasts and some considerable
breadth

at the wai st, she had not grown at all fleshy with age. Her skin was snooth
and

taut; her hair renmained jet-black and | ustrous.

"Did mlady rest well? Fiorinda asked, entering.
"As well as could be expected, considering that | was sl eeping al one.'

Fi ori nda grinned. She was the wife of Teotas, Prestimon's youngest brother
and

each morning at dawn left her own marital bed so that she could be at
t he

service of the Lady Varaile when Varaile awoke. But she seened not to

begr udge

that, and Varaile was grateful for it. Fiorinda was like a sister to her, not
a

nere sister-in-law, and Varaile, who had had no sisters of her own nor

brot hers

ei ther, cherished their friendship.

They bathed together, as they did every nmorning in the great marble tub
bi g

enough for six or eight people, that sone past Coronal's wfe had
f ound

desirable to install in the royal chanber. After-ward Fiorinda, a small,
trim

worman with radiant auburn hair and an irreverent snile, threw a sinple
r obe

about herself so that she could help Varaile wth her own costumng for
t he

nmorni ng. ' The pink sieronal, | think,' said Varaile, 'and the golden difina
from

Al aisor.' Fiorinda fetched the trousers for her and the delicately
enbr oi dered

bl ouse, and, without needing to be asked, brought also the vivid yellow
sfifa

that Varaile liked to drape down her bosomwi th that ensenble, and the w de
red

and-tan belt of fine Makroposopos weave that was its conpani on. Wen Varaile
was

dressed Fiorinda resunmed her own garnents of the day, a turquoise vest and
sof t

orange pant al oons.

"I's there news?' Varaile asked.

'O the Coronal, mlady?

'Of anyone, anything!"’

"Very little," said Fiorinda. The pack of sea-dragons that were seen | ast

week
of f the Stoien coast are nmoving northward, toward Treynone.'



"Very odd, sea-dragons in those waters at this tinme of year. An onen, do
you
t hi nk?'

"I must tell you |l amno believer in omens, milady.'

"Nor |, really. Nor is Presdmon. But what are the things doing

t here,

Fi ori nda?'

"Ah, how can we ever understand the minds of the sea-dragons, |ady? -
To

continue: a delegation from Sisivondal arrived at the Castle late last night,
to
present sone gifts for the Coronal's nuseum'

Varail e shuddered. 'I was in Sisivondal once, |ong ago. A ghastly place, and
I

have ghastly nenories of it. It was where the first Prince Akbalik died of

t he

poi soned swanp-crab bite he had had in the Stoienzar jungle. 1'I1l let
sonmeone

el se deal with the Sisivondal folk and their gifts. - Do you renenber
Prince

Akbal ik, Fiorinda? What a splendid man he was, calm wse, very dear
to

Prestimon. | think he would have been Coronal soneday, if he had lived. It
was

in the time of the canpaign against the Procurator that he died."'

"I was only a child then, mlady.'

"Yes. O course. How foolish of nme.' She shook her head. Tine was

fl ow ng

fiercely past themall. Here was Fiorinda, a grown woman, nearly thirty
years

old; and how Ilittle she knew of the troublesone comencenent of
Lord

Prestimon's reign, the rebellion of the Procurator Dantirya Sanbail, and
t he

pl ague of nmadness that had swept the world at the sane tinme, and all the
rest.

Nor, of course, did she have any inkling of the tremendous civil war that
had

preceded those things, the struggle between Prestimon and the usurper
Kor si bar .

No one knew of that tumultuous event except a chosen few nenbers of
t he

Coronal's inner circle. All nenory of it had been eradicated from everyone
el se

by Presdnmion's master sorcerers, and just as well that it had. To

Fi ori nda,

t hough, even the infanous Dantirya Sanbail was sinmply soneone out of the
story

books. He was a thing of fable to her, only.

As we all wll be one day, thought Varaile w th sudden gloom nere things
of
fabl e.



"And ot her news?' she asked.

Fiorinda hesitated. It was only for an instant, but that was enough. Varaile
saw
through that little hesitation as if she were able to read Fiorinda's m nd

There was ot her news, inportant news, and Fiorinda was concealing it.

'Yes?' Varaile urged. 'Tell ne.

"well -t

"Stop this, Fiorinda. Whatever it is, | want you to tell me right now.'

"Well -' Fiorinda noistened her lips. 'A report has come fromthe Labyrinth -'
' Yes?'

"It signifies nothing in the slightest, | think.'

"Tell me!' Already the news was taking shape in Varaile's own mind, and it
was
chilling. 'The Pontifex?

Fi ori nda nodded forlornly. She could not neet Varaile's steely gaze.
' Dead?

"Ch, no, nothing like that, mlady."'

"Then tellmel' cried Varaile, exasperated.

"A mld weakness of the leg and arm The left leg, the left arm He has
sunmoned
sonme mages.'

"A stroke, you nean? The Pontifex Confalume has had a Stroke?

Fi ori nda cl osed her eyes a noment and drew several deep breaths. 'It is not
yet
confirmed, milady. It is only a supposition.'

Varaile felt a burning sensation at her owmn tenples, and a spasm of

di zzi ness

swept over her. She controlled herself with difficulty, forcing herself back
to

cal mess.

It is not yet confirmed, she told herself.
It is only a supposition

Coolly she said, 'You tell me about sea-dragons off the far coast, and
?gsignificant del egation froman uninportant city in the mddl e of nowhere,
323 suppress the news of Confalume's stroke so that | need to pull it out
ggu? Do you think I"'ma child, Fiorinda, who has to have bad news kept from
her



li ke that?'

Fi ori nda seemed close to tears. 'Mlady, as | said a noment ago, it is not
yet
known as a certainty that it was a stroke.'

"The Pontifex is well past eighty. Mre likely past ninety, for all |
know.

Anyt hi ng that has hi m sunmoni ng his mages is bad news. Wiat if he dies? You
know

what will happen then. - Were did you hear this, anyway?

More and nore flustered, Fiorinda said, 'My lord Teotas had it from
t he

Pontifical delegate to the Castle late last night, and told nme of it
this

nmorning as | was setting out to come to you. He will discuss it with you

hi nmsel f

after you' ve breakfasted, just before your nmeeting w th the royal

m ni sters.

My lord Teotas urged me not to thrust all this on you too quickly, because
he

enphasi zes that it is truly not as serious a matter as it sounds, that
t he

Pontifex is generally in good health and is not deened to be in any danger

t hat

he -’

' And sea-dragons off the Stolen coast are nore inportant, anyway,' Varaile
sai d
acidly. 'Has a nessenger been sent to the Coronal ?

"I don't know, mlady,' said Fiorinda in a hel pl ess voi ce.

"\What about Prince Dekkeret? | haven't seen himaround for several days. Do
you
have any i dea where he is?'

"I think he's gone to Nornmork, mlady. Hs friend Dinitak Barjazid
has
acconpani ed himthere."'

'Not the Lady Ful kari ?'

"Not the Lady Ful kari, no. Things are notwell between Prince Dekkeret and

t he

Lady Ful kari these days, | think. It was with Dinitak he went, on Twoday.
To

Nor nor k. '

"Nornork!' Varail e shuddered. 'Another hideous place, though Dekkeret |oves
t hat

city, the Divine only knows why. And | suppose you have no idea whet her
anyone's

tried to informhimyet, either? Prince Dekkeret m ght well find hinself

Cor onal

by nightfall yet and nobody has thought of letting himknow that -'

Varaile realized that she was |osing control again. She caught herself in
md



flight.

'Breakfast,' she said, in a quieter tone. 'W should have sonething to
eat,

Fiorinda. Wether or not we're in the nmiddle of a crisis this norning,
we

shouldn't try to face the day on an enpty stomach, eh?

3

The floater cane around the last curve of craggy Nornork Crest and the
g:iig wal |l of Normork city rose up suddenly before them square athwart
LPthay that had brought themdown fromthe Castle to this level on the
:ZgiLes of the Mount's flank. The wall was an inmense overbearing barrier
?Lctangular bl ack nmegaliths piled one upon another to an astonishing height.
I??y that it guarded lay utterly concealed fromview behind it. 'Here we
géikeret said. 'Nornork.'

"And that?' Dinitak Barjazid asked. He and Dekkeret travel ed together often
but

this was his first visit to Dekkeret's native city. '"Is that little thing
t he

gate? And is our floater really going to be able to get through it?" He
stared

in amazenent at the tiny blinking hole, |aughably disproportionate, tucked
away

like an afterthought at the foot of the mighty ranpart. It was barely
wi de

enough, so it would seem to admt a good-sized cart. Guardsnen in green

| eat her

stood stiffly at attention to either side of it. A tantalizing bit of the

hi dden

city could be seen framed wthin the small opening: what appeared to
be

war ehouses and a coupl e of many-angl ed gray towers.

Dekkeret smiled. 'The Eye of Stiampt, the gate is called. A very grand nane
LELh a piffling aperture. What you see is the one and only entryway to
;ginus city of Nornmork. Inpressive, isn't it? But it's big enough for us,
?:ght. Not by much, but we'll squeak through.'

"Strange,' Dinitak said, as they passed beneath the pointed arch and entered
t he

city. 'Such a huge wall, and so wetched and paltry a gate. That doesn't
exactly

make strangers feel that they're wanted here, does it?

"I have sone plans for changing that, when the opportunity is at hand,"’
sai d



Dekkeret. 'You'll see tonorrow. '

The occasion for his visit was the birth of a son to the current Count
of

Nor nork, Considat by nane. Nornork was not a particularly inmportant city
and

Considat was not a significant figure in the hierarchies of Castle Munt,
and

ordinarily the only official cognizance the Coronal would be likely to take
of

the child s birth would be a congratul atory note and a handsone gift.
Certainly

he woul d not make it the occasion for a state visit. But Dekkeret, who had
not

seen Nornmork for many a nonth, had requested perm ssion to present the
Coronal 's

congratul ations in person, and had brought Dinitak along with him for
conpany.

"Not Ful kari?" Presumion had asked. For Dekkeret and Fulkari had been
an

i nseparable pair these two or three years past. To which Dekkeret had
replied

t hat Count Considat was a man of conservative tastes; it did not seem proper
for

Dekkeret to visit himin the conpany of a woman who was not his wife. He
woul d

take Dinitak. Prestimon did not press the issue further. He had heard
t he

stories - everyone at the court had, by now - that something had been
goi ng

am ss lately between Prince Dekkeret and the Lady Ful kari, though Dekkeret
had

said not a word about it to anyone.

They had been the closest of friends for years, Dekkeret and Dinitak

t hough

their tenmperanments and styles were very different. Dekkeret was a big,
deep

chested, heavy-shouldered man of boundless energy and unquenchable
robust

spirit, whose words tended to come boomng out of himin a cheerful
resoundi ng

bell ow. The events of his life thus far had predi sposed himto optimnm sm and
hope

and limtless enthusiasm

Dinitak Barjazid, a man a few years younger with a | ean, narrow face and
dar k,

glittering, skeptical eyes, was half a head shorter and constructed on
an

al t oget her | ess substantial scale, conpact and trim wth an air of taut
coil ed

muscul arity about him Hi s skin was darker even than his eyes, the swarthy
skin

of one who has lived for vyears wunder the frightful sun of the

sout hern

continent. Dinitak spoke nuch nore quietly than Dekkeret and took a
general ly

darker view of the world. He was a shrewd, pragmatic nman, raised in a harsh
sun



baked land by a tough and wily scoundrel of a father who had been a
Z?;ﬁpery sort indeed. Oten there was a questioning edge on what D nitak
fﬁ;? caused Dekkeret to think twi ce about things, and sometinmes nore than
;ﬁhcﬁé was governed always by a harsh, strict sense of propriety, a set
?gerce noral inperatives, as though he had decided early inlife to build
r;?e around a phil osophy of doing and believing the opposite of whatever
?;fher m ght have done or thought.

They hel d each other in the highest estinmation. Dekkeret had vowed that as
he

rose to promnence wthin the royal government of Majipoor, Dinitak would
ri se

with him although he did not immediately know how t hat woul d be
acconpl i shed,

consi dering the cl ouded and notorious past of Dinitak's father and ki nsnen.
But

he would find a way.

"Qur reception comrittee, | think,' said Dinitak, pointing inward with a jab
of
hi s upturned thunb.

Just within the wall lay a triangular cobblestoned plaza bordered al ong
each

side by drab wooden guardhouses. The em ssary of the Count of Nornork
was

waiting for themthere, a small, flimsy-1looking bl ack-bearded nan who seened
as

t hough he could be blown away by any good gust of wind. He bowed them out
of

their floater, introduced hinself as the Justiciar Corde, and in flowery
phrases

of fered Prince Dekkeret and his traveling conpani on the warnest welcome to
t he

city. The Justiciar indicated a dozen or so armed nen in green | eather
uni f orns

standing a short distance away. 'These nmen will protect you while you are
here,"’

he decl ar ed.

"Why?' Dekkeret asked. 'l have ny own bodyguard with ne.'

"It is Count Considat's wish,' replied the Justiciar Corde in a tone

t hat

i ndicated that the issue was not really open to discussion. 'Please - if you
and

your men will follow nme, excellence -'

"What is that all about?' said Dinitak wunder his breath as they nmade their
way

on foot, escorted fore and aft by the black-clad guardsnen, through the
nar r ow,

winding alleys of the ancient city to their |odging-place. 'l wouldn't
t hi nk



that we'd be in any danger here.'

'"W're not. But when Prestimon was here on a state visit not long after
he

became Coronal, a madman tried to assassinate him right out in front of
t he

Count's palace. That was in the dme of Count Meglis, Considat's father.
Madness

was a very common thing in the world back then, you may recall. There was
an

epidenmic of it in every |land.'

Dinitak grunted in surprise. 'Assassinate the Coronal? You -can't be
seri ous.
Who woul d ever do a wild thing like that?

"Believe ne, Dinitak, it happened, and it was a very close thing, too. I
was

still living in Nornork then and | saw it with my own eyes. A lunatic sw ngi ng
a

shar pened sickle, he was. Came rushing out of the crowd in the plaza and
ran

straight for Prestimon. He was stopped just in time, or history would have
been

very different.'

"I ncredi ble. What happened to the assassin?
"Killed, right then and there.'
"As was right and proper,' D nitak said.

Dekkeret smiled at that. Again and again Dinitak revealed hinself as
t he

ferocious noralist that he was. H's judgments, driven by a powerful sense
of

right and wong, were often severe and unconprom sing, sonetimes
surprisingly

so. Dekkeret had taken him to task for that, early in their

fri endshi p.

Dinitak's response was to ask Dekkeret whether he would prefer himto be
nor e

like his father in his ways, and Dekkeret did not pursue the issue after

t hat .

But often he thought that it nust be painful for Dinitak, forever seeing
sloth

and error and corruption on all sides, even in those he | oved.

"Prestimon was unharnmed, of course. But the whole event was a
tremendous

enbarrassnent for Meglis, and he spent the rest of his days trying to live
it

down. Nobody outside Nornork thinks about it at all, but here it's been
a

bl em sh on the reputation of the entire city for alnost twenty years. And
even

though it's hardly likely that such a thing would happen again, | suppose

t hat

Consi dat wants to make absolutely certain that nobody waving a sharp object
gets



anywhere near the Coronal -designate while we're here.'

"That's inbecilic. Does he seriously think his city is a hotbed of
crazed

assassins? And what a dammabl e nuisance, having these troops marching
ar ound

with us everywhere we go.'

"Agreed. But if he feels he has to bend over backwards in the name of
cauti on,

we'll have to hunor him It would give needl ess offense if we objected.’
Di nitak shrugged and let the matter drop. Dekkeret was only too well aware
of

how little tolerance there was in his friend' s makeup for folly of any sort,
and

plainly this business of providing unneeded guards for the visitors from
Castl e

Mount fell into that category. But Dinitak was able to see that having
t he

guards around would be just a harm ess annoyance. And he understood when
to

yield to Dekkeret in matters of official protocol

They settled quickly into their hostelry, where Dekkeret was given the
capaci ous

set of rooms that was usually reserved for the Coronal, and Dinitak a | esser
but

confortabl e apartnment one floor below. In early afternoon they set out on
their

first call, a visit to Dekkeret's nmother, the Lady Taliesme. Dekkeret had
not

seen her in many nonths. Although her son's position as heir-designate to
t he

throne entitled her to a suite of roons at the Castle, she preferred to
remain

in Normork most of the time - still living, actually, in the sanme litde
dwel i ng

in Od Town that their fam |y had occupi ed when Dekkeret was a boy.

She lived there al one, now Dekkeret's father, a traveling merchant who had
had

i ndi fferent success plodding to and fro wth his satchels of goods anobngst
t he

Fifty Cities, had died a decade earlier, still fairly young but worn
out,

defeated, even, by the 1long |aborious struggle that his Iife had been. He
had

never been able quite to make hinself believe that his son Dekkeret had
sonehow

attracted the attention of Lord Prestimon hinself and had found his way
into

the circle of lordlings around the Coronal at the Castle. That Dekkeret had
been

made a knight-initiate was al nost beyond his capacity to conprehend; and
when

the Coronal had raised himto the rank of prince, his father had taken the
news

nerely as a bizarre joke.



Dekkeret often wondered what he would have done if he had come to him
Z;ﬂounced, "l have been chosen to be the next Coronal, father.' Laughed in
zgi's face, nost likely. O slapped him even, for nocking his father with
ﬁgﬁZense. But he had not lived | ong enough for that.

Tal i esne, though, had handled her son's inprobable ascent, and the

st unni ng

el evation other own position that necessarily had acconpanied it,
with

remar kabl e cal mess. It was not that she had ever expected Dekkeret to becone
a

kni ght of the Castle, let alone a prince. And undoubtedly not even in her

dr eans

had she inmagined him as Coronal. Nor was she the sort of doting nother
who

bl andly accepted any success that came to her son as nothing nore than
hi s

proper due, inevitable and well deserved.

But a sinple and powerful faith in the Divine had been her guide throughout
al l

her life. She did not quarrel wth destiny. And so nothing ever surprised
her;

what ever cane her way, be it pain and sorrow or glory beyond all neasure,
was

something that had been preordained, sonething that one accepted

wi t hout

conplaint on the one hand and w thout any show of astonishnent on the

ot her.

Plainly it rmust have been intended fromthe beginning of tine that
Dekker et

woul d be Coronal soneday - and therefore that she herself would finish her
days

as Lady of the Isle of Sleep, a Power of the Realm The Coronal's nother
was

al ways given that greatly auspicious post. Very well: so be it. She had
not

antici pated any such things, of course; but if they happened anyway, well,
their

happening -had to be viewed in retrospect as something as natura
and

unsurprising as the rising of the sun in the east each day.

What surprised Dinitak was the nmeanness of the Lady Taliesne's house, a

| opsi ded

little place with saggi ng wi ndowfranmes amidst a junble of small buildings
t hat

m ght have been five thousand years old, on a dark, crooked street of
uneven

gray-green cobbl ed pavenent close to the center of AOd Town. What sort of
hone

was this for the nother of the next Coronal ?

"Yes, | know,' Dekkeret said, grinning. 'But she likes it here. She's |Iived
in

this house for forty years and it means nore to her than ten Castles ever

coul d.



|'ve bought new furniture for her that's costlier than what was here before,
and

nowadays she wears clothing of a sort that ny father could never have

af f or ded

for her, but otherwi se nothing in the | east has changed. Wich is exactly as
she

wants it to be.’

"And the people around her? Don't they know they're living next door to
t he
future Lady of the Isle? Doesn't she know t hat hersel f?

"I have no idea what the neighbors know. | suspect that to themshe's
j ust
Tal i esne, the wi dow of the merchant Orvan Pettir. And as for herself-'

The door opened.
' Dekkeret,' said the Lady Taliesme. 'Dinitak. How good to see you both again.'

Dekkeret enbraced his nmother lovingly and with great care, as though she
wer e

dainty and fragile, and might break if hugged too enthusiastically. In fact
he

knew she was not half so fragile as he fancied her to be; but nonethel ess
she

was a small-framed woman, |ight-boned and petite. Dekkeret's father had not
been

large either. From boyhood onward Dekkeret had always felt |ike sone kind
of

gross overgrown nonster who had unaccount ably been deposited by prankish fate
in
t he hone of those two dimnutive people.

Tal i esne was wearing a gown of unadorned ivory silk, and her glistening

sil ver

hai r was bound by a sinple, slender gold circlet. Dekkeret had brought gifts
for

her that were of the sane austere taste, a glossy little dragonbone pendant,
and

a cobweb-1ight shinmering headscarfrmade in distant Gabilorn, and a smooth
little

ring of purple jade from VWronginond, and two or three other things of
t hat

sort. She received them all with evident pleasure and gratitude, but put

t hem

away as swiftly as politeness would pernit. Taliesne had never coveted
treasures

of that sort in the days when they had been poor, and she gave no sign of
havi ng

nore than a casual interest in them now

They tal ked easily, over tea and biscuits, of life at the Castle; she

i nquired

after Lord Prestimon and Lady Varaile and their children and - briefly,

very

briefly-nmentioned the Lady Fulkari al so; she spoke of Septach Melayn and
ot her

Counci| menbers, and asked about Dekkeret's current duties at the court,
very



much as though she were of that court herself in every fiber of her body

rat her

than the nere wdow of an wuninportant provincial nerchant. She
referred

knowi ngly, too, to recent events at the palace in Nornmork, the dismissal of
a

m ni ster who was overfond of his wine and the birth of Count Considat's heir
and

other matters of that sort; twenty years ago she would have had no
nor e

know edge of such things than she did of the private conversations of
t he

Shapeshifter wizards in their w cker-work capital in distant Piurifayne.

It gave Dekkeret great delight to see the way the Lady Taliesne was
conti nui ng

to growinto the role that destiny was forcing upon her. He had spent

al nost

half his life, now, anong the princes of the Castle, and was no |onger
t he

provi nci al boy he had been, that |ong-ago day in Nornork, when he first had
cone

to Prestimon's notice. Hi s nother had not had an opportunity for the sane
sort

of education in the ways of the mighty. Yet she was |earning,
sonehow.

Essentially she remmined as artless and unassuming as ever; but she
was

nonet hel ess going to be, at some time not very far in the future, a Power of
t he

Realm and he could see how capably she was naking her accomodation to
t he

strange and al together unanticipated enhancenment of her life that was
headi ng

her way.

A pleasant, civilized chat, then: a nmother, her visiting son, the son's
friend.

But gradually Dekkeret becane aware of suppressed tensions in the room
as

though a second conversation, unspoken and unacknow edged, was
drifting

surreptitiously in the air above them

- WII the Pontifex live much |Ionger, do you think ?
- You know that that is sonething | don't dare think about, nother
- But you do, though. As do I. It can't be hel ped.

He was certain that sone such secret conversation was going on within her
now,

here ami dst the clink of teacups and the polite passing of trays of

bi scui ts.

Cal m and sane and stable as she was, and ever-tranquil in the face of
destiny's

decrees, even so there was no way she could avoid casting her thoughts
forward

to the extraordinary transformation that fate would soon be bringing to
t he



merchant's son of Nornork and to his nother. The starburst crown was waiting
for

him and the third terrace of the Isle of Sleep for her. She would be
sonet hi ng

other than human if thoughts of such things did not wander into her mnd a
dozen

times a day.

And into his own.

4

Already, in his mnd s eye, Thastain could see the blackened tinbers of
t he

house of the Vorthinar lord crunbling in the red blaze of the fire they
woul d

set. As it deserved. He could not get his mnd around the enormity of what
he

had seen. It was bad enough to have rebelled against the Five Lords; but
to
consort with Metanorphs as well -! Those were evils al nbst beyond

Thastain's
conpr ehensi on.

Wll, they had found what they had come here to find. Now, though
cane
di sagreement over the nature of their next nove.

Criscanto Vaz insisted that they had to go back and report their discovery
Egunt Mandralisca, and let himwork out strategy from there. But sone of
;Qﬁ, nost notably Agavir Toymin of Pidruid in western Zinroel, spoke
gggsionately in favor of an inmredi ate attack. The rebel keep was supposed to
be

destroyed: very well, that was what they should set about doing, wthout
del ay.
Wiy et soneone else have the glory? Assuredly the Five Lords would
richly

reward the men who had rid themof this enenmy. It was sensel ess to hang back
at
this point, with the headquarters of the foe right within their reach

Thastain was of that faction. The proper thing to do now, he thought, was
to

make their way down that hillside, creeping as warily as that
shar p-t oot hed

hel gi bor, and get going on the job of starting the fire wthout
further

di t heri ng.

"No,"' Criscanto Vaz said. 'W're only a scouting party. W' ve got no
aut hority

to attack. Thastain, run back to the canp and tell the Count what we've
found.'

'Stay where you are, boy,' said Agavir Toynmin, a burly nman who was notori ous



L?; bl atant currying of favor with the Lord Gaviral and the Lord Gavini us.
Z?iscanto Vaz he said, 'Wo put you in charge of this mssion, anyway? I
?Z:E;ber that anybody naned you our commander.' There was sudden sharpness
L?s tone, and no little heat.

"Nor you, so far as |I know. - Run al ong, Thastain. The Count nust be
notified."'

"W'll notify himthat we've found the keep and destroyed it,' said

?gsﬁ;;. "What will he do, whip us for carrying out what we've all cone here
;g? It's three miles fromhere to the Count's canp. By the tinme the boy has
g???the way back there, the wnd wll have carried our scent to
;EZpeshifters down below, and there'll be a hillside of defenders between us
?Eg keep, just waiting for us to descend. No: what we need to do is get the

j ob

over with and be done with it.'

"I tell you, we are in no way authorized -'
was

heat in his voice too, and a glint of sudden piercing anger in his eyes.

Criscanto Vaz began, and there

"And | tell you, Criscanto Vaz -' Agavir Toymin said, putting his
forefinger
agai nst Criscanto Vaz's breastbone and giving a sharp push.

Criscanto Vaz's eyes blazed. He sl apped the finger aside.

That was all it took, one quick gesture and then another, to spark a
wld

confl agration of wath between them Thastain, watching in disbelief, saw
their

faces grow dark and distorted as all comon sense deserted them both, and
t hen

t hey rushed forward, going at each other |ike madnmen, snarling and shoving
and

heaving and throwing wild punches. Qhers quickly joined the fray.
Wthin

seconds a crazy nelee was in progress, eight or nine men enbroiled,

SWi ngi ng

blindly, grunting and cursing and bel | ow ng.

Amazi ng, Thastain thought. Amazing! It was ridiculous behavior for a
scout i ng

party. They might just as well have hoisted the banner of the Sanbailid clan
at

the edge of the cliff, the five bl ood-red nmoons on the pale crinson

backgr ound,

and announced with a flourish of trunpets to those in the keep bel ow t hat

eneny
troops were canped above them intending a surprise attack



And to think of the calm judicious Criscanto Vaz, a man of such w sdom
and
responsibility, allowing hinself to get involved in a thing like this -!

Thastain wanted no part of this absurd quarrel hinself, and quickly noved
away.

But as he cane around the'far side of the struggling knot of nen he

f ound

hi nsel f suddenly face to face once again with Sudvik Gorn, who also had
kept

hinsel f apart fromthe fray. The Skandar loomed up in front of himlike
a

nmount ai nous mass of coarse auburn fur. Hi s eyes gl owed vengefully. H's four
huge

hands cl enched and uncl enched as if they already were closing about
Thastain's

t hr oat .

" And now, boy -'

Thastain |ooked frantically around. Behind himlay the sharp drop of
t he

hillside, with a canp of armed enemes at its foot. Ahead of him was
t he

infuriated and relentless Skandar, determned now to vent his choler. He
was

t rapped.

Thastain's hand went to the pommel of the hunting knife at his waist. 'Keep
back
fromne!'

But he wondered how nuch of a thrust would be required to penetrate the

t hi ck

wal s of muscle beneath the Skandar's coarse pelt, and whether he had
t he

strength for it, and what the Skandar would succeed in doing to himin
t he

nmonents before he managed to strike. The little hunting knife, Thastain

deci ded,

woul d be of not the slightest use against the huge nman's great bul k.

It all seemed utterly hopeless. And Criscanto Vaz, somewhere in the niddle
of
t hat pack of frenzied lunatics, could do nothing to help hi m now.

Sudvi k Gorn started for him growWing like a nollitor conming toward its

prey.
Thastain nuttered a prayer to the Lady.

And then, for the second tine in ten mnutes, rescue came unexpectedly.

"What is this we have here?" said a quiet, terrifying voice, a
controll ed,

i nexorable voice that seened to energe out of nowhere |ike a netal
spring

uncoi ling from sonme conceal ed machine. 'Brawling, is that it? Anong
your sel ves?

You' ve | ost your mnds, have you?' It was a voice wth edges of steel. It
cut



t hrough everything like a razor

'The Count!' cane an anguished sighing cry from half a dozen throats at
once,
and all fighting ceased instantaneously.

Nhndralisca had given no indication that he intended to follow themto
Lr;ie. So far as anyone knew, he planned to remain behind in his tent while
;2ﬁ¥ in search of the Vorthinar lord' s stronghold. But here he was, al
Lgie, he and his bandy-legged little aide-de-canp Jaconmin Halefice and
Spdyguard of half a dozen swordsnen. The nmen of the scouting party, caught
;ernt children with smudges of jam on their faces, stood frozen, staring
Lgrror at the fearsonme and sinister privy counsellor to the Five Lords.

The Count was a |ean, rangy man, sonmewhat past middle years, whose
every

nmoverrent was astoni shingly graceful, as though he were a dancer. But no
dancer

had ever had so frightening a face. His lips were hard and thin, his eyes had
a

cold glitter, his cheekbones jutted |I|ike whetted blades. Athin white

verti cal

scar bisected one of them the mark of sone duel of |ong ago. As usual he wore
a

close-fitting full-body garment of supple, well-oiled black |eather that
gave

hi m t he shining, sinuous |ook of a serpent. Nothing broke its snmoot hness
except

the golden synbol of his high office dangling on his breast, the
five-sided

paraclet that signified the power of Ilife and death that he wi el ded over
t he

uncountable mllions whomthe Five Lords of Zinroel regarded, illicitly,
as

their subjects.

Shrouded in an awful silence now did Mandralisca mnove anong them
goi ng

unhurriedly from man to man, peering long into each one's eyes wth
t hat

basili sk gaze fromwhich you could not help but flinch. Thastain felt his
guts

churning as he awaited the nmonent when his turn would cone.

He had never feared anyone or anything as nuch as he feared Count
Mandr al i sca.

There always seened to be a cold crackling aura around the man, an icy
bl ue

shimer. The nere sight of him far down sone long hallway inspired awe
and

dread. Thastain's knees had turned to water when Criscanto Vaz had told
hi m

after selecting himfor this mssion, that it would be headed by none ot her
t han



the form dabl e privy counsellor hinself.

It was uni magi nabl e, of course, to decline such an assignment, not if he
hoped

torise to a post of any distinction in the service of the Five Lords.
But

t hr oughout the whole of the journey out of the Sanbailid domain and up into
this

region of forests and grassland where the rebels held sway he had tried
to

shrink hinself down into invisibility whenever the Count's glance ventured
in

his direction. And now - now -to be conpelled to | ook himstraight in the eye

It was agonizing, but it was over quickly. Count Mandralisca paused
before

Thastain, studied him the way one might study some little insect of
no

particul ar interest that was wal king across a table in front of one, and
noved

on to the next man. Thastain sagged in relief.

"Well,' Mandralisca said, halting in front of Criscanto Vaz. '"Alittle bit
of

knockabout stuff, was it? Purely for fun? I would have thought better of
you,

Criscanto Vaz.'

Criscanto Vaz said nothing. He did not flinch from Mandralisca' s gaze in
any
way. He stood stiffly upright, a statue rather than a man.

A sudden gleamlike the flicker of a lightning-bolt came into the Count's
z;gs the riding-crop that was always in Mandralisca' s hand |[|ashed out
ﬁ1f2ding speed, a scornful backhand stroke. A burning red line sprang up
gpiscanto Vaz' s cheek

Thastain, watching, recoiled fromthe blow as if he hinself had been
struck.

Criscanto Vaz was a sturdy-spirited man of rmuch presence, of great sagacity,
of

consi derabl e qui et strength. Thastain | ooked upon himal nrost as a father. And
to

see himwhipped like this, in front of everyone -

But Criscanto Vaz showed scarcely any reaction beyond a brief blinking of
hi s

eyes and a brief wince as the riding-crop struck him He held his upright
stance

wi t hout noving at all, not even putting his hand to the injured place. It was
as

if he had been utterly paralyzed by the shame of having been di scovered by

t he

Count in such a witless fracas.

Mandral i sca nmoved on. He cane to Agavir Toymin and struck himquickly wth



t he

crop al so, alnmpst without pausing to think about it, and, reaching the end
of

the row where Stravin of Til-onmon stood, hit himalso. He had put his mark
on

the three ol dest nen, the |eaders, the ones who shoul d have had enough sense
not

to fight. To the others it was a sufficient |esson; there was no need
actual ly

to strike them

And then it was done. Puni shment had been admi ni stered. Mandralisca stepped
back
and scrutinized themall with unconceal ed di sdai n.

Thastain once nore tried to shrink himself down into invisibility. The
intensity
of Mandralisca's frosty glare was a frightful thing.

'"WIl someone tell nme what was happening here, now?'" The Count's gaze cane
to

rest once again on Thastain. Thastain shivered; but there was no recourse but
to

neet those appalling eyes. 'You, boy. Speak!'

Wth extreme effort Thastain forced a husky hal f-whisper out of hinself:
"W
have found the eneny keep, your grace. It lies in the valley just below us.'

'Go on. The fighting -'

'There was a dispute over whether to go down to it imrediately and set it
on
fire, or to return to your canmp for further orders.'

"Ah. A dispute. A dispute.’" A look that mi ght al nost been one of anusenent
cane

into Mandralisca' s stony eyes. 'Wth fists.' Then his vi sage darkened agai n.
He

spat. 'Well, then, here are the orders you crave. CGet yourselves down there
at

once and put the place to the torch, even as we cane here to do.'

"It is guarded by Shapeshifters, your grace,' Thastain said, astonishing

hi nsel f

by daring to speak out unbidden. But there it was: his words hung before him
in

the air like puffs of strange bl ack snoke.

The Count gave hima long slow look. '"Is it, now? Guarded by Shapeshifters.
Waat

a surprise.' Mndralisca did not sound surprised, though. There was
no

expression whatever in his tone. Turning toward Cri scanto Vaz, he said,
Vel

they will burn along with everyone else. You: | place you in charge. Take
three

men with you. The enem es of the Five Lords must perish.’

Criscanto Vaz saluted smartly. He seened alnost grateful. It was as though



t he
bl ow across the face had never occurred.

He gl anced around at the group of waiting nmen. 'Agavir Toymin,' he said.
Agavi r

Toymi n, looking pleased, nodded and touched two fingers to his

f or ehead.

"Ganbrund,' said Mandralisca next. And, after a brief pause: 'Thastain.'

Thastain had not expected that. Chosen for the nmissionl Hm He felt a

gr eat

surge of exhilaration. The thunping in his chest was alnost painful, and
he

touched his hand to his breastbone to try to still it. But of course he
woul d

have been chosen, he realized, after a noment. He was the quickest, the
nost

agile. He was to be the one who would run forward to hurl the firebrands.

The four nen descended in a triangular formation, with Thastain at the
apex.

Ganbrund, just behind him carried the bundle of firebrands; flanking him
wer e

Criscanto Vaz and Agavir Toymn, armed with bows in case the sentries saw

t hem

Thastain kept his head dowmn and went forward with great care, mndful of
t he

hel gi bor he had seen and such other |owslung predators of the grassland

t hat

m ght be lurking hidden in all this thick growh. The bright glassy sheen of
t he

tawny grass, he realized now, was not just a trick of the eye; the bl ades
did

not simply | ook glassy, but actually felt like glass, stiff and and
shar p- edged,

unpl easant to nmove through, naking a harsh whispering sound as he pushed

t hem

aside. They provided a slippery surface to walk on when they were
crushed

underfoot. Every step Thastain took was a tense one: it would be all too
easy,

sliding and slithering as he was, to lose his footing and go stumnbling

headl ong

down into the enemy canp.

But he negotiated the slope safely, halting when he reached a position that
he

judged was within throwi ng range. Minents later the other three cane up

behi nd

him Thastain pointed toward the keep. No sentinels were in sight.

Criscanto Vaz indicated what he wanted done with qui ck urgent gestures.

Ganbr und

held out a firebrand; Agavir Toymn produced a little energy-torch and
ignited

it with a quick burst of heat; Thastaine took it fromhim ran forward half
a

dozen steps, and threw it toward the keep, turning hinmself in a nearly

conpl ete



circle for greater velocity at the nmonent of rel ease.

The bl azing brand flewin a high, arching curve and | anded in a bed of dry
grass

no more than five feet fromthe keep. There was the crackling sound of

i mredi at e

i gnition.

Burn! thought Thastain jubilantly. Burn! Burn! So perish all the enem es of
t he

Fi ve Lords!

Criscanto Vaz followed Thastain's brand a nonent |later with a second,

t hr owi ng

it with I ess elegance of formthan Thastain but with greater force: it
soared

splendidly through the air and cane down on the diatched roof itself. A
pi nki sh

spiral of flane began to rise. Thastain, flinging the next firebrand
gﬁ;iatically, reached the group of black-trunked gl ossy-|eaved shrubs cl osest
:ﬂe building's wall: they snoldered for a nmonent and burst into vivid tongues
?Ire

The occupants of the keep, now, were aware that something was up

"Quickly,"

Criscanto Vaz cried. They still had two firebrands I|eft. Thastain seized
one

wi th both hands as soon as Agavir Toymin had it 1lit, ran a few steps,
whi rl ed

around, and flung it: he too reached the roof this tine. Criscanto Vaz

pl aced

the last one in a patch of dry grass outside the door, just as three or four
nen

began energing fromit. Several of themset to work desperately trying to

st anp

out the blaze; the others, shouting in a kind of frenzy, started to nake
their

way up the slope toward the attackers. But the clinb fromthe valley floor
was

practically a vertical one and they had brought no weapons with them After
a

dozen yards or so they gave up and turned back toward the keep, which
with

ast oni shing sw ftness was being engulfed by fire. Like madmen they ran

i nsi de,

t hough the whol e entranceway was already ablaze. The front wall fell in
after
them They would all roast like spitted blaves in there, the rebels and
their

tame Shapeshifters as well. Good. Good.
"We've done it!' Thastain cried, exulting at the sight. 'They're all burning!"
' Come, boy,' said Criscanto Vaz. 'Get yourself noving.'

He planted hinself solidly and covered the retreat of the other three with
dr awn



bow. But no one energed now fromthe burning building. By the tinme Thastain
had

reached the safety of the crest, the rebel keep and nuch of the
surroundi ng

grassl and was on fire, and a bl ack spear of snmoke was clinbing into the sky.
The

bl aze was spreading with awesome rapidity. The whole valley was sure to go
up:

there would be no survivors down there.

Wl |, that was what they had come here to acconplish. The Vorthinar |ord,
li ke

so many of the little local princelings across the vast face of the
conti nent

of Zinroel, had defied the decrees of the five Sanbailid brothers who
cl ai ned

supreme authority in this land; and so the Vorthinar lord had had to
peri sh.

This continent was neant to be Sanbailid territory, had been for
gener ati ons

until the overthrow of the Procurator by Lord Presrimon, now was
Sanbai | i d

again. And this dnme nmust remain so for all eternity. Thastain, born
under

Sanbailid rule, had no doubts of that. To pernmit anything el se would be to
open

t he door to chaos.

Count Mandralisca seemed mightily pleased with the work they had done
down

there. There was sonething alnost benign about his quick frigid smile as
he

greeted themon the crest, his brief, fleeting handclasp of congratul ation

They stood together for a long while at the cliff's edge, gleefully watching
t he

rebel keep burn. The fire was spreadi ng and spreadi ng, engulfing the dry
val | ey

fromend to end. Even when they were back at canp, mles away, they could
still

snell the acrid tang of snoke, and black drifting cinders occasionally
wander ed

toward them on the sout hward-trendi ng w nd.

That night they opened many a flagon of wine, good coarse red stuff from
t he

western | ands. Later, in the darkness, feeling as tipsy as he had ever
been

t hough he had taken care to stop drinking before nost of the others,
Thast ai n

went stunbling toward the ditch where they relieved thensel ves, and

di scover ed

the Count already there, with his aide-de-canp, that stubby little rman
Jacom n

Hal efi ce. So even the Count Mandralisca needed to nake water, just as

ordi nary

nortal s did! Thastain found something pl easantly i ncongruous about that.

He did not dare approach. As he hung back in the shadows he heard



Mandr al i sca

say in quiet satisfaction, 'They will all die the way the Vorthinar |lord
di ed

t oday, eh, Jacom n? And one day there will be no lords in this world other
t han

the Five Lords.'

"Not even Lord Presrimon? the aide-de-canp asked. 'Or Lord Dekkeret, who is
to
cone after hinP

Thast ain saw Mandral i sca swing about to face the smaller man. He was unable
to

see the expression on the Count's face, but he could sense the bleak icy set
of

it fromthe tone of Mandralisca's voice as he replied:

" Your question provides its own answer, Jacomin.'

5

Asleep in his bed in the royal |odging-house in the Guardian Cty of
Fa,

Prestimon dreaned that he was back in the swarm ng, inconprehensibly
vast

collection of buildings atop Castle Munt that went by the name of
Lord

Prestimon's Castle. He was wandering |ike a ghost through dusty corridors
t hat

he had never seen before. He was taking wunfamiliar pathways that led him
down

into regions of the Castle that he had not even known exi sted.

Alittle phantomled himonward, a small floating figure drifting high up in
t he

air before him beckoning himever deeper into the nmaze that was the
Castl e.

"This way, ny lord. This way! Follow ne!’

The tiny phantom had the form of a Vroon, one of the many non-human peopl es
t hat

had dwel l ed on Majipoor alnbst since the earliest days of the giant

pl anet's

occupation by humans. They were doll-sized creatures, light as air, with
a

nmyri ad of rubbery tentacular |inmbs and huge round gol den eyes that stared
forth

on either side of sharply hooked vyellow beaks. Vroons had the gift of
second

sight, and could peer easily into minds, or unerringly determ ne the right
road

to take in some district altogether unfamliar to them But they could not

fl oat

ten feet off the ground, as this one was doing. The part of
Prestimon's

slunbering mnd that stood outside itself, watching the progress of his
own

dreans, knew fromthat one detail alone that he had to be dreamn ng



And he knew al so, taking no pleasure in the know edge, that this was a dream
he
had dreaned many rines before, in one variation and anot her

He al nost recognized the sectors of the Castle through which the Vroon
was

| eading him Those ruined pillars of crunbling red sandstone m ght bel ong
to

Bal as Bastion, where there were pathways leading to the little-used
northern

wi ng. That narrow bridge could perhaps be Lady Thiin's Overpass, in which
case

that spiraling ranpart faced in greenish brick would I|ead toward the Tower
of

Trunpets and the Castle's outer facade.

But what was this long ranbling array of Ilow black-tiled stone
hovel s?

Prestimon could put no nane to that. And that w ndow ess,
free-standi ng

circul ar tower whose rough white walls were inset with row upon row of
shar pened

blue flints, sharp side outward? That di anond-shaped desert of gray sl abs
wi t hin

a palisade of pink marble spikes? That endless vaulted hall, receding into
t he
infinite distance, Iit by a row of giant candel abra the size of

tree-trunks?

These pl aces could not be real parts of the Castle. The Castle was so huge
t hat

it would take forever to see it all, and even Prestimon, who had |lived
there

since he was a youth, knew that there nust be nmany tracts of it that he
had

never had occasion to enter. But these places where his sleeping self
was

roam ng now surely had no real -world exi stence. They had to be
dream i nventi ons

and not hi ng nore.

He was goi ng down and down and down a w nding staircase made of planks of
somne

gl eam ng scarlet wood that floated, like the Vroon, w thout visible neans
of

support in the mddle of the air. It was clear to himthat he nust be

| eavi ng

the relatively fanmiliar upper reaches of the Castle now and descending into
t he

auxiliary zones | ower on the Munt where the thousands of people whose
services

were essential to the life of the Castle dwelled: the guards and
servitors,

gardeners and cooks, archivists and clerks, road-nenders and wall-builders
and

gane- keepers, and so on and so on. Neither waking nor dreani ng had he spent
nmuch

rime down there. But these levels were part of the Castle too. The Castle,
bi g

as it was, grew even greater fromyear to year. It was like a living creature



in

that regard. The royal sector of the great building nestled atop the

upper nost

crags of the Mount, but it had | ayer upon | ayer of subterranean vaults
beneat h,

cutting deep into the stony heart of the giant nountain. And al so there were
t he

outer zones, sprawling downward for many niles along every face of the
Mount' s

summit like long trailing arnms, extending thenselves farther down the slope
al l

the tinme.

"My lord?" the Vroon called, singing sweetly to himfromoverhead. 'This

way!

Thi s way!'

Puffy-faced Horts lined his path now, bow ng officiously, and great
t hi ck

furred Skandars nade the starburst salute wth all the dizzying

multiplicity

their four arns afforded, and whistling greetings came to himfrom
reptilian

Ghayrogs, and flat-faced three-eyed little Liinmen acknow edged hi m al so, as
did

a phal anx of pale haughty Su-Suheris folk - representatives of all the
alien

races that shared vast Mijipoor with its human masters. There were

Met anor phs

here as well, it seened, |ong-legged slinking beings who slipped in and out
of

t he shadows on every side. What, Prestim on wondered, were they doing on
Castl e

Mount, where the aboriginal species had been forbidden since the |ong-ago
days

of Lord Stianot?

"And now come this way,' said the Vroon, leading himinto a building that
was

like a castle within the Castle, a hotel of sonme sort with thousands of

r oons

arranged along a single infinitely receding hallway that uncoil ed

endl essly

before himlike a highway to the stars; but the Vroon was a Vroon no | onger.

This was the version of the dreamthat Prestim on npbst dreaded.

There had been a transformation. His guide now was dark-haired Lady

Thi snet,

daughter to the Coronal Lord Confalune and twin sister to Prince
Kor si bar,

Thi smet whom he had | oved and | ost so | ong ago. As buoyant as the Vroon and
j ust

as swift, she danced along before himw th her bare toes a few i nches above
t he

ground, remaining always just out of his reach, turning now and then to urge
hi m

along with a lumnous snile, a wnk of her dark sparkling eyes, a
qui ck

encouraging flutter of her fingertips. Her matchl ess beauty speared through



hi m

like a blade. '"Wait for ne!' he called, and she answered that he nust nove
nor e

qui ckly. But, fast as he went, she was always faster, a slimlithe figure in
a

rippling white gown, her gleamng jet-black hair fanning out in back of her
as

she retreated fromhim down that wunending hall. *'Thisnet!' he cried.
"Vai t,

Thisnmet! Wait! Wait! Wait!' He was running with desperate fervor now,

pushi ng

hinmself to the last extrene of his endurance. Ahead of him doors were
openi ng

on either side of the endless corridor; faces peered out, grinned,

wi nked,

beckoned to him They were Thisnet too, every one of them Thisnet again
and

agai n, hundreds of Thi smets, thousands, but as he cane to each roomin turn
its

door slammed shut, leaving himonly the tinkling |laughter of the Thisnet

behi nd

it. And still the Thismet who was gui ding himnmnoved forward serenely,
constantly

turning to lure himonward, but never letting himcatch up

"Thi snet! Thisnmet! Thisnet!'

H s voice becane a trenendous clanoring roar of agony and rage and
frustration.

"My lord?
"Thi snmet! Thisnmet!’

"My lord, are you ill? Speak to me! Open your eyes, ny lord! It's ne,
roe,
D andol o! Wake up, ny lord. Please, ny lord -

"This - nmet -'

The lights were on now. Prestimon, blinking, dazed, saw the young page

Di andol o

bendi ng over the bed, w de-eyed, gaping at him in shock. Oher figures
wer e

vi si bl e behind him four, five, six people: bodyguards, servitors, others
whose

faces were conpletely unfamliar. He struggled to cone fully up out of sleep

The sturdy figure of Fal co now appeared, nudgi ng Di andol o asi de, bending
forward

over Prestimion. He was Prestimon's steward on all his official
travel s,

twenty-five or so, a fine strapping fellow from M nimool with an envi able
head

of thick glossy black hair, a wonderfully nel odi ous singing voice, and a
bri ght

eyed | ook of invincible good cheer

"It was only a dream you were having, my lord.'



Prestim on nodded. His chest and arnms were drenched with sweat. His throat

felt

rough and raw fromthe force of his own outcries. There was a fiery band of
pai n

across his forehead. 'Yes,' he said hoarsely. "It was - only - a - dream -'

6

Three of Varaile's four children were waiting for her in the norning-room
when

she entered it. They rose as she entered. It was the famly customfor them
to

take the first neal of the day with her

Prince Taradath, the el dest, was acconpanying his father on his current

j our ney,

and therefore it was the second son, Prince Akbalik, who formally
escorted

Varaile to her seat. He was twelve, and already tall and sturdy: he
had

inherited his father's yellow hair and powerful build, but he had his

not her's

height. In two or three years he would be taller than either of his parents.
Hs

soft eyes and thoughtful manner, though, belied his stature and heft: he
was

destined to be a scholar, or perhaps a poet, npst definitely not any sort
of

athlete or warrior.

Prince Sinmbilon, ten years old, still round-faced in a babyish way,
terribly

sol emn of demeanor- priggish, even - elaborately offered Varaile the tray
of

fruits that was her usual first course. But the Lady Tuanelys, who was eight
and

had a conspicuous lack of interest in the routines of politeness, gave
her

not her nothing nore than the quickest of nods and returned to her seat at
t he

table, and to the plate piled high wth cheese covered with honey that she
had

al ready provided for herself. It was folly to expect courtesy from Tuanel ys.
She

was a pretty child, with a lovely cloud of golden hair that she wore in a
beaded

net, and finely sculpted features that foretold the fem nine beauty that
woul d

be hers in six or seven nore years; but her lean little body was as straight
and

long as a strap, just now. She was a runner, a clinber, a fighter, a tonboy
in

every way.

"Did you sleep well, nmother?" Prince Akbalik asked.

"As ever. And yoursel f?'



But it was Tuanelys who answered. '| dreaned of a place where all the trees
grew

upsi de down, nother. Their |eaves were in the ground and their roots stuck
up

into the sky. And the birds -'

' Mbt her was speaking to Akbalik, child,' said Prince Sinbilon loftily.

'Yes. But Akbalik never has anything interesting to say. And neither do
you,

Simbil on.' The Lady Tuanel ys stuck her tongue out at him Sinbilon reddened,
but

woul d not respond. Fiorinda, watching the famly scene fromone side, began
to

gi ggl e.

Akbal i k now said, as though there had been no interruption, 'l slept very
wel I,

not her.' And began to tell her of his schedule for the day, the classes
in

hi story and epic poetry in the norning and the archery | esson that afternoon
as

t hough they were events of the greatest inportance to the world. Wen he
was

done, Prince Sinbilon spoke at length of his own busy day to cone,
punct uat ed

twi ce by requests fromthe Lady Tuanelys to pass her serving-dishes of

f ood.

Tuanelys had nothing else to say at all. She rarely did. Her life just
now

seened al nost entirely focused on swi mming; she spent hours each day, as
nmuch

time as she could steal from her schooling, racing fiendishly back and forth
in

the pool in the east-wing gymmasiumlike a frenzied little canbeliot. There
was

somet hing mani ¢ about the intensity with which she swam her | aps. Her

i nstructor

said she had to be halted after a certain tinme I|est she sw mherself
into

exhausti on, because she woul d never stop of her own accord.

This nmorning her children's sel f-absorption seened | ess anusing to Varaile
t han

it usually did. The disturbing report fromthe Labyrinth cast a sonber
shadow

over everything. How would they react, she wondered, if they knew that
their

father m ght suddenly be nuch cl oser than ever before to becom ng Ponti fex,
and

that they could all find thenselves wuprooted fromtheir good life at the
Casde

and forced to nove along to the grimsubterranean Labyrinth, the Pontifica
seat

far to the south, before |ong?

Varaile forced herself to sweep all such thoughts aside.

That Prestimon would one day be Pontifex had been inevitable fromthe hour
t hat



he had been anointed as Coronal and they had placed the starburst crown upon
hi s

head. Confal une was very old. He mght die today, or next nmonth, or next
year;

but sooner or later, and nore likely sooner than later, his tine had to
cone.

Beyond question Akbalik and Sinbil on must understand quite well what that
woul d

mean for themall. As for Tuanelys, if she did not know now, she would have
to

learn. And to accept. Wth high rank comes the obligation to conduct oneself
in

a royal fashion, even if one is only a child.

By the time she had finished eating Varaile felt fully in command of

her sel f

again. It was time now for her morning conference with Prestimon's

m ni sters:

in his absence fromthe Castle, she served as regent in the Coronal's stead.

Teotas was waiting for her outside the norning-room

H s face was even nore grave than usual today, and its folds and furrows

| ooked

as though they had deepened overnight. Once he had resenbl ed his ol der

br ot her

Prestimon so closely that one who did not know them well mght al nost
have

taken themfor twins, though in truth there was a decade's gap between them
in

age. But Teotas had a sharp, hot, brooding tenper that Prestimon |acked,
and

here in his mddle years it had carved gulleys in his face that nade him
seem

much ol der than he was, whereas Prestimion's skin was still unlined. There
was

no m staking Teotas for the Coronal any longer; but it was not easy to
bel i eve

that Teotas was the younger brother

'Fiorinda gave you the nessage fromthe Labyrinth?

"Eventually. | think she would rather have hidden it from ne altogether.'
"W would all like to hide it fromourselves, | think,' Teotas said. 'But
from

some things there's no hiding, eh, Varaile?
"WI1l he die?

'"No one knows. But this |latest event, whatever it is, undoubtedly brings
hi m

closer to the day. | think, though, that we have a little more tine left to
us

in this place.’

"Are you saying that because you know that it's what | want to hear, Teotas?
o
do you actually have some hard information? Did the Pontifex have a stroke
or



didn't he?

"If he did, it was a very light one. There was sone difficulty in one |eg
and

one arm- his mind went dark for an instant -'

"Fiorinda told ne about the leg and the arm Not about the darkness in his
m nd.

Conme on: what else?

"That is all. He has his mages treating himnow'
"And al so a physician or two, | hope?

Teot as said, shrugging, 'You know what Confalume is |ike. Maybe he has a
doct or

with him and maybe not. But the incense is burning round the clock, of that
I'm

sure, and the spells are being cast thick and fast. May they only be

ef fi caci ous

ones.'

"So do | pray,' said Varaile, with a derisive snort.

They wal ked qui ckly down the w nding corridors that led to the Stianot

t hrone

room where the neeting would be held. The route took them past the
royal

robi ng- chanber and the splendid judgment-hall that Prestim on had caused to
be

constructed out of a warren of little roons adjacent to the grandi ose

t hrone

room of Lord Confal une.

Every Coronal put his own mark on the Castle wth new construction
The

judgrment-hall, that magnificent vaulted chanmber wth great arching
frosted

wi ndows and gigantic glittering chandeliers, was Prestimon's chief

contri bution

to the innernmost part of the Castle, though he had also brought about

t he

building of the great Prestimon Archive, a nuseum in which a trove
of

hi storical treasure had been brought together, along the outside margin of
t he

central sector that was known as the Inner Castle. And he had stil

ot her

anbi ti ous construction plans, Varaile knew, if only the D vine would grant him
a

| onger stay on the Coronal's throne.

Neverthel ess, for all the stupefying grandeur of the glorious judgnent-hal
and

Lord Confalunme's throne-roombeside it, Prestimon had preferred since
t he

beginning of his reign to spurn those inposing settings and to hold as
many

official functions as he could in the ancient Stianmot throne-room a

si npl e,



even austere, little stone-floored chanber that supposedly had come down
al nost
unchanged fromthe Castle's earliest days.

As Varaile entered it now, she saw nearly all of the high peers of the
realm

arrayed within: the H gh Counsellor Septach Melayn and the G and
Admi r al

G alaurys and the nmagus Maundi gand-Klinmd, and Navigorn of Hoi kmar and
Duke

Dembitave of Tidias and three or four others, as well as the
Pontifi cal

del egate, Phraatakes Rem and the Hierarch Berninorn, the representative of
t he

Lady of the Isle at the Casde. They rose as she cane in, and Varaile
signal |l ed

them back into their seats with a flick of her fingertips.

O the potent figures of the kingdomonly Prestimon's other brother,
Prince

Abrigant, was missing. In the early years of Prestimon's reign Abrigant
had

pl ayed an inmportant role in government affairs - it was his discovery of
t he

rich iron mnes of Skakkenoir that had been the foundation of much of the

gr eat

prosperity of the kingdomunder Prestimon's rule - but nore recently he

had

withdrawn to the famly estates downslope at Mildemar, the responsibility
for

which had fallen to himby inheritance, and he spent nost of his tine there.
But

all of the others had gathered. The presence of so many great dignitaries

here

at the Council meeting today intensified the msgivings that Varaile

al r eady

felt.

Qui ckly she crossed the roomto the | ow white throne of roughly hewn narble
t hat

was the Coronal's seat, and today, with the Coronal away, was hers as
regent.

She glanced to her left, where Septach Ml ayn sat, the el egant

| ong-1i nmbed

swor dsman who had been Prestimon's dearest friend since his youth, and who
was,

next to Varaile herself, the adviser whose word he respected the nost.

Sept ach

Mel ayn met Varaile's gaze uneasily, almst sadly. G alaurys -

Navi gorn

Dembi tave - they appeared to be unconfortable too. Only the towering

Su- Suheri s

magus, Maundi gand-Klind, was inscrutable, as always.

"I am al ready aware,' she began, 'that the Pontifex is ill. Can anyone tel
ne

precisely how ill? She turned her attention toward the

Pontifi cal

representative. 'Phraatakes Rem this news cones by way of you, am| correct?



"Yes, milady.'" He was a small, tidy, gray-haired man who for the past nine

years
had been the Pontifex's official delegate at the Casde - essentially
an

anbassador fromthe senior monarch to the junior one. The intricate

gol den

spiral that was the Labyrinth synmbol was affixed to the breast of his
sof t,

vel vety-1 ooki ng gray-green tunic. 'The nessage arrived I|ast night. There
have

been no later ones. W know nothing nore than what you surely have
al r eady

heard."'

"A stroke, is it? said Varaile bluntly. She was never one for m ncing words.

The Pontifical delegate squirmed a little in his seat. It was di sconcerting
;Ze that polished diplomat, always so unctuous and self-assured, show such
3isib|e sign of distress. 'H's majesty experienced some degree of vertigo -
iunbness in his hand, an uncertainty of support in his left Ieg. He has taken
L?s bed, and his nages attend him W await further reports.’

"It sounds very much like a stroke to nme,' said Varaile.
"I can offer no opinion concerning that, milady."'

Yegan of Low Mborpin, a stolid, rather hunorless prince whose presence on
t he

Council had long nystified Varaile, said, 'A stroke is not necessarily
fatal,

Lady Varaile. There are those who have lived for many years after
suffering

one.'

' Thank you for that observation, Prince Yegan.' And to Phraatakes Rem 'Has
t he
Pontifex been generally in good health thus far this season, would you say?

"I ndeed he has, mlady, active and energetic. Making proper allowance for
hi s
age, of course. But he has al ways been an extrenely vi gorous man.'

"How ol d is he, though?' Septach Melayn said. 'Eighty-five? Ninety? He left
hi s

seat and edgily began to pace the little room his long |legs taking him
from

side to side and back again in just a few quick strides.

' Perhaps even ol der dian that,' said Yegan

'"He was Coronal for forty years and then sonme,' offered Navigorn of

Hoi kmar ,

speaking with a wheeze. He once had been a powerful figure of a man, a
gr eat

mlitary leader in his time, but lately was grown fat and slow. 'And

Ponti f ex,



now, for twenty years after that, is that not so? And therefore -

'Yes. Therefore he nust be very old,' said Varaile sharply. She struggl ed
to

rein in her inpatience. These men were all ten and twenty years her senior
and

their days of real decisiveness were behind them her quick-spirited nature
grew

irritable easily when they wandered into these circuitous rum nations.

To the Hi erarch Berninorn she said, 'Has the Lady been inforned?

"W have already sent word to the Isle,' said the Herarch, a slim pale
worman

of some consi derabl e age, who managed to seem at once both frail and
conmandi ng.

'"Good.' And, to Denbitave: 'What about Lord Presdm on? He's in Deepenhow Val e,
I
think. O Bonbifale.'

"Lord Prestimionis at present inthe city of Fa, mlady. A nessenger
is

preparing at this noment to set out for Fa to bring himthe news.'

"Who are you going to send?” Navigorn asked. He said it in a thick

bl unt,
al nost bel | i gerent way.

Dembi t ave gave die old warrior a puzzled |ook. 'Wiy - how would I know? One
of

t he regul ar Casde couriers is going, | suppose.'

"News like this ought not to cone froma stranger. |I'Il bear the
nessage

nysel f.'

Color flared in Denbitave's pale cheeks. He was Septach Melayn's cousin,

t he

Duke of Tidias, a proud and sonmewhat touchy nman, sixty years of age. He
and

Navi gorn had never cared nmuch for each other. Plainly he took

Navi gom s

i ntervention now as sone kind of rebuke. For a noment or two he proffered
no

response. Then he said stiffly, 'As you wi sh, nmilord Navigorn.'

'What about Prince Dekkeret?' Varaile asked. 'One would think he ought to
know
t0o.'

There was a second awkward silence in the room Varaile stared from one
abashed

face to another. The answer was all too clear. No one had thought to tel
t he

hei r-apparent that the Pontifex m ght be dying.

'"I"'mtold he has gone off to Normork with his friend Dinitak to see his
not her, '
Varaile said crisply. 'He too should be nmade aware of this. Teotas -



He snapped to attention. '"I'll tend to it imrediately,' he said, and went
from
t he chanber.

And now? What was she supposed to do next?

I mprovising swiftly, she said to the Pontifical delegate, 'You will, of
cour se,

conmuni cate our deep concern for his majesty's health, our dismy at
hi s

illness, our overriding wish that this episode prove to be only a
nmonent ' s

infirmty -' She searched for sone further expression of synpathy, found
not hi ng

appropriate, let her voice break off in md-statement.

But Phraat akes Rem deftly taking his cue, snmoothly replied, 'l will do
ng;’no fear. - But | beg you, mlady, let us not overreact. There was no
L?ggncy in the phrasing of the message | received. |If the H gh Spokesman
PZ?t his majesty's death to be inmmnent, he would have put matters in a
;?;¥erent way. | understand the distress that nilady mght feel over
an

i mpendi ng change in the adm nistration, and of course each of us here nust

f eel

the sane distress, knowing that his role in the government may soon be com ng
to

its end, but even so -'

The deep gravelly runble that was the voice of the burly, ponderous

G and

Admiral G alaurys cut into the Pontifical delegate's neasured tones. 'But
what

if Confalune really is in a bad way? | point out that we have a magus anong
us

who clearly sees all that is to come. Should we not consult hin?

"Way not?' cried Septach Melayn heartily. 'Wiy should we | eave ourselves in
t he

dark?' H's distaste for sorcery of all sorts was as well known as the
G and

Admiral's credulous faith in the power of w zardry. But these two, who had
been

Prestimon's great nmainstays in the war against the usurper Korsibar, had
| ong

since come to a loving acceptance of the vast chasms of personality and
bel i ef

that lay between them 'By all nmeans, let's ask the H gh Magus! Wat do
you

t hi nk, Maundi gand-Kl i nrd? |Is old Confal ume about to | eave us or not?

"Yes,' said Varaile. 'Cast the Pontifex's future for us, Maundi gand-Kli nd.
Hs
future and ours.'

Al'l eyes turned toward the Su-Suheris, who, as usual, stood apart fromthe



rest,
silent, lost in alien rum nations beyond the fathom ng of ordinary bei ngs.

He was a forbidding-looking figure, well over seven feet tall, resplendent
in

the rich purple robes and jewel -encrusted collar that marked his rank as

t he

preem nent magus of the court. His two pale hairless heads rode majestically
at

the sunmit of his long, columar, forking neck Iike elongated gl obes of
mar bl e,

and his four narrow eneral d-green eyes were, as ever, shrouded in

i npenetrabl e

nystery.

O all the non-human races that had cone to settle on Mjipoor, the

Su- Suheri s

were by far the nost enigmatic. Mst people, put off by their wintry manner
and

the eerie other-worldliness of their appearance, |ooked upon them as
nonsters
and feared them Even those Su-Suheris who, |ike Mundigand-Klind,
m ngl ed

readily with people of other species never entered into any sort of
rea

intimacy with them Yet their undeniable skills as nages and diviners gave
t hem

entry into the highest circles.

Maundi gand- Kl i nd had explained to Prestimion, once, the technique by which
he

saw the future. Establishing a |Iinkage of sonme type between his pair of

m nds,

he was able to create a vortex of neural forces that thrust himbriefly
forward

down the river of time, a journey from which he would return with

gl i mpses,

however cloudly and ambi guous they could sonetimes be, of that which was
to

cone. He entered that divining node now

Varail e watched himtensely. She was no great believer in the nerit of
sorcery

herself, any nore than Prestimon or Septach Melayn were, but she
trusted

Maundi gand- Kl i nd and regarded his divinations as far nore reliable than those
of

nost others of his profession. If he were to announce now that the Pontifex

| ay
on the brink of death -

But the Su-Suheris sinply said, after a dnme, 'There is no imediate reason
for

fear, mlady."'

"Confalume will live?

"He is not in present danger of dying.'

Varaile let out a deep sigh and | eaned back in relief against the throne.



"Very

well, then,' she said, after a nonment. 'W have been given a reprieve, it
seens.

Shall we accept it without further question, and nove on to other things?
Yes.

Let us do that.' She turned to Belditan the Younger of @ nkandale,
t he

chancel l or of the Council, who kept the agenda for Council neetings. 'If
you

will be good enough to remnd us. Count Belditan, of the nmatters

awai ting

attention today -'

The Pontifical delegate and the Hierarch Berni nom whose presence at the
nmeet i ng

was no | onger appropriate, excused thenselves and left. Varaile now pl unged
into

the routine business of the realmw th joyful vehenence.

A reprieve indeed is what it was. A respite fromthe inevitable. They would
not

have to | eave the sun-washed nagnificence of the Castle and its lofty Mount
and

take themselves down into the dark depths of the Labyrinth. Not now, at
any

rate. Not yet. Not quite yet.

But at the end of the neeting, when they had finished dealing with the host
of

trifling matters that had managed to make their way this norning to
t he

attention of these great and powerful figures of the world, Septach

Mel ayn

lingered in the throne-room after the others had gone. He took Varaile gently
by

the hand and said in a soft tone, 'This is our warning, | fear. Beyond any
doubt

the end is comng for Confalune. You nmust prepare yourself for great
change,

lady. So must we all.'
"Prepare nyself | will, Septach Melayn. | know that | rnust.'

She | ooked upward at him Tall as she was, he rose high above her, a great
| anky

spidery figure of a man, whose arns and | egs were extraordinarily thin and
whose

sl ender body had, even now when age was beginning to conme upon him
wondr ous

grace and ease of nmovenent.

Here in his later years Septach Melayn had grown even nore angul ar. There
seened

to be scarcely an ounce of unneeded flesh anywhere on his spare,

att enuat ed

frame; but still he radiated a kind of beauty that was rare anong
nen.

Everyt hi ng about himwas elegant: his posture, his way of dress, his

t unbl i ng



ringlets of artfully arrayed hair, still golden after all these years,
hi s

little pointed beard and tightly clipped nustache. He was a master of

nast ers

anong swordsnen, who had never cone close to being bested in a duel and had
on

only one occasion ever been wounded, while fighting four nmen at once in
somne

horrendous battle of the Korsibar war. Prestinmon long had loved himlike
a

brother for his playful wit and devoted nature; and Varaile had cone to fee

t he

sane sort of love for himherself.

"Do you think,' she asked him 'that Prestimion is ready in his heart to
becone
Ponti f ex?'

"Wuld you not know that better than I, nilady?
"I never speak of it with him'

"Then let nme tell you,' said Septach Melayn, 'that he is as ready for it as
zvi;n could be. Al these many decades, living first as Coronal -designate
?Egn as Coronal, he's known that the Pontificate nust lie at the end of
3;33. He has taken that into account. He fought to become Coronal, renenber.
;;sn't simply handed to him For two full years he battl ed agai nst Korsibar
S?gke him and took the throne back fromhimthat he had stolen. Wuld he
2?¥?ven so fiercely for the starburst crown, if he had not already nmade
;LZce with the know edge that the Labyrinth waited for himbeyond his tine
1Ee Castl e?

"I hope you are right, Septach Melayn.'
"I know | am good |lady. And you know it too.'
'Perhaps | do.'

"Prestimon woul d never see becoming Pontifex as a tragedy. It is part of
hi s
duty - the duty that was laid upon himin the hour Lord Confal ume chose him
to
be the next Coronal. And you know that he has never shirked duty in any way.'

"Yes, of course. But still - still -
"I know, |ady."'

'The Castle - we have been so happy here -

"No Coronal likes to leave it. Nor the Coronal's consort. But it has been
this



way for thousands of years, that one nmust be Pontifex after one is Coronal
ggddomm into the Labyrinth, and live there beneath the ground for the rest
gze's days, and -'

Septach Melayn faltered suddenly. Varaile, startled, saw a m st beginning
;grn1in hi s keen pal e-bl ue eyes.

He woul d | eave the Castle too, of course, when Prestimon's tine to go
arrived.

He would follow Prestimon even to the Labyrinth like all the rest of

t hem

There was pain in that realization for himas well; and for a nmonent, only
a

nmonent, it was evident that Septach Mel ayn had been unable to conceal that
pai n.

Then the dark noment passed. Hi s bright dandyish smle returned, and he

t ouched

the Ups of his fingers lightly to the golden curls at his forehead and
sai d,

"You must excuse ne now, Lady Varaile. It is nmy hour for the

swor dsmanshi p

class, and ny pupils are expecting ne.'

He started to take his | eave.

"Wait,' she said. 'One nore thing. Your talk of your swordsmanship class puts
ne
inmnd of it.'

"M ady?

'"Do you have roomin that class of yours for one nore disciple? Because |
have

one for you: a certain Keltryn of Sipermt, by nane, who is newly cone to
t he

Castle.'

Septach Melayn's expression was one of bafflement. 'Keltryn is not
general ly
t hought to be a man's nanme, mlady.'

‘Indeed it isn't. This is the Lady Keltryn of whom | speak, the younger

si ster

of Dekkeret's Ful kari. Who nmade application to me the day before yesterday on
her

sister's behalf. She's said to be quite capable at handling weapons,
this

Keltryn, and wants now to take advantage of the special training you alone
can

confer.'

"A woman?' Septach Melayn spluttered. "A girl?
"I"mnot asking you to take her as a lover, you know. Only to admt her to

your
cl asses.'



'But why would a woman want to | earn swordsnmanship?'

"I have no idea. Perhaps she thinks it's a useful skill. | suggest you ask
her
that yourself.'

"And if she is injured by one of ny young nen? | have no tyros in ny group
The
weapons we use have bl unted edges, but they can do considerabl e harm even so.'

'"No worse than a bruise or two, | hope. She ought to be able to tolerate

t hat .

Surely you don't nean to turn the girl away out of hand, Septach Ml ayn.
Wio

knows? You may learn a thing or two about our sex from her that you had
not

known before. Take her, Septach Melayn. | nake a direct request of it.'
"In that case, how can | refuse? Send this Lady Keltryn to me, and |I'Il turn
her

into the nost fearsome swordsnman this world has ever seen. You have ny pl edge
on

that, mlady. And now - if | have your leave to withdraw -'

Varail e nodded. He grinned down at her, and turned and bounded away I|ike
t he

| ong- |1 egged boy he had been so nmany years ago, |eaving her to herself in
t he

now deserted throne-room
She stood there alone for arime, letting all thought drain fromher nind

Then, slowy, she went fromthe room and down to her left, into the maze
g;ssages that led out to the weird old five-peaked structure known as
;?:gc's Wat cht ower, from which one had such a wondrous view of the whole
Egnge - the Pinitor Court and the reflecting pool of Lord Simnave wth
:gfunda of Lord Haspar beyond it, and the Ilacy, airy balconies that
b?:givar of that same inpossibly ancient era had built, and everything el se.

How beautiful it all was! How marvelously did that hodge-podge of
curious

structures, assenbled here across seven thousand years, fit together into
this

i mense, unequal | ed mast er pi ece of architecture!

Very well, Varaile thought.

Prestimon is still Coronal, and | still reside here at the Castle, at |east
for
the time being.

At last the hour had arrived when inexorable duty would pull themonward to
t he
Labyrinth: that was the rule, and it had not varied since the tine of



t he

founding of the world. Every Coronal had had to go through this, and
every

Coronal's wife.

May the Divine preserve the Pontifex Confal ume, she prayed.

No question, though, that the Pontifex was approaching his end. But |let us
have

alittle nore time here at the Castle, first. Just alittle time nore. Sone
few

nmont hs. A year. Two, perhaps. Watever we can have.

7

They were at the begi nning of the Plain of Whips, now Ahead, a red wall
rising

against the northern horizon, lay the narrow line of flat-topped
sandst one

bluffs on which the Five Lords had erected their five palaces, with the
m ghty

eastward-flowi ng torrent of the River Zi nrjust beyond.

"Look, sir,' said Jacomin Halefice, and pointed toward the red hills. 'W
are
al nost home, | think.'

Al most home, thought Mandralisca, smling wyly. Yes. For himthere was only
a
sonmber irony in that phrase.

He was at home, nore or |ess, anywhere and everywhere and nowhere in the
wor | d.

In his overarching indifference, all places were the sanme in that regard
for

him He had | ooked upon the perilous jungles of the Stoienzar as his honme for
a

whil e, and before that a cell in the dungeons of Lord Prestimon's Castle,
and

fine lodgings in the rich sprawming nmetropolis of N -npbya before that, and
he

had lived in many anot her place as well, on and on back to his bitter
chi | dhood

ina forlorn town ami dst the snowy peaks of the Gonghar Muntains, a
chi | dhood

that he would much prefer to forget. For the past five years this arid
and

obscure district in central Zinroel was the one that he had chosen to define
as

"home;' and so, |ooking up at those sun-baked red bluffs now fromthe border
of

t he sandy i nhospitable plain that stretched before him he was able with
somne

justice to agree with Halefice that he was alnost hone, for whatever
little

val ue that word m ght hold.

'There are the lords' palaces now, is that not so, your grace?" said



Jacom n

Hal efi ce, jabbing a finger toward the high ridge. The aide-de-canp was
riding

just alongside the Count, astride a fat, placid, pale-lavender nount that
was

wor ki ng hard to keep pace with Mandralisca's nore fiery steed.

The Count shaded his eyes and stared upward. 'Three of them anyway. |
see

Gavi nius's house, and Gavahaud's, and Gavdat's.' The sl eek gray dones of
ceramic

tile gleaned with a reddish glint in the hard m dday sunlight. 'Too soon to
nmake

out the other two, | think. Or are you telling me that you're able to see
t hem

al ready?'

"Actually, | don't quite think I can nanage it yet, sir.'

"Nor |,' said Mandralisca.

The Five Lords, when they had | aunched their strange and so far quite
secretive

break with the authority of the central governnment, had agreed not to nake
their

headquarters in their wuncle's old capital of N -nmoya. That would have
been

wildly inprudent of them They were, all five, inprudent men by nature;
but

sonmetines they did listen to reason. At Mandralisca's suggestion they had
agr eed

to cone all the way out here to the sparsely populated and |ong

negl ect ed

provi nce of Cornevon, midway between N -nobya and Verf on the south bank of
t he

Zinr.

The river, though it was readily navigable for its entire seven thousand
mles

of length, fromthe Dulorn Rift in the far west to the coastal city of

Pi lipl ok

on the Inner Sea, was oddly contrary here. Everywhere else along its path
fine

anchor ages abounded and great prosperous urban centers had sprung up in them
a

host of rich inland ports - Khyntor, Mazadone, Verf, and any nunber nore,
of

whi ch group N -noya was the grandest, a subline queen anobng the cities of
t he

western continent.

But here in Gornevon a line of steep red sandstone bluffs sprang up
vertically

right at the shoreline of the river's southern bank. That created an

i mposi ng

i ndeed, inpassable - water-front palisade that stood as an inexorable
wal

between the river and the lands to the south. Nor was there anything
renotely

i ke an anchorage to be found along that stretch of the river, not even a



pl ace
where small boats coul d dock

Whi ch nade the Zinr's southern shore altogether inaccessible in this part of
t he

country, and all comerce had forsaken it. On the other bank, directly
opposite

the site where the palaces of the Five Lords now stood, was the

gener ous

crescent harbor that had brought great wealth to the city of Horvenar; on
this

side, though, there was nothing but the flat-topped red cliffs, wth
sonet hi ng

very much like a desert to the south of them a parched useless |land that no
one

had ever seen fit to settle, since there was no access fromthe river and
t he

and approach from the south was extrenmely difficult. It was here
t hat

Mandral i sca had persuaded the Five Lords to situate their capital

It was a cheerless unwel coming terrain. Gornevon was an arid province. Al of
it

lay in the shadow of the western branch of the md-continental Gonghar
range,

and that long and towering chain of snowy-crested precipices prevented
t he

sumer rains that blew fromthe southeast, out of the Shapeshifter |ands,
from

getting here. On the other side of the province stood the mle-high wall

t hat

was the Vel athys Scarp, which intercepted the winter rains that travel ed
with

the west wind out of the Great Sea; and so Gornevon was a sort of pocket
desert

inthe mdst of fertile, prosperous Zinroel, one of the driest places in
t he

entire inmense continent.

"If only we were coming into N -npbya now instead, eh? said Halefice, wth
a
chuckl e.

Mandral i sca's response was a thin cool snile. '"You |ove your conforts,
don' t
you, ny friend?

"Who but a madman - or the Five Lords - would prefer this place to N -noya,
your
grace?

Mandral i sca shrugged. 'Wio but a madman, indeed? But we go where we nust go
Qur
destiny has sent us here: so be it.'

The five brothers would not have dared, of course, to use Ni-nobya as the
base

for their insurrection, even though it was their famly's ancestral seat,
from

which their rapacious uncle the Procurator Dantirya Sanbail had |ong



rul ed

Zinmroel as a king within the ki ngdom Prestinion, having taken Dantirya
Sanbai

prisoner on the battlefield of Thegomar Edge at the conclusion of the
Kor si bar

war, had pardoned him ultimately, for his perfidious role in the

i nsurrection.

The victorious Coronal had left him in possession of his |ands and wealth.
But

he had stripped himof his title of Procurator, and had debarred him
from

wi el di ng power beyond the boundaries of his own considerable estates. That
had

been sone sixteen years ago. There had been no Procurators in Zinroe
ever

si nce.

Dantirya Sanbail's second rebellion had brought himto a bl oody end at the
g?ndSeptach Melayn in the marshy forests of the Stoienzar. His |ands
gzgcended to his coarse, brutal brothers Gaviad and Gavi undar. Eventually,
?LL?: deat hs, the properties had passed to Gaviundar's five sons, who yearned
:Zgain the sway over all of Zinroel that their great and terrible uncle once
Egg; for the central governnent and its two nonarchs, the Pontifex and
ngonal both, were far away on the other and ol der continent of Al hanroel
wher e

both its capitals were situated.

On popul ous Zinroel nost people felt only the nost abstract sort of

al | egi ance

to that governnent. They gave lip-service to the Coronal, yes; but it was
t he

power of the Procurator, one of their own, that had al ways been far nore rea
to

them They had grown accustoned to the reign of their ferocious Procurator
He

had been a singularly unlovable man, but under his energetic rule Z nroe
had

attained nuch affluence and stability. And therefore it was very likely - so
t he

five sons of Gaviundar told one another - that the people of Z nroel would
even

after a lapse of a decade and a half choose to accept the
Procurator's

legitimate heirs, princes of the true Sanbailid bl ood, as their nasters.

Naturally it would not have done to begin any such drive toward power in

N - nmoya

itself. Ni-nmoya was the adm nistrative center of the western continent, a
hi ve

of Pontifical bureaucrats. Let any nenber of the Sambailid tribe announce
t hat

he i ntended once nore to exercise the old famly authority over anything
ot her

than the famly's private |lands, and imrediately word of it would go forth



from

Ni -noya to the Labyrinth, and from there to the Castle, and in short order
a

royal arnmy under the Coronal's command would be setting out tor Zinroe
to

restore matters to their proper order

Qut here in the hinterlands, though, one could do as one wi shed, even
procl ai m

onesel f sovereign over vast domains, and it might be years before word of
it

filtered back to the Coronal atop Castle Muunt or to the Coronal's own

overl ord,

the Pontifex, in his underground lair. Mjipoorwas so huge that news

of ten

traveled slowy even when carried on sw ft w ngs.

And thus the five brothers had taken thenselves out to this rempte outpost
and

had gi ven thensel ves resounding new titles: they named thenselves the Lords
of

Zinroel, true successors by right of blood to the Procurators of old. And
t hey

had gradually let the word go forth, village by village throughout the

adj acent

regions of Zinroel on both sides of the river, that they held supremacy
here

now. They had left the river cities thensel ves alone, so far, because the
river

was the main highway across the continent, and any attenpt to interfere
with

commerce on the Zinr would bring quick retribution fromthe centra

gover nient .

But they had claimed and won allegiance in the farmng communities north
and

south of the river for some hundreds of mles, reaching to the east as far
as

I mmanal a, to the west alnpbst to Dulorn. That provided themwith a domain
from

whi ch they coul d eventual | y expand.

It was Mandralisca hinself, Iong the second-in-comand to Dantirya Sanbai
and

now t he chief adviser to his five nephews, who had suggested their newtitles
to

t hem

"You cannot call yourselves Procurators,' he said. 'It would be Iike an
i nst ant
decl aration of war.'

"But 'lords' -?' said Gaviral, who was the el dest one, and the

qui ckest-witted

of the lot. "Only the Coronal may call hinmself 'lord" on Mijipoor, is that
not

so, Mandralisca?

"Only the Coronal can take it as part of his name: Lord Prankipin,
Lord
Confal une, Lord Prestimon. But any count or prince or duke is a lord of



sorts
in his owmn territory, and one can quite properly say, in addressing him

ny

lord." So we will make a little distinction here. You will be the Five Lords
of
Zinmroel; but you will not try to speak of yourselves as Lord Caviral
Lord

Gavi nius, Lord Gavdat, and so on. No: you will be 'the Lord Gaviral,' 'the
Lord

Gavinius,' et cetera, et cetera.'
"It seens to me a very fine distinction,' said Gaviral

"I like it,'" said Gavahaud, who of the five was the nbst vain. He grinned
a

broad toothy grin. 'The Lord Gavahaud! Al hall the Lord Gavahaud! It has a
fine

sound, would you not say, eh, Lord Gavilomarin?

'Be careful,' said Mandralisca. 'You have it wong already. Not
Lord

Gavilomarin, but the Lord Gavilomarin. When one speaks to himdirectly one
can

call him'nmlord,' and say, 'Mlord Gavilomarin,' but never 'Lorrf
Gavi | omarin'

alone. Is that clear?

It took them a while to get it. He was not surprised. In
Mandral i sca's
estimation they were, after all, nothing nore than a pack of buffoons.

But they enbraced their newtitles gladly. In the course of tine they
nmade

t hensel ves known in this district and several surroundi ng provinces as the
Fi ve

Lords of Zinroel. Not everyone accepted the resurgence of Sanbailid
power

gladly: the Vorthinar lord, for one, a petty princeling with lands to the
north

of the Zinmr, had had ideas of his own about establishing authority

i ndependent

of the Al hanroel reginme, and had refused the Sanmbailid overtures so rudely
and

categorically that it had been necessary for the brothers to send Mandralisca
to

deal with him But there were plenty of nen who had | oved Dantirya Sanbai
and

resented his overthrow by the outlander Prestimon, and they canme from
many

parts of the western continent to throw in their lot with the Five Lords.
Very

qui etly a shadow Sanbailid adm nistration had energed out here in rura

Zi nr oel

In their slowy expanding dominion the Five Lords appointed officials
and

decreed | aws. They succeeded in diverting local taxes fromthe Pontifica
t ax

collectors to their own. They built five fine palaces for thenselves
opposite



Horvenar atop the red bluffs of Gornevon. The dwellings of Gavdat and
Gavi ni us

and Gavahaud were side by side in a single group, with GaviraTs sonewhat to
t he

west of the others on a little pronontory with a better view of the river
t han

his brothers had, and Gavilomarin's off on the eastern side, separated from
t he

rest by a low lateral ridge; and fromthose five pal aces did they propose
very

gradually to extend their rule over the continent that their potent uncle
once

had ruled virtually as a king.

Up to this tine the government of the Pontifex Confal une and the Corona
Lord

Prestimon in far-off Al hanroel had paid no heed to what had begun to take
shape

in Zinroel. Perhaps they were still unaware of it.

The Five Lords knew what risks they were running. But Mndralisca had shown
t hem

how difficult it would be for the inperial governnent to take any kind
of

serious punitive action against them An arny would have to be raised
in

Al hanroel and transported somehow to the other continent across the great
gul f

that was the Inner Sea. Then the inperial troops would have to
conmandeer

virtually the entire fleet of Zimr riverboats to carry them upriver to
t he

rebel -held territory, or else march thousands of mles overland, through
one

probably hostile district after another

And even if they succeeded in that, and brought the rebellious farnmers of
t he

regi on back under control, it would not be easy to dislodge the Five
Lords

thenselves from their hilltop eyrie high above the Zinm. There was
no

possibility at all of scaling those red bluffs fromthe river side. That
left

only the desert approach from the south - the very district through
whi ch

Mandral i sca and his party were riding now And that was a hellish road indeed.

8

In the evening thedusticiar Corde called for Dekkeret and Dinitak at
their

hostelry and escorted themto the palace of the Count for a formal banquet,
t he

first of several such events planned for Dekkeret's stay in Nornork.

Dekkeret had seen the palace often enough when he was growi ng up: a
bl ocky



buil ding of gray stone, squat and nearly w ndow ess, that clung |ike sone

huge

l[inpet to the city wall in a place where the wall nmade a wi de outward curve
to

get past a jutting spur of Castle Mount. It was a dark, grimlooking

pl ace,

fortress-like, uninviting. Even the six slimmnarets that sprang fromits

r oof ,

which the architect probably had meant to add a touch of lightness to

t he

pal ace' s appearance, seened |like nothing so nmuch as an array of barbed spears.

The interior was every bit as sonber as the outside. The building seened
tw ce

as big inside as without, and perhaps four tinmes as ugly. Dekkeret and

Di ni t ak

wer e conducted down | ong stretches of shadowy bewi ldering corridors Iit only
by

snol deri ng torches and i nadequate glowights, past radiating clusters of
spoke

i ke hal l ways of unadorned stone walls, through roons with walls of black
brick

decorated with nothing nmore than the occasional preposterous statue of
somne

unknown ancient figure or clumsily designed tapestries portraying
forgotten

lords and | adies of the city engaged in their lordly amusenents; and
eventual | y

they arrived at the dark, drafty banqueting-hall of Count Considat, where
an

assortment of Nornork's notabl es awaited them

It was a dreary evening. Considat spoke first, welcomng Nornmork's nost

f anous

son back to his native city. The Count was young and had succeeded to his
title

only the year before, and was an amiable and alnost diffident man rather
nor e

appealing in | ook and manner than his coarse, ill-bred father had been. But
he

was a dreadful speaker who droned on and on as though he had no idea of how
to

bring his speech to an end, unleashing a torrent of fatuous platitudes. At
one

poi nt Dekkeret dozed off, and only a sharp rap under the table from

Di ni t ak

brought him back to the scene.

Then it was Dekkeret's turn to speak, conveying Lord Prestimon's greetings
and

- since that was the official pretext of his visit - congratulating the
Count

and Countess on the birth of their son. He extended Lord Prestimon's regret
at

not being able to be present in person just now The congratulatory gifts
t hat

had been sent by Lord Prestimon were carried in by Dekkeret's nmen.
Justi ci ar

Corde spoke. Several other high officials of the court, obviously eager to
nmake



a powerful inmpression on the future Coronal, spoke also, effusively and
to

tiresone effect. Then Count Consi dat spoke again, no nore ably than before,
but

at least with greater brevity. Dekkeret, caught a bit by surprise, inprovised
a

reply. Then, only then, was food at |ast served, a sorry sequence of

over cooked,

feebly spiced neats and flaccid vegetables and prematurely opened wi nes.
After

di nner speeches were to follow. Dekkeret nade his way through the

i nterm nabl e

cerenony by dint of a mighty summoni ng of patience and discipline.

He realized only too well that many nmore such evenings were in store for him
in

the vyears ahead. Once, when he was nuch younger, he had inagined that
a

Coronal's life nust be an endl essly gl anorous affair of tournanments and
feasting

and revelry, interrupted now and then by the maki ng of grand, dramatic
deci si ons

that would alter the fates of many millions of people. He knew better now.

The next day, wth no official functions scheduled before nightfall,
Dekker et

took Dinitak on a tour of the city, just the two of them- and a dozen or
SO

bodyguards. It was a clear, warm norning, the air soft and fragrant in
t he

eternal springtime of Castle Munt, the sunlight bright and strong. The
soari ng

jagged crags of the Mount, rising beyond the city wall on all sides of

Nor nor k,

glinted like ruddy bronze in that brilliant |ight.

Visitors to Nornmork often conmented on the contrast between the gl orious
beaut y

of the city's setting and the dark, hernetic ook of the city itself, a
tunbl ed

mul titude of cl ose-packed gray buil dings huddling in the shadow of that

col ossal

bl ack wal|. Dekkeret, having been raised here, took the prevailing sonberness
of

Nornork for granted without finding anything unusual in it, indeed,

wi t hout

really noticing it at all; but now for the first time he began to see the
city

t hrough the eyes of its critics. Perhaps, he thought, all the years he had
spent

dwelling in the airy higher reaches of Castle Myunt were starting to alter
hi s

outl ook toward this place.

The city wall was all but unscalable fromw thout. Everywhere inside the
city,

t hough, stone staircases were set flush against the inner face of the wall

t hat

led to the top. They gave easy access to the broad road, w de enough for



ten

people to wal k abreast on it at once, that ran along the wall's rim
Dekker et

and Dinitak, acconpanied by their inescapable gaggle of security nen,
ascended

by way of the stairs just opposite their hotel

In silence they set out westward around the city perineter. After a
tinme

Dekkeret beckoned to his companion to follow himto the wall's outer

bor der.

Leaning far out over it, he said, 'Do you see that highway down there bel ow
us?

The thing that looks Ilike a white ribbon stretching a long way off into
t he

east? That's the one that comes up from Dundilmr and Stipool and the
ot her

cities over yonder on this level of the Muunt. That road is the chief route
of

access to Nornmork for those cities and everything farther down. But
you' | |

notice that it doesn't actually run into Nornork anywhere. It can't, because
it

cones in on the wong side of town. You've already seen that the only
entrance

to the city is way around over there, on the side of Nornork that
faces

upsl ope.'

Dinitak | ooked and nodded. 'Yes. It cones straight up to the wall just
bel ow
where we're standing, but there's noplace to enter the city here. So it
turns

left instead and continues along the outside of the wall, following it al
t he

way around, | suppose, until - until what? Until it reaches that stupid
litde

gat e?'

'Exactly. On the other side it joins up with the highway that we came down
from

the Castle on, and they beconme a single road diat runs into Nornork by way
of

the Eye of Stianot.'

"And they make travelers fromdownslope go right around the city in order
to
enter fromthe upslope side? Wat an addl epated arrangenent!’

"So it is. But changes are com ng.'

" ch?'
"I told you I had a plan for this city,' said Dekkeret grandly. 'W're

st andi ng

ri ght above the location where one day | intend to cut a second gateway

t hr ough

this wall.' He nmade a broad sweeping gesture, taking in a great swath of
t he

titanic rampart of black stone. 'Listen to this, Dinitak! The gate that



have
inmndto build will be sonething truly majestic, nothing renotely like
t he
puny litde hole by which we entered yesterday. |I'mgoing to make it fifty
f eet

high and forty feet wide, or even nore, so that even a Skandar will fee
smal |
when he stands under it. 1'll fashion it out of a kind of black wood that
know

of fromZnroel, a rare and costly wood that takes a high polish and will
shi ne

like a mirror in the norning light, and 1'll bind it with big iron bands and
t he

hinges will be of iron too; and by ny nost sacred decree it's going to
stand

wi de open at all tines, except when the city is in peril, if ever it is. Wat
do

you say to that, eh?
Dinitak was silent for a nonent, frowning.

"I wonder,' he said finally.

'CGo on.'

"It sounds very inpressive, | agree. But do vyou think they' d genuinely want
a

gate like that here, Dekkeret? |I've been here not even a day and a half, but
ny

clear inpression already is that what concerns these Nornmork fol k above al
el se

is safety. They lust for it beyond all reason. They are the nost cautious
peopl e

inthe world. And this enornous inpregnable black wall of theirs that
t hey

cherish so dearly is the synbol of that obsession. Doubtless that's why die
only

opening in the wall is such a tiny one, and why they take care to shut
t hat

little opening and lock it up tight every evening at sunset. Do you think
t hat

t he conveni ence of travelers conmng fromthe downsl ope cities matters a damm
to

them conmpared with the security of their own precious selves? If you cone
al ong

and poke a great gaping breach in their wall for them how likely is it
t hat

they're going to love you for it?

"I"l'l be Coronal then. The first Coronal ever who was bomin Nornork.'

'Even so -'

"No. They'll accept ny gate, |I'msure of it. They'|ll love ny gate. Not at
first,

no, perhaps. | grant you they'll need sone dne to get used to it. But it'll
be

an utterly splendid gate, the new synbol of the city, sonething that people
will
travel fromall over Castle Mount to stare at. And the citizens will point to



it

and say, There it is, there's the gate that Lord Dekkeret built for us, the
nost

magni fi cent gate that can be found anywhere in the world.'

"And the fact that it stands open all the tinme -?

"Even that. A sign of municipal confidence. What enenmies are there for them
to

fear, anyway? The world is at peace. No invading arny is going to cone

mar chi ng

up the side of Castle Muwunt. No, Dinitak - perhaps they' Il mutter and munbl e
at

first, but in a very short while they'|ll all agree that the new gate is the
nost
wondrous thing that's been built here since the wall itself.'

'No doubt you are correct,' said Dinitak, with just the Iightest touch of
i rony
in his tone.

Dekkeret heard it. But he would not |let hinmself be checked. 'I know that |
am

The gate is going to be ny monunent. The Dekkeret Gate, is what people will
cal

it in centuries to cone. Everyone coming up the Munt frombelow will
pass

through it and gape at it in awe, and they'll tell each other that this
gr eat

gate, the nost fanous gate in the world, was built |ong ago by a Corona
Lord

naned Dekkeret, who was a man of this very city of Nornork.'

He could not help smiling at his own absurdly pretentious words. Hi s
nmonunent ?

Did a Coronal of Majipoor need seriously to worry about whether he woul d ever
be

forgotten? AIl that he had just said began to sound just a bit foolish to
hi m

even as the last words of it died away. Dinitak often had that effect on
hi m

The tough little nman's hard-won realismfrequently was a useful antidote to
sone

of Dekkeret's wilder flights of romanticism

But not this tine, he swre. Regardless of Dinitak's msgivings, the
Dekker et

Gate was going to be built. Probably not as his first project after he
becane

Coronal, but he was determined to do it sooner or later. It had been his
dr eam

for many years. Nothing Dinitak could say was going to swerve himfromit.

They wal ked onward al ong the top of the wall.
"That's the Count's palace, isn't it? Dinitak asked, pointing over the
i nner

parapet. 'It looks very different fromthis angle. But just as hideous.'

' Perhaps. Perhaps.' Dekkeret felt his nood suddenly darkening. A throbbing



began

in his tenples. He wal ked toward the parapet for a better view, and found two
of

Count Considat's black-uniformed security nen in his way. He gesticulated
at

themw th such ferocity that they must have thought he neant to fling them
over

the side. Hastily they noved back

Dekkeret stared down into the plaza in front of the palace. H's face
becane

bleak. His lips were tightly clanped. He pressed the Ups of his fingers to
t he

sides of his head and slowly rubbed the area just above his cheekbones.

"What's wong?' Dinitak asked, when sone little while had gone by without a
wor d
fromhim

"W woul d have a perfect view of the assassination attenmpt fromup here,’
sai d

Dekkeret quietly. He sketched out the scene for Dinitak with qui ck novenents
of

his hand. 'Lord Prestimon has just arrived in the plaza. There's his

fl oater,

sitting right down there. He steps out of it. Galaurys walks at his left

si de.

Akbalik is to the right of him You never knew Akbalik, did you? He died

j ust

around the time you were joining us in Stoien city for the final attack
on

Dantirya Sanbail. A wonderful rman, Akbalik was. He should be the one about
to

become Coronal, not me. - And there's Count Meglis on the pal ace steps, three
or

four steps fromthe bottom The stupid bastard is sinply standing there,

wai ting

for Prestimon to go to him when it's supposed to be the other way
around.

Prestimon isn't expecting that. He waits for Meglis to finish comng down
t he

steps, but he doesn't, and for a couple of nonments neither of them noves.'

Dekkeret fell silent.

" And where were you standing?" Dinitak asked. 'You told me that you were
there
that day, that you saw the whole thing.'

'Yes. Yes. There was a huge crowd, over there on the left, where the plaza
runs

into that big boul evard. Thousands of people. Guards holding us back
I'm

practically at the front, on that side. The second row.'

Dekkeret sighed. It was foll owed by another brooding sil ence.
Dinitak said, 'Then what? The assassin bursts out of the crowd, sw nging

hi s
si ckl e? Someone yells to warn the Coronal. The guards nove in and cut the



man
down. '

"No. Agirl comes out first -

"Agirl?

"A beautiful girl, very tall, curling reddish-gold hair. Sixteen years
ol d.

Sithelle, her name was. My cousin. Standing just in front of me, right
agai nst

the rope that's holding the crowd back. She adored Lord Prestimon. W got up
at

dawn to get a good position up in front. She was carrying a bouquet that she
had

woven hersel f, hundreds of flowers. Was planning to throw it toward the

Cor onal

so | assuned. But no. No.' Dekkeret's voice had becone a dull | ow nonotone.

' She

bends down and wiggles under the rope and slips past the guards so that she
can

hand the flowers to Prestimon. A very unwi se thing to do. But he's amnused.
He

signals to the guards to let her approach. He takes the flowers from her
Asks

her a question or twd. And then -'

'"The man with the sickle?

"Yes. Skinny man with a beard. Crazy look in his eye. He cones charging out
of

nowhere, heading straight for Prestimon. Sithelle doesn't see him coning
but

she hears footsteps, | guess, and she turns, and he chops at her with the

si ckl e

to get her out of his way.' Dekkeret snapped his fingers. 'Just like that.

Bl ood

everywhere - her throat -

In a hushed voice Dinitak said, 'He kills her, your cousin?
' She must have died alnpst instantly.'’

"And then the guards kill him'

"No,"' Dekkeret said. 'l do.'

' You?

' The assassin had been standing five or six places to ny left | canme running
out

of the crowd right after him- | don't know how | got past the restraining
r ope,

don't remenber that part of it at all, only that | was out there, and
coul d

see Sithelle with her hand across her throat trying to hold the cut together
as

she started to fall, and Prestimon standing there frozen with the man with

t he

sickle raising his arm and G alaurys and Akbalik starting to nove in from



t he

sides but not fast enough. | grabbed the assassin's armand twisted it unti
it

broke. Then | put nmy arm around his neck and broke that too. And picked
up

Sithelle - she was dead by then, that | knew - and walked off into the

cr owd

with her, straight down Spurifon Boulevard into Od Town. No one stopped
ne.

Peopl e noved away fromnme as | approached. Her blood was all over nme. | took
her

to her house and told her parents what had happened. It was the nost

dr eadf ul

hour of ny life. It has stayed with nme ever since.'

"You |l oved her? You wanted to marry her, did you? You were promsed to
each

ot her ?'
"Ch, no. Nothing of the sort. | |oved her, yes, of course, but not in that
way.

W were cousins, renenber. Raised practically like brother and sister
Qur
famlies wanted us to marry, but | never had any serious thought of it.

' And she?'

Dekkeret managed a thin smle. 'She my have had some fantasy of narrying
Lord

Prestimon. | know she had pictures of him tacked up all over her room
But

nothing could ever have cone of that, and she probably realized it.
Very

possi bly she may have been in love wth ne, | suppose. W were so young
t hen

what did either of us know -?'

He | ooked down again into the plaza. Was that her blood still staining
t he
cobbl es of the plaza ?

No. No, he told hinself, stop being ridicul ous!

Dinitak said, 'In fact you were in love with her, | think.'

"No. I'msure | wasn't, not then. But - the Divine help me, Dinitak! -
sonet hi ng

has gradually conme over ne since that tinme. She won't leave ny mind. | |ook
back

across the years and | see her, her face, her eyes, her hair, the way she
hel d

herself, the way she would run up and down these stairs, the mschief in
her

glance - and | think, if only she had lived, if only we had had a chance to
gr ow

up a little -* Dekkeret shook his head fiercely. 'Never mnd. She's been
dead

now | onger than she ever was alive. She has no nore reality now t han someone
who

cones to you in a dream Cone: let's get ourselves away fromthis place.’



"I"'msorry all this got stirred up for you again, Dekkeret.'

"No matter. It's there inside me all the time. Seeing the actual site just
nmade

it alittle worse for a nonent. - That sane afternoon, you know, Akbalik
f ound
nme sonmehow and took me to see Prestimon, who offered to enroll ne as a
kni ght

initiate at the Castle as a reward for saving his life, and everything
that's

happened to nme since has been the direct outconme of what took place down
there

that terrible day. | remenber Prestinmion saying to Akbalik, 'Wo knows? W
nmay

have found the next Coronal here today.' H's very words. He was joking then
of

course.'

'But he was right about that.'

"Yes. So it would seem A direct line, connecting that boy who came running
out

of the crowd to save Lord Prestimion with the man who'll sit soneday
wher e

Prestimon sits now on the Confalume Throne.' Dekkeret | aughed harshly.
" Me:

Lord Dekkeret! Isn't that astounding, Dinitak?

"Not to me. But | do sonetinmes think you have trouble believing you're
actual ly
going to be Coronal .’

"Wuldn't you, if you were the one?

"But I'm not the one, and never will be, the Divine be thanked. I'm
quite

content being who | am'

"As aml, Dinitak. I'min no hurry to take over Prestimon's job. If he went
on

bei ng Coronal for the next twenty years, that would be perfectly all right
with

Di nitak caught at Dekkeret's sleeve. '"Hold it a noment. Look - there's
sonet hi ng
odd going on over there.'

He followed the line of Dinitak's pointing arm Yes: sone sort of
altercation

seened to be under way about fifty feet farther down the wall, just outside
t he

protective circle of Considat's security force. Haifa dozen of the

guar dsmen

wer e surroundi ng soneone. Arnms were waving. There was a | ot of angry
i ncoher ent
shout i ng.

"It's too inprobable that there woul d be anot her assassination attenpt,’



D ni t ak
sai d.

"Damed right it is. But those halfwits -' Dekkeret raised hinmself on tiptoe
for

a better view A gasp of outrage burst fromhim 'By the Lady, it's a
nessenger

fromthe Castle that they're making trouble for! Come on, Dinitak!'

They rushed over. An overw ought -1l ooki ng guardsman thrust hinself in
Dekkeret's

face and said, 'A suspicious stranger, ny lord. W attenpted to interrogate
hi m

but -'

' Bl ockhead, don't you recognize the badge of the Coronal's couriers?
Step
asi de!"

The courier was no one Dekkeret recognized, but the gol den starburst that
was

hi s badge of office was authentic enough. The man, though nore than a
little

worse for wear after the security guards' intervention, pulled hinself

t oget her

stalwartly and held forth to Dekkeret an envel ope prominently sealed in
scarl et

wax with the sigil of the H gh Counsellor Septach Melayn. 'My lord Dekkeret,
I

bear this nessage - by order of Prince Teotas, on behalf of the Council, I
have

ridden fromthe Castle day and night to give it to you -'

Dekkeret snatched it fromhim gave the seal a cursory glance, ripped
L:Selope open. There was just a single scrawl ed page within, in Teotas's
gghg}e, boyi sh lettering. Dekkeret's eyes traveled quickly over the words,
?ﬂgn over them again, and agai n.

'Bad news?' Dinitak asked, after a while.
Dekkeret nodded. 'Indeed. The Pontifex is ill. He may have had a stroke.'
'Dying, is he?

"That word is not used here. But how can it fail to come to mnd, when a
man

ninety years old is taken ill? |'m sumoned i mediately back to the
Castle.'
Dekkeret forced a chuckle. 'Well, at least we won't have to suffer
t hr ough

anot her of Count Considat's dreadful banquets tonight: thanks be to the

Di vi ne

for small mercies. But what mght happen after that -' He | ooked away. He
did

not know what to think. A dizzying torrent of contradictory feelings
rushed

t hrough him sadness, excitenent, dismay, euphoria, disbelief, fear



Confalune ill. Possibly dying. Perhaps al ready dead.

Did Prestimon know? He was supposed to be off traveling also, just now
As

usual . Dekkeret wondered what sort of scene was unfol ding back at the Castle
in

t he absence both of the Coronal and the Coronal -designate.

"It may be only nothing,' he said. Hs voice, usually so resonant, was
hol | ow

and hoarse. 'Ad nmen get ill fromtine to tinme. Not everything that seens to
be

a stroke is one. And one doesn't necessarily die of a stroke.'

"All this is true,' said Dinitak. 'But even so -
Dekkeret held up his hand. 'No. Don't say it.'

Dinitak would not be halted. 'You remarked just a nonent ago that you
hoped

Prestim on went on being Coronal for the next twenty years. And | know you
wer e

sincere in hoping that. But you didn't seriously believe that he would,
did

you?'

9
The first pungatans were coming into view, dotting the wastel and before them

"These filthy plants!' Jacomn Halefice nmuttered. 'How |l |oathe them |
woul d
take a torch to the lot of them if I were allowed!'

"Ah,' said Mandralisca. 'They are our friends, those plants!’
"Your friends, perhaps, your grace. Not nine.'

' They guard our domain,' the Count said. They keep us safe from our enenies,
our
| ovel y pungat ans.'

So they did. This was a wild, «cruel desert, and the only traversable
road

through it was a mere stony track. Venture off it even a dozen yards and
you

were at the pungatans' nercy - those evil whip-leaved plants that were the
only

things that flourished here. It would be a mgjor logistical task to guide
an

arnmy of any size through this land of little water and nothing in the way
of

wood or edi ble crops, where what vegetation there was struck out savagely
and

lethally at all passers-by.

But Mandralisca knew the way through this grimplain. 'Beware the whips!'



he

called out, glancing back over his shoulder at his nen. 'Keep yourselves
in

[inel

He gave his mount the spurs and rode onward into the pungatan grove.

They were actually quite beautiful, the pungatans, or so it seened
to

Mandral i sca. Their thick gray stubby trunks, snooth and columar, rose from
t he

rust-red soil to a height of three or four feet. From the summt of
each

sprouted a pair of wavy ribbonlike fronds, extending in opposite directions
for

two yards or so with their tips trailing down prettily along the ground into
an

intricate coiling tangle of frayed ends. These fronds seemed delicate and
sof t;

they were so nearly transparent that they were hard to see except at
certain

favorabl e angles. As they fluttered in the breeze, they m ght al nost seemto
be

strands of clear seaweed, surging with the tides.

But one nerely had to pass within fifteen or twenty feet of one of the

pl ant s
and a deep wash of reddish-purple color came flooding into those
fluttering

fronds, and they grewturgid and began to trenble at their tips; and
t hen

whack! - they would uncoil to their full startling length and strike, a
whi pl ash

bl ow of astonishing swiftness and horrific force. It was a savage |atera
SWi ng

that sliced with the power of a sharp sword through any creature rash enough
to

have ventured wthin their range. That was how they nourished thensel ves,
in

this infertile soil: they killed, and then they fed on the nutrients

t hat

| eached into the ground fromthe deconposi ng bodies of their victims. One
coul d

see fragnentary skeletons scattered all around, the ancient renains
of

i ncauti ous beasts and, evidently, a good many unwary travel ers.

Soneone had | ong ago laid out a safe track through this unappealing

wi | der ness,

a narrow zone that passed between the places where the plants tended to grow.
It

was marked only by a sparse border of rocks on either side, and the
carel ess

wayfarer could all too readily stray outside its limts. But Count
Mandr al i sca

was not one much given to carel essness. He guided his little convoy through
t he

deadly plain without incident and thence up the narrow,

i nterm nably

swi tchbacking trail that took one to the top of the riverfront bluffs and to



t he
conpound of pal aces where his masters the Five Lords awaited his return.

What sort of foolishness, Mndralisca wondered, had they nmanaged to
get
themsel ves into in his absence?

He was greeted, as he and his party cane riding into the broad col onnaded
ngfafronted the three central buildings, by a sight so very much in accord
ﬁ?ghexpectations that he was hard put to choke back bitter |aughter, and
Egnceal his | oathing and di sgust.

Gavi nius, the brother for whom Mandralisca cared | east of all, was wandering
at
large in the plaza, drunk - no surprise that! - and reeling around in
a

b!undering ranpage. Flushed and sweaty, clad only in a |oosely flapping
LL?E:, he was roam ng fromone stone colum to the next, blow ng kisses to
gzeghough they were pretty maidens, all the while bawling sone raucous song.
féather flask of brandy dangled fromone shoulder. A couple of his wonen -
h;?ves,' Gavinius liked to call them but there was no evidence that that was
?2 any formal sense - followed al ong cautiously behind him as though they
hoped

somehow to steer him back inside the palace. But they were taking care not
ggt too close. Gavinius was dangerous when he was drunk

He canme to a lurching, staggering halt as the Count cane into view

"Mandraliscal' he bellowed. 'At |ast! Wiere have you been, fell ow? Been
| ooki ng
for you all day!'

The big nman went stunbling forward. Mandralisca swng hinself quickly to
t he

ground. It would not be the part of wisdomto renmain astride his mount in
t he

presence of the Lord Gavinius.

O the five brothers, Gavinius was the one who nost closely resenbled their

| ate

father Gaviundar: a huge big-bellied red-faced man with a wide, florid
face,

unpl easant little blue-green eyes, and great fleshy ears that sprang out
at

acute angles from the nearly bald dome of his head. Though Mandralisca was
a

tall man, the Lord Gavinius was even taller, and very nuch greater in bulk.
He

took up a stance that was al nbst nose to nose with Mandrali sca and stood
rocki ng

alarm ngly back and forth on the massive tree-trunks that were his



ngfhting at himblearily. 'You want a drink, Count? Here. Here. Look at
ggﬂ:re dusty all over! Were have you been?' Cunsily he unfastened the strap
ﬁfs brandy flask, nearly dropping it in the process and catching it only by
3esperate swi pe of his huge paw, and pushed it toward Mandrali sca.

"I thank you, milord Gavinius. But | have no thirst just now'

"No thirst? Ah, but you never do. Damm you, why not? Wat a sorry stick of a
man

you are, Mandralisca! Have sone anyway. You should want to drink. You
shoul d

love to drink. How can | trust a man who hates to drink? Here. Here. Drink!'

Shruggi ng, Mandralisca took the flask from the bigger man, held it to his
lips
wi thout quite touching it, pretended to take a swi g, and handed it back.

Gavinius corked the flask and flipped it casually over his shoul der
Then,

| eaning close into Mandralisca's face, he began thickly to say: 'l had a
dream

last night - the nost amazing - it was a sending, Mandralisca, a true sending,
I

tell you! I wanted you to speak it for nme, but where were you? Damm you,
wher e

were you? It was such a dream -'

'"He was away north of the Zinr, you booby, carrying out a punitive

m ssi on

against the Vorthinar lord," <came a dry, hard voice suddenly from one
si de.

"Isn'"t that so, Mandralisca?

Gaviral, it was. The only really clever one of the bunch: the future Pontifex
of
Zinmroel, if Mandralisca had his way.

The interruption was a wel cone one. Dealing with Gavinius, drunk or sober
was

always an irritating business, and it could be perilous besides. Gavira
was

capabl e of being dangerous in his own cunning way, but at any rate there was
no

risk of his grabbing you up in some bone-crushing denonstration of
manl y

affection, or sinmply crashing down drunkenly upon you like a toppling tree.

"I have been in the north, yes, mlord,' said Mandralisca, 'and the m ssion
has

been acconplished. The Vorthinar lord and all his nmen went up in flames
t hese

five days past.'

Gaviral smled. Alone in this brotherly herd of great uncouth oxen he was a
Wiry
man, small and fidgety, with quick flickering eyes and a narrow, twitchy



nout h.

He was built on such a different scale fromthe others that quite possibly
he

was not his father's son at all, Mandralisca sonetimes suspected. But he
did

have the reddish hair of the whole Sanbailid clan, and the

di stinctive

coarseness of feature, and their irrepressible rapacity of spirit. 'Dead
are
they?' Gaviral said. 'Splendid. Splendid! But | had no doubt. You are a
good

staunch faithful nman, Mandralisca. What would we ever do without you? You are
a
jewel . You are our strong right arm | comrend you with all my heart.’

There was profound condescension in Gaviral's effusive tone, an
?k;¥ncerity, a lurking di singenuousness, that blared forth in every syll able.
gioke as one mght speak to a servant, to a lackey, to a mnion - that is,
ﬁ?th speak that way if one were a fool and did not understand the proper
ﬁ?yderessing those upon whom you are dependent, inferiors though they m ght
be.

But Mandralisca betrayed no sign of taking offense. 'Thank you, mlord,' he
sai d

softly, with a grateful little smle and a nod of his head, as though he
had

been honored with a gol den chain, or a knighthood, or the gift of six

vi | | ages

inthe fertile north. 'l will cherish these words of yours. Your praise neans
a

great deal to nme - nore, perhaps, than you can realize.'

"It is not so nuch praise, Mandralisca, as a sinple statenent of the
truth,’
said Gaviral, seem ng very pleased with hinself.

He was the brightest of the five brothers, yes. But what Mandralisca knew,
EQSiral did not, was that Gaviral was not half so bright as he thought he
#ﬁZi was his great flaw. He was easy enough to deceive: nerely let himthink
&Z?e in anme of his superb mnd, and he was yours.

Gavi ni us now broke in abruptly. 'l dreaned,' he said, returning to his thene
as

t hough Mandralisca and Gaviral had not been speaking with each other at
all,

"such a dreaml The Procurator cane to me, will you believe it? Wlked up
and

down before ne, looked me in the eye, said marvelous things to me. It was
a

sending, | know it was, but whose was it? Surely not the Lady's. Wiy would
t he

Lady send the Procurator's spirit to me? Wy would the Lady send nme a dream
in



the first place?" Gavinius belched. 'You have to explain it to ne,
Mandr al i sca.

|'ve been hunting for you all day. \Were have you been, anyway?' Then he
turned

away, scuffing about for his flask in the red sand of the plaza. ' And where
has

nmy brandy gone? What have you done with ny flask?

"Co inside, Gavinius,' Gaviral saidin a low but insistent tone. 'Lie
down.

Ol ose your eyes for a while. The Count will speak your dreamlater for you.'
The

little man gave his hul king brother a sharp thunmp on the breastbone.
Gavi ni us

| ooked down, blinking in astonishnent, at the place where he had been
struck.

'Go. CGo, Gavinius.' And Gaviral thunped himagain, tapping a little harder
this

time. Gavinius, still blinking, went lunbering off toward his palace Iike
a

bef uddl ed bidl ak, with his wonen taggi ng al ong just behind.

The Lords Gavdat and Gavahaud had by this tinme appeared in the plaza,
and

Mandral i sca saw Gavil omarin conming toward them over the ridge that separated
hi s

pal ace fromthe others. The brothers clustered around their privy counsellor

Soft, jow y-faced Gavdat of the cavernous nostrils, as soon as he |earned of
t he

successful result of Mandralisca's mssion, let it be known that his casting
of

a thaumat urgi c horoscope had nmade that outcone a certainty. He fancied hinself
a

wi zard of sorts, did Gavdat, and dabbled ineptly in magecraft and spells.
Vai n

bul | -necked Gavahaud, as wugly as his brothers but convinced to a

mar vel ous

degree of his own beauty, offered Mandralisca congratulations wth a

dai nty

foppi sh salute, doubly grotesque in so heavy-set a man. Big flabby
Gavi |l omari n,

a pallid-soul ed negligible person who obligingly agreed with anything any of
t he

others m ght say, clapped his hands in a sinple-mnded way and gi ggl ed
happi | y

at the news of the burning of the keep

"So may they all perish, those who oppose us!' said Gavahaud sententiously.
'"There will be many of those, | fear,' Mndralisca said.
' The Coronal, you nean?' asked the Lord Gaviral

"That will be later. | nean others |like the Vorthinar lord. Local princes,
who

see thensel ves as having a chance to break away from everyone's authority.
Once

they behold lords like yourself openly defying the Coronal and the Pontifex
and



succeeding in that defiance, they see no reason to continue to pay taxes
to
ot her administrations. Including your own, my lords.'

"You will burn themfor us, then, as you burned this one,' Gavahaud said.
"Yes. Yes. So he will!'" cried Gavilomarin, and gleefully clapped his
hands
agai n.

Mandral i sca threw hima quick baleful smile. Then, tapping his fingertips to
t he

gol den paraclet of his office that hung at his breast and glancing swiftly
from

one brother to the next, he said, "My lords, | have had a long journey this
day,
and | amvery weary. | ask your permission to retire.'

As they nmade their way toward the village a little distance south of
Gaviral's

pal ace where the highest-level retainers lived, Jacomn Hal efice said
hesitantly

to Mandralisca, 'Sir, may | offer a personal observation?

"W are friends, are we not, Jacom n?' said Mandralisca.

The statenent was so far fromthe truth that Halefice had difficulty hiding
hi s

ast oni shment. But he recovered after a nonent and said, 'It seened to ne,
sir,

that the brothers, when they were speaking with you just now - and

have

noticed this before, in truth - you will forgive me for saying so, | hope, but

There he hesitated. 'Wat | nean to say -'
"Come out with it, will you?

Hal efi ce said, 'Just that they are so very patronizing when they address
you.

They speak to you as though they are grand and nighty noblemen and you
are

insignificant, treated |like nothing nore than a vassal, a nere flunkey.'

'l amtheir vassal, Jacomn.'

"But not their servant.'

'Not precisely, no.

"Wy do you abide their insolence, then, sir? For that is what it is,
and,

forgive me, your grace, but it pains ne to see a man of your abilities
treated

that way. Have they forgotten that you and only you have made them what
t hey

are?'

'Ch, no, not so. You give me too nuch credit, Jacomin. It was the Divine



t hat

made them what they are, and also, | suppose, their glorious father
Prince

Gaviundar, with sone help fromtheir |ady nother, whoever that may have
been."’

Mandral i sca flashed his quick frosty snmle again. "Al | did was show them
how

they coul d make thensel ves | ords of these few uninportant provinces. And, if
al l

goes well, lords of all Zinroel, perhaps, one day.'

"And it troubles you not in the.least that they treat you with such
cont enpt,
sir?

Mandral i sca surveyed his bandy-legged little aide-de-canp with a |ong,
sl ow,
curious | ook.

He and Jacom n Hal efi ce had been together for nore than twenty years, now.
They

had fought side by side against the forces of Prestimon at Thegomar Edge,
when

Korsi bar had perished at the hands of his own Su-Suheris magus, and
t he

Procurator Dantirya Sanbail had been defeated and nmade a prisoner by
Presti m on,

and Mandralisca hinself, who had fought to the |ast stages of exhaustion
was

wounded and taken prisoner also by Rufiel Kisimr of Mildemar. And the two
of

them had been near each other again at the tine of the second great

def eat ,

anong the manganoza thickets of Stoienzar, that time when Dantirya Sanbai
was

slain by Septach Melayn: Halefice had helped Mandralisca slip off into
t he

under brush and vani sh, when Navi gorn of Hoi kmar was pursui ng hi mand woul d
have

put himto death. It was with Halefice's assistance that Mandralisca had
been

able to make his escape from Al hanroel and find his way into the service
of

Dantirya Sanbail's two brothers.

Hal efice's loyalty and devoti on were beyond question. He was Mandralisca's
ri ght

hand, as Mandralisca had been the right hand of the Procurator Dantirya
Sanbai | .

And vyet, in all their tine together, Halefice had never dared to speak
SO

intimately with Mndralisca as he had just done. In its way that
was,

Mandral i sca t hought, sonmewhat noving.

He said carefully, 'If they seemto treat nme wth contenpt, Jaconin,
it's

because their manner is ever a coarse one, as is the style of their whole
cl an.

You remenber their el egant father Gaviundar, and his beautiful brother



Gavi ad.

Nor was their uncle Dantirya Sanbail known for the gentleness of his

t ongue.

Where you see contenpt, ny friend, | see only sonething of a I|ack of tact.
I

take no offense. It is in their nature. They are crude rough men. | forgive

t hem

for it, because we are all players in the sane gane, do you take ny neani ng?'

"Sir?" said Hal efice blankly.

"Apparently you don't. Let me put it this way: | serve the needs of
t he

Sanbai l i ds, whether they know it or not, and | think they do not, but also
t hey

serve mne. It is the sane between you and ne, as well. Think on it,
Jacomi n.

But keep your findings to yourself. Let us not discuss these things again,
shal |

we?' Mandralisca turned away, toward his own sinple cottage. 'Here is
t he

parting of our ways,' he said. 'I wish you a good day."

10

The lights remained on and the steward Falco stayed with Prestinion while
he

cal med hinsel f. Diandol o brought him sonething cool and soothing to drink
The

master of the |lodge, virtually beside hinself with chagrin that his royal
guest

had wundergone so terrifying a dreamunder his own roof, produced such
an

out pouring of solicitousness and fuss that Falco had to order himfromthe
room

Young Prince Taradath, who had acconpanied Prestinmon to Fa and had a suite
of

his own across the courtyard, now nmnade a bel ated appearance, aroused at

| ast

fromthe deep sleep of adol escence by all the furore in the halls.
Prestim on

sent himaway also. His father's ni ghtmares need not be any concern of his.

This was the third day of Prestimon's state visit to Fa. Things had been
goi ng

predictably thus far, the banquets, the speeches, the conferring of royal
honor s

upon deserving citizens, and all the rest. But for the first two nights
runni ng

he had had the | ost-in-unknown-1|evel s-of-the-Castle dream although, the

Di vi ne

be thanked, without the additional anguish of having Thisnet entering into
it.

But this tine the thing in all its full ghastliness had descended on him
"You were shouting something like, "tizmt, tizmt, tizmt," ny lord,’
Fal co

said. The nane of Thisnmet would nean nothing to him of course. There were



no
nore than six people in all the world who knew who she had been. "It was so
| oud

I could hear you fromtwo rooms away. ' Tizmt! Tizmt!'

"W are likely to say anything in dreans, Falco. It doesn't have to make
sense. '

"This must have been a very bad one, ny lord. You still |ook pale. - Here,
gi ve
me that,' he said, reaching behind himto take the flask that Diandol o had
j ust
brought into the room '"Can't you hear how sore the Coronal's voice
i s?

Anot her drink, nmy lord?

Prestimon took the flask. It was brandy, this tinme. He gulped it down |ike
SO
much water.

Fal co said, 'Shall | sumopn a speaker for your dream | ordship?'

'"No one speaks the Coronal's dreans except the Lady of the Isle, Falco. You
know

that. And the Lady is nowhere within reach.' Prestimon rose, a little

unst eady

on his feet, and went to the window Al was dark outside. It was stil

t he

m ddl e of a nmoonless night here in lovely Fa, that gay and ever-charming city
of

tier upon tier of pink hillside villas with |lacy stone balconies. He
braced

hi nsel f on the windowsill and | eaned outward, seeking the cool sweet night
air.
Twenty years, and Thismet still haunted him

She and her brother both were |ong dead, dead and forgotten, so

t hor oughl y

forgotten that even their own father had no idea that they had ever
l'ived.

Prestimon's team of mages had seen to that, on the battlefield at Thegonmar
Edge

just after the great victory, when by a col ossal act of sorcery they had

bl otted

all know edge of the Korsibar insurrection fromthe nmenory of the world.

But Prestimon had not forgotten. And, even after all these years with
Var ai | e,

Varail e whom he loved with a fervor that had never ebbed, Thisnet persisted
in

stealing back into his unguarded mnd again and again as he slept. He knew
he

woul d never rid hinmself of the hold she had on him She had been his

dedi cat ed

eneny; then had cone the astounding thunderbolt of their |ove; and then
when

she had been his for scarcely any time at all, that shattering hour on
t he

battl efield at Thegomar Edge in which he had won his crown and |ost his



bride
al nost in the sane nmonent.

"I"l'l leave you now, nmny lord,' Falco said. 'You'll want to get back to
sl eep.
It's still three hours to dawn.'

'Leave ne, yes,' said Prestimon

But he nmade no attenpt to return to his bed. The dream would only be waiting
for

himthere. He took fromits bronze case the portfolio of official
docunent s

awai ting his signature that went with himeverywhere, and set to work.
There

were always fifty or a hundred things stored up for himto sign, nost of
t hem

generated by the ever-busy bureaucrats of the Pontificate, some the work of
hi s

own gover nnental departnments.

Mich of it was trivial stuff, routine proclamations and decrees, trade
treaties

bet ween one province and another, revisions of the custonms code, the sort
of

wor kaday busi ness that other Coronals would have sl oughed off on aides to

r ead,

so that they would nmerely need to scan a brief appended sunmary before

si gni ng.

The papers fromthe Labyrinth, which had already been approved by the
Ponti f ex

or someone acting in his nane, did not even require the Coronal's
attention,

only his countersignature. In theory the Coronal had the right to reject
a

Pontifical decree and send it back to the Labyrinth for reconsideration, but
no

one coul d renenber when any Coronal had |last availed hinself of the

privil ege.

But Prestimon tried to read as nuch of this material as he could. In part

t hat

was due to an overriding sense of duty; but also he found it oddly
conforting,

on nights such as these, to imerse himself in such meaningless

m nd- nunbi ng

toil.

Dawn was still an hour or two away when he heard sounds fromthe courtyard:
t he

gat e being opened, the whirring hum of an arriving floater, a deep
conmandi ng

voice loudly calling for porters. That was strange, Prestimon thought,
sonmeone

turning up at the royal lodge at an hour Ilike this, and naking so nmuch
noi se

about it at that.

He peered out.

The floater was from the Casde. It bore the royal starburst enmblem A



bi g,

heavy-set man in a belted ankle-length red tunic had emerged fromit. H's

gr eat

chest and shoulders led Prestimon to think at first that this mght
be

G al aurys; but this man was heftier even than the Grand Admiral, with a
jutting

gut on himthat would make G al aurys seem al nost sl ender by conparison. And
he

spoke with the pure accent of Castle Munt, not G alaurys's broad, flat,

al nost

com cal Piliplok intonation. Prestimon realized after a monment that it mnust
be

Navi gorn

Here? Why? \What had happened?

"Falco!' Prestimon called. The steward was at the door alnost inmmediately.
He

| ooked as though he, too, had not gone back to sleep. 'Falco, the Lord

Navi gorn

has just arrived. He's in the courtyard. See that he's shown up here

ri ght

away. '

The three flights of stairs left Navigorn w nded and flushed. He
swayed

alarmingly in the doorway for a noment, a tall ungainly figure confronting
t he

conpactly built Prestimon. Wth difficulty he said, 'Prestinmon, |[|'ve
-j ust
cone - straight fromthe - Castle. | set out yesterday afternoon, travel ed
ri ght

on through the night.' G ngerly Navigorn | owered his bulky forminto one of
t he
chairs beside the window, a finely wought thing of golden kamateros-wood
t hat
creaked and groaned beneath his weight, but held firm 'You don't mnd if I
sit,

do you, Prestimon? Sprinting up those stairs -' He grinned. 'lI'mnot exactly
in

fighting trimthese days.'

"Sit. Sit. You take up less space this way.' Navigorn elaborately

settled

hinself into place. Patiently Prestimon said, 'Wy are you here, Navigorn?
Do

you cone wi th bad news?'

The big man's eyes rose to neet his. He seemed to search a nmonment for the
pr oper
way to begin. 'The Pontifex may have had a stroke.'

"Ah,' Prestimon said, exhaling the word al nost as though he had been punched
in

the chest. 'A stroke. May have had a stroke, you say?

"There's no confirmation. | apologize, Prestimon, for awakening you
with

something like this, but -'



"I was awake, as a matter of fact.' Prestinmion indicated the papers strewn
about
his desk. 'Tell ne about this stroke. This possible stroke.'

" A nmessage came fromthe Labyrinth. Nunmbness in his hand, stiffness in his

| eg.
Mages have been called in.'

'"I's he going to die?

cho can say? You know how tough the old man is, Prestimon. He's nade of
LJSZined expression crossed Navigorn's fleshy face. He turned and tw sted
fgstively in his chair that it creaked a protest. He scow ed and screwed up
P;ie. "Yes,' he said finally. 'Yes, this probably is the beginning of the
?2? him Just ny guess, you understand. Pure intuition. But the man's

ni nety

years old, he's been Pontifex for twenty years and he was Coronal for
forty-odd

before that - even iron wears out, you know, sooner or later. |'m
sorry,

Prestimon.'
"Sorry?
"No Coronal ever wants to go to the Labyrinth.'

"But every Coronal eventually does, Navigorn. Do you think this catches
ne

unpr epared?’ And then, alnost as if to contradict his own words, Prestimon
went

over to the sideboard, where a flask of Ml demar wine was sitting, and

pour ed
some into a bow. 'Do you want any?' he asked.
"At this hour of the norning? Yes, actually. Yes, | do.'

Prestim on handed him the bow and poured another for hinself. They drank
in

silence. A cascade of troubl esone thoughts thundered through Prestimon's

br ai n.

Paci ng about the room he said, 'Wat do you think | ought to do,

Navi gor n?

Return to the Castle right away and await devel opmrents? O set out for
t he

Labyrinth to pay my respects while his mpjesty is still alive?
' Phr aat akes Rem doesn't seemto think Confalune's death is iminent. I'd go
back

to the Castle, if |I were you. Meet with the Council, discuss things with
t he

LadyVaraile. And then take yourself down to the Labyrinth.' Navigorn | ooked
up.

Suddenly there was a broad incongruous smile on his face. 'This is good
Wi ne,



Prestimon! Fromyour famly's vineyards?
There's none better, is there? Sone nore?
' Pl ease. Yes.'

Prestimon filled the bows again and they sat thoughtfully sipping the
rich
purple wine for a time, neither of them speaking.

He found it strangely noving that it was Navigorn, rather than Septach Ml ayn
or

G al aurys or his brother Teotas, who had brought himthis unsettling news.
He

and Navigorn had been friends a long while, he supposed, but their

fri endship

had never been the same sort of intinmacy that he had with the others.

| ndeed,

t hey had even been enem es, once, though Navigorn had no recollection of

t hat .

That had been in the time of the Korsibar usurpation, when Navigorn
had

unhesitatingly given his loyalty to the fal se Coronal, and had fought
valiantly

on Korsibar's behalf in the civil war.

But of course Navigorn had not regarded Korsibar as a fal se Coronal
However

unlawfully Confalume's ill-advised son had placed hinself upon the

t hr one,

however much his seizure of power had violated all custom and convention, he
had

been duly anointed and crowned, and, so far as the people of Majipoor
wer e

concerned, he was the proper Coronal. So of course when Prestimon
had

chal | enged Korsibar's legitinmcy as king and had gone to war to overt hrow
hi m

Navi gorn had staunchly served the man he recogni zed as his king. It was only
in

the hour of Korsibar's defeat, when the world was in chaos and
Prestimon's

triunph was assured, that Navi gorn had urged Korsibar to surrender and

abdi cat e

in order to keep the bl oodshed from goi ng on any | onger

But stubborn stupid Korsibar had refused to yield, and had died in the battle
of

Bel dak Marsh bel ow Thegonmar Edge; and Navi gorn, kneeling before Prestinion
had

admtted his error and begged forgiveness. Wich Prestimon had freely

gi ven;

and nore than that besides. For in the great w ping of the world's
nenory

Navi gorn had lost all recollection of the civil war and his role in it
as

Prestimon's eneny, and so he could readily accept Prestimon's invitation
to

join his Council, of which he had been a valued nenber all these years

si nce.



Time had turned Navigorn old and gouty and fat, but he had served Prestimnon
as

staunchly as ever he had Korsibar. And here he was now, the one who
had

vol unteered to take on the difficult job of carrying to Prestimon the news
t hat

his time as Coronal might nearly be over.

"Do you remnenber, Prestimon, when we all went to the Labyrinth to wait
for

Pranki pin's death, and the old man |ingered on and on and on and we thought
he' d

never die? Ah, there was a tine!'

'"There was a tine indeed,' Prestimon said. 'How could |I forget it?

H s mnd | eaped back across the decades to that great gathering, that
shi ni ng

array of young lords that had assenbled in the wunderground city in the
final

days of the Ilong reign of Prankipin Pontifex: the flower of Majipoor's
manhood,

the princes of the realm gathering about the dying old man. Anong them

t hought

Prestimon, so many who were destined to die thenmselves, a year or three

| ater,

fighting on behal f of the usurping Korsibar in the needl ess, foolish war that
he

had brought upon the worl d.

Navi gorn, lost now in nenories, helped hinmself to nore wi ne w thout asking.
' You

cane down fromthe Castle with Serithorn of Sam vole, | recall. Septach
Mel ayn

was with you, and G al aurys, and that other friend of yours, that sneaky
little

man from Suvrael who called hinmself a duke - what was his nanme -7

' Svor.'

"Svor, yes. And then there was good ol d Kanteverel of Bail empona, and the
G and

Admi ral Gonivaul who had never been to sea, and Duke O jebbin, and Earl
Kanba

of Mazadone. Nor should | |eave out our vile red-faced friend the
Procur at or

Dantirya Sanbail, eh, Prestimon? - and Mandrykarn of Stee -ah, there was a
man,

t hat Mandrykarn! - Venta of Haplior, also -
S0

many of themdied young. Wasn't that strange? Kanba, Mandrykarn, Iram
of

Nor nork, Sibellor of Bangl ecode, and plenty of others besides - dead, all
dead,

much too soon. More's the pity, that. W' d have known, when we were
al l

toget her at the Labyrinth, that so many of us would be dead so soon

aft erwar d?'

Navi gorn shook his head. 'And

It troubled Prestimon that that thought had occurred to Navigorn too. He



wai t ed

tensely to see if the other nman was going to extend the catal og of the dead:
to

Kor si bar, say. Brawny, swaggering Korsibar had been the nost conspi cuous
figure

of all at that gathering of lords in the Labyrinth. But Navigorn did not
speak

Kor si bar' s nane.

And his reflective nood lifted as quickly as it had come. He smled,

si ghed,

lifted his wine-bow in salute. 'W had ourselves a tine, though - didn't
\I\el

Prestim on? W had ourselves a tine!l'

Navi gorn began to talk now of the ganes they had held at the Labyrinth
whil e

waiting for Prankipin to die: the Pontifical Ganes, they had called them
t he

grandest tournanent of nodern times. 'The westling between G al aurys and
t hat
ape Farholt - | thought they'd kill each other, do you know? It seemns |ike
j ust

ygsterday. And the archery - you were in your prime, then, Prestimon, you
?L?cks with your bow that day that no one had seen before, or since, for
Lg?ier. Septach Mel ayn wi nning the fencing over Count Farquanor and making
PLZL such a helpless fool in the bargain. And who was it in the saber? A
2;%, dark hair, very strong. His face is right at the edge of ny nind, but
:;ie is gone. Wio was that? Do you renenber, Prestinon?

"I may have been elsewhere for the saber matches that day,' Prestinion
sai d,
turni ng away.

"I can still see the rest of the contests so clearly, though. It does seem
j ust
li ke yesterday. Twenty years and nore, but just |ike yesterday!’

Just like yesterday, yes, Prestimon thought.

It had been Korsibar who won the saber contests. He was the big dark-haired
man

who lurked at the edge ofNavigorn's mind. But all recollection of

Kor si bar' s

identity had | ong ago been edited from Navigorn's nenory, and that of

Thi snet,

Korsibar's sister, as well, and Prestimon was relieved to see that
no

recol l ection of them had crept back into Navigorn in the intervening years.

Nor did Navigorn seem to remenber the final dramatic event of those

f anous

Pontifical Ganes, the norning when the ninety contestants in the jousting
had

cone together in full arnor in the Court of Thrones, from which they



wer e

supposed to be transported to the Arena as a group. Prince Korsibar had
bur st

into the room shouting the news that death had come at last to the
aged

Pontifex. The long wait was over. The tine finally had cone for the changing
of

the reign, and now the Coronal Lord Confalunme would become Pontifex,
and

Conf al une woul d nanme as the new Coronal young Prince Prestimon of Ml demar.

O so everyone expected; but that was not what happened. For a dark cloud
of

sorcery fell upon the mnds of the lords assenbled in the Court of Thrones,
and

when it lifted an incredible scene was reveal ed. Prince Korsibar, the
Coronal 's

son, had taken the starburst cromm fromthe startled Hort who held it
and

placed it on his own brow, and now was sitting in glory in the place where
t he

Coronal was neant to sit, with his father Confalunme, appearing bew | dered
and

al nost dazed, seated beside himon the Pontifical throne. And the |ords who
had

conspired with Korsibar to do this thing cried out loudly, "Al'l hail the

Cor onal

Lord Korsibar! Korsibar! Korsibar! Lord Korsibar!'

"Thievery!' was the bell owed answer of G al aurys. ' Thievery! Thievery!' And
woul d

have rushed forward into the halberds of Korsibar's guard, but that
Prestim on

reined himin, for he sawthat it was certain death to offer any resistance
to

the takeover. And thus he and his friends withdrew fromthe roomin

ast oni shnent

and defeat, and the Coronal's throne was Korsibar's, though it had been
t he

tradition on Majipoor since the earliest days that a Coronal's son m ght
never

inherit his father's office.

No, Navigorn had no recollection of any of that, or of the great war that
had

foll owed and had cost the lives of so many men great and small. Korsibar in
tinme

had been overthrown, and Prestimon's sorcerers had sliced his usurpation out
of

the history of the world. But that day in the Labyrinth blazed as

i ncandescently

as ever in Prestimon's nmind, that tinme when the throne that had been
prom sed

to himhad been snatched fromhis grasp by treachery, forcing himto |aunch
t hat

bl oody war against his own former friends in order to restore the proper
or der

of things.

Navi gorn's voice broke himfrom his reverie: 'WIIl there be a new set



of

Pontifical Games, Prestimon, when we all go down to the Labyrinth to wait
for

Confal une to die?

"W don't know yet that Confalunme is dying,' Prestimon said curtly. 'But
even
if he is - nmore ganes? No. Not this time, | think.'

He | ooked toward the wi ndow. Dawn was breaki ng over Fa

Navi gorn was probably right, he thought: Confalune's stroke was the herald
of

the old Pontifex's end, and before very long Mjipoor would see yet

anot her

change of reign. He would go to the Labyrinth to beconme Pontifex, and
Dekker et

woul d take his seat atop Castle Munt as Coronal.

Was he ready for that? No, of course not. Navigorn had said it truly: no

Cor onal

ever wants to go to the Labyrinth. But to it he would go, all the sane, as
was

his duty.

Prestimon did wonder how so restless a nature as his was going to abide life
in

the underground capital. Even the Castle had proven too confining to

hi m

t hroughout his reign he had roaned constantly about the world, seizing
every

excuse to visit distant cities. He had mde no less than three

grand

processi onal s, sonething that few Coronals before himhad done. But his
whol e

reign had been |like an unending grand processional for him he had traveled
as

no Coronal had ever travel ed before.

O course he would not be requiredto hide hinself away in the Labyrinth once
he
became Pontifex. It was nerely the custom The Pontifex, the senior nonarch
was

supposed to remain secluded; the young and glorious Coronal, it was, who
went

forth among the popul ace to see and be seen. He neant to abide by that rule,
up

to a point. But only up to a point.

How long is it going to be, he asked hinsel f, before everything changes for
me?

The Thismet dream perhaps, had been an onen. The past was reaching out
to

reclaimhim and soon they would all replay the time of old Prankipin's
deat h

once more. But this time he would have the role of the outgoing Coronal that
had

been Confal une's then, and Dekkeret would be the new prince noving to the
center



of the stage.

At | east there were no new Korsibars waiting in the wings. He had seen to

t hat .

Confal une, when he was Coronal, had let it be known that he had
chosen

Prestimon to succeed him but had never formally naned him as

Cor onal

designate, feeling that that was an unseemy thing to do while old Prankipin
was

still alive. Prestimion had not made that mistake. In the interests of
an

orderly succession he had al ready naned Dekkeret as his heir, and had
expl ai ned

to his own sons why the sons of a Coronal could never hope to inherit
their
father's throne.

So all was in order. There was no reason for any forebodings. Wat woul d
be
woul d be, and everything would go well.

Wl |, then, Prestimon thought, let the changes begin.

He was ready for them As ready as he ever woul d be.

To Navigorn he said briskly, 'l suppose you're right that 1'd do best to
return

to the Castle before heading down to the Labyrinth. 1'll want to have a
| ong

talk with Varaile first. And | should nmeet with the Council, of course -
prepar e

them for the succession -
The only response was a loud snore. Prestimon glanced back at
Navi gorn

Navi gorn was asleep in his chair.

"Fal co!' Prestimon called, opening the door. 'Diandolo!"

The steward and the page cane running.

'CGet everything ready for our departure. W'll |eave for the Castle right
after

breakfast. Diandol o, wake wup Prince Taradath and tell him that we're

| eavi ng,

and that it's nmy intention to leave on tinme. Ch, and a nessage has to go to
Duke

Emelric of Fa, letting himknow that nmy presence at the Castle has suddenly
been

required and that with great regret | must cancel the rest of ny stay
her e.

Bef ore you do that, though, send a courier off to the Lady Varaile at the
Castl e

with word that I'mon ny way back, and - well, that should be enough for
now. '

Quietly, so as not to awaken Navigorn, Prestinmon began to gather wup
t he

scattered papers of state that covered his desk



11

A pale, tense face appeared in the doorway of Mandralisca's work-chanmber.
A

hesitant tenor voice said, in not nuch nore than a throaty whisper
' Your

grace?

Mandral i sca gl anced up. A young man; a boy, nore accurately. G een eyes,
| ong
straw col ored hair. Earnest, starry-eyed | ook on his face.

He pushed aside the maps that he had been studying. 'I know you, | think
You
were with me on the Vorthinar mssion, weren't you?

'Yes, your grace.' The boy seened to be trenmbling. Mandralisca could hardly
hear

him 'There is a visitor here who says that he has -'

A visitor? This was not a place where visitors came, this isolated
ri dget op

settl enent above that barren, dry, renorseless valley.

"What did you say? A visitor?

"Avisitor, yes, sir.

' Speak up, will you? - Are you afraid of ne?

"Yes, sir.

"And why is that?

' Because - because -

' Somret hi ng about ny face? The | ook in nmy eyes?'

"You sinply are a frightening person, sir. The words cane out all in a
bur st .

But the boy was gai ning courage. His eyes nmet Mandralisca's squarely.

"Yes. | am The truth is that | work at it. I findit a helpful thing to

be

frightening." Mandralisca indicated with an inpatient gesture that he
shoul d

enter the room instead of hovering at the door. The work-chanber, a
circul ar

roomw th an arched roof and burnt-orange nud-pl astered walls, was a small
one.

The entire house was small: the Five Lords nmight live in palaces, but they
had

not bothered to provide one for their privy counsellor. 'Were do you cone
from

boy?

'Sennec, sir. Atown not far downriver from Horvenar.'



' How ol d?"

'Sixteen. - Your visitor, sir, says -

"Let my dammed visitor wait. Let himeat manculain turds while he waits.
It's
you I'mtalking to just now. Wat's your nane?

'Thastain, sir.

' Thastain of Sennec. The rhythmis a little brusque. Count Thastain of
Sennec:

does that sound better? Thastain, Count of Sennec. Count of Sennec and
Hor venar .

A certain grandeur, that, wouldn't you say?

The boy did not reply. H's expression was a nixture of bew | dernent, fear,
and,
perhaps, irritation or even anger

Mandral isca smled. 'You think |I'm playing some game with you?

"Who woul d ever make ne a Count, your grace?

"Wio would ever have nade me one? But | am Count Mandralisca of

Zi nr oel

there's real poetry for you! | was a country boy just like you, once, a
country

boy fromthe Gonghars. It was Dantirya Sanbail who put the title on nme, the
day

before he died. 'You have served me well, Mndralisca, and it's high time |
gave

you a proper reward." W were in the jungles of the Stoienzar then. W
didn't

know they were about to catch up with us. | knelt down and he touched
ny

shoul der with his dagger and proclained ne a Count right there on the
spot,

Count of Zinroel, atitle that no one had ever had before. The next
day

Prestimon's nmen found our canp and the Procurator was killed. But | got
away,

and | took ny Countship with ne. - W'Il make you a Count too, one of
t hese

years, maybe. But first we have to turn the Lord Gaviral into a Pontifex.
And
the Lord Gavahaud, | suppose, into a Coronal.'

That brought only a bl ank-faced stare, and then a puzzled frown.

Perhaps he had said too rmuch. It was tine to send the boy away,
Mandr al i sca

realized. There was an odd pleasure in all of this, though: Thastain's

i nnocence

was a charmng novelty, and Mandralisca hinmself was in a strangely
expansi ve

mood this norning. But he had I|earned long ago to m strust pleasure, even
to

fear it. And he was beginning to feel too relaxed with the boy. That
was



danger ous.

He said, 'Do you happen to know the nane of this visitor of nine?
'Barz - Braj - Barjz -'

' Barjazi d?'

"Barjazid, yes! That's it, sir! Khaymak Barjazid, ofSuvrael!"’

Yes. Yes. Mandralisca renmenbered, now. the correspondence, the offer
t he
invitation to cone. It had all slipped fromhis mnd

'"He's traveled a |l ong way, then, this Khaymak Barjazid. Were is he now?'

"In the conpound, sir, where everyone is kept who comes up the valley road
from

t he pungatan desert. The guards at the first gatehouse found hi mand brought
hi m

in. He clainms that you and he have business to discuss.'

Mandral isca felt a stab of excitement. The Barjazid at last! The new one,
t he

brot her, the unexpected survivor. He had taken his tinme about it. He had
been

dangling the promise of his arrival for nost of the past year. And the
prom se

of other things as well. / can be of great use to you, Barjazid had
witten.

Allow nme to visit you and show you what | have. 'Thank you, Count Thastain.
Tel |

himto cone in.'

Thastain noved toward the door. '"I'lIl fetch him your grace.'

'"Yes. Do.' But - no, Barjazid should have been here nonths ago. Let the
damed

slippery bastard fry out there a little while Ilonger. He was no stranger
to

desert heat, anyway. And it would not do to seemtoo eager, now that the
man

and, Mandralisca assuned, his wares - finally were here. Overeagerness
forfeits

you the advantage every tinme. - 'Wait, boy!’

"Sir?

Mandral i sca fashioned his long, tapering fingers into a steeple. 'One
nor e

question, first, before | let you go. Tell me alittle nore about yourself.
Wy

did you enroll in the service of the Five Lords? What were you hoping to gain
by

it?

"To gain, sir? | don't understand. I wasn't |ooking to gain anything. It was
a

matter of my duty, your grace. The Five Lords are the rightful rulers
of



Zinmroel, by descent fromthe Procurator Dantirya Sanbail .’
"Very prettily spoken. Count Thastain. | admire your devotion to the cause.'

Agai n the boy headed for the door, as though he could not get hinself away
from
Mandral i sca's presence too soon

Mandral i sca said, halting himonce nore, 'Do you know, | wonder, what work
I

performed when | first entered the retinue of the Procurator Dantirya
Sanbai | ?'

"How could | know that, sir?

'How coul d you, indeed. | was his poison-taster. A very ol d-fashi oned

posi tion,

that. Something out of the time of nyth and fable. Dantirya Sanbail felt that
he

needed one. O perhaps he just wanted one, as a kind of ornanmental decoration
a

bit of nedieval pageantry. \Watever was put before himto eat or drink, |
tasted

first. Asnip of his neat, a sip of his wne. He never |let anything enter
hi s

mouth without trying it on me first. | rmade quite an inpression, do you
know,

standing at his shoulder during banquets at the Castle or the
Labyrinth.'

Mandral i sca smled a second tine: close to the quota for the entire norning,
he

t hought. ' Go, now. Fetch ne ny Barjazid.'

12
"Shall | go with you?" Varaile asked. 'l could, you know.'
"Are you that eager to see the Labyrinth again?

"No nore so than you are, Prestinmon. But it's been an age since we
travel ed
together. You aren't trying to avoid me, are you?

He | ooked at her in genuine surprise. 'Avoid you? You have to be joking. But
;ant this to be a brief, unconmplicated visit, quickly down, quickly back
;Eparently isn"t as sick as we thought, after all. I'Il neet with himfor
iouple of days, discuss such inportant business as there happens to be,
ﬁng;y wi shes for continued long |life and good health, and conme hone. If |
a?th you, or Dekkeret, or Septach Ml ayn or Denbitave, or anybody but
ébronal's mnimal traveling retinue, the trip is bound to becone a nuch
rgailved sort of thing, with all nmanner of formal events suddenly necessary.



I

don't want to put him under any kind of strain. And | certainly don't want
to

show up with so many nenbers of the court that Confal une gets the idea that
this

is sone kind of official farewell visit io a dying nman.'

"I don't remember suggesting that you take the whole court,’' Varaile said.
"l
simply offered to acconpany you nysel f.'

Prestim on took her hands in his and brought his face very close to hers.
They
were al nost exactly of the same height. Smiling, he touched the tip of his
nose

to hers. 'You know that | |ove you,' he said softly. 'I feel that this is a
trip

| should make alone. If you want to cone with ne, I'mnot going to stop you.
But

I'"d rather just go down there nyself and cone back as fast as | can. It isn't
as

t hough you and I won't have plenty of tine to be in the Labyrinth together
in

the years to cone.'’

"You will cone right back, then?

"This time, yes. The next tine | go, it'll be for a |longer stay, |'mafraid.’
He had had much the sane kind of conversation with Dekkeret a little
whil e

earlier, and not a very different one wth Septach Melayn. They were
?LLating hi m as though he, and not Confal ume, were the invalid. They vi ewed
L?gbability of the Pontifex's death as an enormpus crisis for him and wanted
;gther around him to protect and confort him

They were right to sonme degree, of course. It was a big thing he was
faci ng

not this wvisit to the Labyrinth, but the inescapable transition that

| ay

somewhere not far ahead in his life. Did they think, though, that he was
likely

to break down and burst into tears the nonent he set foot in the
subt err anean

capital? Did they believe he was so incapable of dealing with the prospect
of

becom ng Pontifex that he must have his nearest and dearest beside him at
al l

times? How could he explainto themthat Coronals lived every day of
their

lives, day and night, in the awareness that they night becone Pontifex at
any

monent ? That possibility was inherent in the job; anyone who was unable
to

handle it was by that very fact unqualified to be Coronal

In the end, the only nmenber of his household who went with himwas



Prince

Taradath. The boy had been disappointed by the abrupt termination of his

| ong

prom sed trip to Fa, and had never seen the Labyrinth, besides. Meeting
hi s

maj esty the Pontifex would be a nenorable thing for him

And it would be wuseful for Taradath to get a glinpse, however brief, of
t he

adm ni strative machinery of the Pontificate. Taradath, at fifteen, showed

si gns

of ripening into a worthwhile young man, for whomsone good role in
t he

government no doubt would be found when Dekkeret was Coronal. The sons
of

Coronal s, aware that they could never be Coronals thenselves, often turned
out

to be frivolous idlers, or, what was nuch worse, vainglorious
enpt y- headed

boobi es |i ke Korsibar. Prestimon hoped for better things fromhis own boys.

They took the customary route to the Labyrinth, down the River d ayge aboard
t he

royal barge through the fertile agricultural Iow ands. At another
tinme

Prestimion might have made a little processional out of it, stopping
at

i mportant river cities like Mtripond or Pal aghat or G ew n, but he had

prom sed

Varaile that this would be a quick trip. He entered the Labyrinth through
t he

Mout h of Waters, the gate that Coronals used, and descended swiftly through
t he

many | evels of the underground city, past the warrens and burrows that were
t he

of fices of the bureaucrats and the grand architectural narvels bel ow t hem -
t he

Hall of Wnds, the Court of Columms, the Place of Masks, and the others,

t hose

strangely beautiful places that would seem |ike places of wonder to anyone
who

| oved the Labyrinth, as Prestimon doubted he ever could - and arrived at

| ast

at the deepest level, the inperial sector, where the Pontifex had his lair.

Protocol called for the H gh Spokesnan to the Pontifex, the Labyrinth's

r anki ng

official, to greet him That post had been held for the past five years by
t he

vener abl e Duke Haskel orn of Chorg, a nmenber of a famly that traced its
descent

fromthe Pontifex Stalvok of ten reigns earlier. Haskelorn was a man nearly
as

ol d as Confal ume hinself, plunmp and pink-faced, with | ong drooping cheeks and
a

thick roll of flesh below his chin. As was the customhere, he wore the
tiny

mask across his eyes and the bridge of his nose that was a kind of badge
of

of fice among the officials of the Pontificate.



" Confalume -' Prestimon began at once.
'- is in fine health, and | ooks forward to seeing you at once, Lord
Prestimon.'

Fi ne health? What was the High Spokesman's idea of fine health? Prestinmnon
had

no i dea what to expect. But he was confounded, upon entering the vestibule
of

the maze of rooms, a labyrinth wthin the Labyrinth, that was the residence
of

the Pontifex of Majipoor. A smiling Confalune, formally clad in the
ornate

scarl et-and-black Pontifical robes, was standing -standing! - in the

ar ched

doorway at the vestibule's inner end, holding his arns out toward Prestim on
in

a warm show of wel cone.

Prestim on was so thoroughly taken aback that it was a nonent before he
coul d

speak, and when he found his tongue the best he could do was stammer, 'They
told

me - that you -you were -'

"Dying, Prestimon? Already well on ny way back to the Source, eh? \Watever
you

may have heard, ny son, here's the truth: I amrisen fromny bed of
affliction.

As you see, the Pontifex stands on his own two |egs. The Pontifex walks.
A

little stiffly, true, but he walks. He speaks, as well. Not vyet
dead,

Prestimon, not even close to it. - You say nothing. Speechless with joy,
are

you? Yes, | suppose you are. You are reprieved fromthe Labyrinth for a
little

whil e | onger."'

' They said you had had a stroke.'

tA little swoon, let's say.' The Pontifex held up his left hand and cl enched
:;to a fist. The second and fifth fingers would not close; he had to fold

fzfg]place with his other hand. 'A nminor bit of difficulty here, you see?
52£y mnor. And the left leg -

Confal une took a few steps toward him 'A

sl i ght

drag, you will notice. My dancing days are over. Well, it is not required of
ne

at nmy age that | nove very quickly. - You could call it a stroke, | suppose,
but

not a very serious one.' And then, noticing Taradath standi ng behind him

' Your

son, is he, Prestimon? Gown alnost out of all recognition since |last |
saw

him Wen was that, boy, five years ago, seven, when | was at the Castle?



'Ei ght years ago, your mmjesty,' said Taradath, all too plainly fighting
back
his awe. 'I was seven years old, then.'

"And now you're as tall as your father, not that that's such a difficult

t hi ng

to achieve. And you've got your nother's dark conplexion, too. Wll, cone
in,

cone in, both of you! Don't just stand there!’

There was a quaver in Confalume's voice, Prestimon observed, and he seened
to

have acquired an old man's garrulity as well. But he appeared to be
in

phenonenal |y fine shape. Confalume had always been a man of nore than
usual

vi gor and stamina, of course. Even now, his stocky frame was stil
nuscul ar

| ooki ng and his sweeping thatch of hair, though it had | ong since turned
white

was as thick as ever. Only the soft, papery texture of his cheeks betrayed
t he

Pontifex's great age in any neani ngful way. And he did seemto have thrown
of f

all but the nost trifling signs of the stroke that had caused such
exci t ement

t hr oughout both capitals of the realm

He led Prestimon and Taradath wthin. Few visitors ever ventured into
t he

private Pontifical chanmbers. Confalunme's faned collection of treasures
decor at ed

every sill and alcove and shelf: figurines of spun glass, carvings of
dr agon

ivory inlaid with porphyry and onyx, jeweled caskets, a whole forest of
strange

trees fashioned fromstrands of woven silver, ancient coins and nounted

i nsects,

| eat her - bound vol unes of antique lore, and ever so nuch nore, the hoard of
a

long acquisitive lifetinme surrounding himon all sides. Nor had the
Ponti f ex

lost his fascination for the arts of w zardry, either: there were his

cheri shed

instruments of magic, still, his anmmatepalas and veralistias and his
armllary

spheres, his rohillas and his protospathifars, his powlers and potions
and

oi ntnents. Perhaps, thought Prestimon, the old man had sonehow been able
to

magi ¢ hinmself up out of his deathbed: certainly if faith in occult matters
was

sufficient to bring it about, Confalume would live forever

The Pontifex poured wine for Prestim on and hinself, and then for Taradath
as

wel |, and showed the boy through sone of his roonms of fanciful objects,
and

engaged themin pleasant superficial conversation about their journey down
t he



d ayge, and current construction projects at the Castle, and the activities
of

the Lady Varaile, and the like. It was all very charm ng and not in any way
how

Prestim on had expected the visit to unfold.

Taradath was no |onger awed. He seened to see the Pontifex as no nore than
a
kindly ol d grandfather, now

"Wre these men all Pontifexes too?" he asked, pointing to the long row
of
pai nted nedal | i ons al ong the upper wall of the room

"I ndeed so,' Confalune replied. 'This is Prankipin here -you do renenber him
of

course, don't you, Prestimon? - and Gobryas who was just before him -

Avi nas

Kel i m phon - Anyntilir -' He could put a name to each portrait

"Di zi maul e

Kanaba - Sirruth - Vildivar -'

Li stening to Confalume go on and on, reciting the nanmes of his predecessors

Iﬁgusands of years, Prestimon felt a hunbling sense of the inmmensity
ﬁgstory, that great soaring arch that disappeared at its farther end into

L?Ets of nmyth, and in which could be found, at the end that was anchored in

L?Zsent day, none other than his own self.

Most of these men were little nore than nanes to Prestim on. The achi evenents
of

t he Pondf exes Kanaba and Sirruth and Vil divar were known only to historians
Now.

More recent ones, Gobryas, Avinas, Kelimphon, vyes, he knew sonething
about

them though fromall accounts they had been nediocre rulers. The world had
come

into hard times under the uninspired rule of such nen as Gobryas and Avi nas.
But

Prestimon, |ooking upward at that long array of faces, had a sudden

awar eness

of himself as part of an extraordi nary nodern dynasty.

Pranki pin, up there. Coronal for twenty years or so and Pontifex for
forty

three, had inherited a weak and troubled world fromhis predecessor Gobryas
and

by wi se neasures and dynamnic | eadership had returned it to its forner

gr andeur.

If toward the end he had given way to the folly of sorcery and all owed the
wor | d

to swarmwith wzards, well, it was a forgivable flaw for a man who
had

acconpl i shed so much. Then here was Confalunme, not yet a portrait on the
wal

but an actual breathing man, Pontifex these twenty years past and Corona
forty



three nore before that, who had built on Prankipin's glorious foundation
and

seen to it that prosperity becane even nore general anong Majipoor's
fifteen

billion people. He, too, needed to be forgiven for his passion for magic,
but

t hat was easy enough, Prestim on thought.

And now it was the turn of Prestimon of Mildemar, Lord Prestinion
now,

Prestimon Pontifex one day to be. Wuld he be deemed a worthy successor to
t he

great Prankipin and the splendid Confalume? Perhaps so. Mjipoor was
thriving

under his guidance. He had nade m stakes, yes, but so had Prankipin, so
had

Confalune. Hi s owmn greatest achi evenent was that he had saved the world
from

m srul e wunder Korsibar; but no one would ever knowthat. Had he
achi eved

anyt hing el se worthwhile? Certainly he hoped that he had; but he of al

peopl e
was in no position to know. He was still young, though. He woul d eventually,
SO

he profoundly hoped and believed, be ranked with those other two as
architects
of a gol den age.

"And is this Stianmpt?' Taradath asked.

'"He's farther down the row, boy. O course, the artist had to guess at what
?zally | ooked like, but there he is. Here - let nme show you -'

Amazingly spry, the damaged left leg dragging only a little, Confalune
2ﬁ3;fling toward the far side of the room Prestimon watched himgoing
Lg??}ait to portrait with Taradath, calling off the names of the early
enperors.

The boy remai ned down there, peering up solemly at the faces of Pondfexes
who

had ruled this world when Stiamot hinself was a thousand years
unbor n.

Confal une, returning to where Prestimon still sat, refilled their

wi ne- bow s

and said, in a low, confidendal tone, 'The true reason you came scurrying
down

here was that you thought | was dying, wasn't iit? You wanted to check
gzndidon out with your own eyes.'

"I don't know what | thought. But the news out of the Labyrinth about you
$§?y worrisome. It seenmed appropriate to pay you a visit. A man of your
age,

suffering a stroke -

"I actually thought I was dying nmyself, as | felt it hit. But only while it



was
happening. I'ma long way fromfinished, Prestimon.'

"May it truly be so.’

"Are you saying that for ny sake, or yours?' the Ponufex asked.

'Do you know how unkind that sounds?'

Conf al une | aughed. 'But it's realisdc, yes? You don't at all want to be
Ponti f ex

yet.'

Prestimon cast a wary gl ance toward Taradath, who was practically at the end
of

the hall, now, probably beyond earshot. There was a touch oftesdness in
Cgfce as he responded, 'All of Mjipoor w shes you condnued good heal th and
:??g, your majesty. | amno exception to that. But | do assure you that if
E;Sine shoul d choose to gather you in tomorrow, | am in every way ready to
aﬁat will be asked of ne.'

"Are you? Well, vyes, you say you are, and | nust take that at face value,
Luppose.' The Pontifex closed his eyes. He seened to be staring into
sone

infinite recess of time. Prestimon studied the tiny fluttering pulses in
LPZ man's veined eyelids, and waited, and continued to wait. Had he
LE:LZE? But then, abruptly, Confalunme was |ooking straight at hi magain, and
ngn gray eyes were as penetrating as ever. 'l do renenber sitting down
QFIE you a long while ago, your first visit here after becom ng Coronal
?Z?Iing you that after you'd had the job for forty vyears or so you'd be

quite
willing to nove on to the Labyrinth. Do you recall that?
"Yes. | do.’

"You're halfway to that forty years, now So you nust be at |east half
si ncere

when you tell ne you're ready to take over. But have no fear
Presti m on.

There's still twenty years nore to go.' Confalune pointed toward the

t abl et op

that bore his collection of astrol ogical devices. 'It happens that | cast
ny

horoscope only last week. Unless there was sone serious error in
ny

calculations, I'mgoing to live to the age of a hundred and ten. |I'm going
to

have the |l ongest reign of any Pontifex in the history of Mjipoor. Wat do
you

say to that, Prestimon? You are relieved, aren't you? Confess it! You are!



At

| east right now, you are. - But |I can tell you, ny young friend, you'l
be

utterly sick of being Coronal by the time | make nmy trip back to the Source.
You

won't mind |eaving the Castle at all. Atine will come when you'll be eager
to

be Pontifex, believe ne. You'll be nore than ready to retire to the
Labyri nt h,

bel i eve ne -nore than ready!’

On the way back up the @ ayge Prestimon pondered Confal une's words. He had
to

admt that he had been deceiving hinself, if nobody else, in claimng that
he

was fully ready to let the Pontificate descend upon him H s relief at
findi ng

Confal une in this unexpected state of well-being was the unanswerable proof
of

that. It was a reprieve, unquestionably a reprieve; which neant that he
still

t hought of becoming Pontifex as a grimand inexorable sentence, rather

t han

simply a matter of duty. Though he very much doubted the worth of
Conf al une' s

astrol ogi cal cal culations, the evidence seemed to indicate that it stil
woul d

be a matter of sonme years before the world had its next change of rulers.

There was no getting around the fact that his nood was very nuch |ighter
NOW.

That told himall he needed to know about his insistent professions of

r eadi ness

for Iife in the Labyrinth.

Before departing for the Castle, he took Taradath on a brief tour of the
city.

The boy had seen wonders aplenty already in his short life, but the
strangeness

of the Labyrinth was Iike nothing else in the world, these vast echoing halls
of

curious design that lay so far underground. 'The Pool of Dreanms, this
is

called,' Prestimon said, gesturing toward the calmagreenish water in
whose

dept hs nysterious inmages constantly came and went, sone of supernal beauty,
sone

of nightmare repul siveness, one nonment's scene altogether different
from

anot her. 'No one knows how it works. O even which Pontifex put it here.'

The Pl ace of Masks, where huge bodil ess blind-eyed faces rose on narble

stal ks.

The Court of Pyramids, a zone of thousands of close-set white
nonol i t hs,

pur posel ess, inexplicable. The Hall of Wnds, where cold air energed in
gr eat

bursting gusts fromstone grids, though they were deep beneath the surface
of



the world. The Court of G obes - the Cabinet of Floating Swords - the Chanber
of
Mracles - the Tenple of Unknown Gods -

The next day Prestimion and his son took the swift shaft to the surface
and

returned to the Mouth of Waters, where the royal barge was waiting to carry
t hem

upriver to the Castle. But they had only reached Maurix, three days

j our ney

north of the Labyrinth, when they were overtaken by a fast-noving
rivercraft

that flew the Pontifical flag.

The nessenger who cane on board had but to speak two words and Prestimon
knew
what had happened.

" Your mmjesty -'

It was the phrase one used when addressing a Pontifex. The rest of the
story

followed only too quickly. Confalune was dead, nost suddenly, of a
second

stroke. Prestimon would have to return to the Labyrinth to preside over
hi s

final rites and begin the process of taking over the Pontifical duties.

13
The resenbl ance was an astoni shing one, Mandralisca thought.

Venghenar Barjazid, the dead one, he of the devilish mnd-controlling
machi nes,

had been an evil-looking little nan whose eyes were not quite of the sane
si ze
or color nor even set on a straight |Iine in his head, and whose lips slid
away

sideways toward the left side to give hima permanent smrk, and whose
skin,

dark and |l eathery and thick froma lifetinme of exposure to the ferocious
Suvr ael

sunlight, was as winkled and fol ded as a canavong's hide.

Mandral i sca found this new Barjazid just as charmingly repellent as his
el der

brot her had been. A powerful intuition told him fromhis very first glinpse
of

the man, that he had found a significant ally in the contest for world
power

that | ay ahead.

This one was every bit as nmean and scrawny of form and di sagreeabl e of visage
as

his late brother. H's eyes too were mismated and msaligned and had the
sane

harsh brightness; his lips too were drawn off into a nocking grinmace; he too
had



t he fol ded, bl ackened skin of one who has lived too long in barren
sun- bl ast ed

Suvrael . He | ooked a shade taller than Venghenar had been, perhaps, and just
a

touch | ess self-assured. Mandralisca supposed that he was around fifty:

ol der,

now, than Venghenar had been when he had brought his pack of devices to
Dantirya

Sanbai | .

Apd he, too, seenmed to have cone bearing merchandise. He had brought wth
?k?g the rooma shapeless, bulging leather-trinmed cloth bag, frayed at
LZﬁter, whi ch he set down very carefully by his side when he took the seat
Lgﬁgralisca of fered. Mandralisca gave the bag a quick sidelong glance.
:Efngs must be in there, he felt certain: the new collection of useful toys
:EgtBarjazid had brought here to sell to him

But Mandralisca was never in a hurry to enter into any sort of negotiation
It

is essential, he believed, that one nust first determne who is going to
have

t he upper hand. And that one will be the one who has the greater wllingness
to

delay getting down to the heart of the matter

'Your grace,' said Barjazid, with a smarmy little bow 'Wat a pleasure to
neet
at last. My late brother spoke of you to me with the highest praise.’

"W worked well together, yes.'

"It's nmy fervent hope that you'll say the same of ne.'
"Mne as well. - How did you know where to find ne? And why did vyou think
I'd

have any reason to want to see you?

"In truth I thought you had perished | ong ago, on that same day in the

St oi enzar

when ny brother died. But then word reached ne that you had escaped, and
wer e

alive and well and living somewhere in this region.'

"Wrd of ny whereabouts reached as far as Suvrael ?' Mandralisca asked. "I
find
that surprising.'

"Wrd travels, your grace. Also | have sone know edge of how to nake

i nquiries.

| learned that you were here; that you were in the enploy of the five sons
of

one of the Procurator's brothers, and that they perhaps had sone thought
of

regaining the power in Zinroel that their fanobus uncle once had w el ded; and
I



felt that | might be able to assist you in that enterprise. And so | sent you
a
nmessage to that effect.'

"And took your sweet time getting here,’ Mandralisca said. ' Your
letter
i ndi cated that you'd be here al nost a year ago. Wat happened?

"There were delays en route,' said Khaymak Barjazid. The quick reply seened
to

Mandral isca to be a shade too gift). 'You nust understand, your grace, that
it's

a long journey from Suvrael to here.'

"Not that long. | interpreted your letter to mean that you wanted to neet
with
me right away. Cbviously that was incorrect.'

Barjazid | ooked at himappraisingly. The tip of his tongue slipped into view
for

an instant, flickering like a serpent's. Softly he said, 'l came here by way
of

Al hanroel, your grace. The shipping schedule favored that route. Besides, |
have

a nephew, ny only living kinsman, in the service of the Coronal at Castle
Mount .

| wanted to see himagain before | headed this way.'

'"Castle Mount, as | recall it, lies sone thousands of mles distant from
t he
nearest seaport.'

' The Mount is somewhat out of the way, | adnmit. But it has been many years

si nce

| last had the pleasure of speaking with nmy brother's son. If | amto give
ny

all egiance to you here in Zinroel, as is nmy hope, | will probably never
have

anot her chance for that.'

"I know about that nephew,' Mandralisca said. He also had known about
Khaynak

Barjazid' s visit to Castle Mount; but it was a point in Barjazid's favor
t hat

the man had volunteered to reveal it hinself. Mandralisca steepled his

fingers

and peered contenplatively at Barjazid over their tips. 'Your nephew
turned

traitor against his own father, is that not so? It was wth your
nephew s

i nval uabl e assi stance that Prestimon was able to weaken Dantirya Sanbai
and

| eave himvulnerable to the attack that cost the Procurator his life. One
m ght

even say that your brother's death in the same battle was also your
nephew s

direct responsibility. Wat sort of |love can you feel for such a person

ki nsman

or no? Wiy would you want to visit hin?



Barjazid shifted about uneasily. 'Dinitak was only a boy when he did

t hose

t hi ngs. He canme under Prince Dekkeret's influence, and let hinself be swept
up

in a flight of youthful enthusiasm for Lord Prestimon, and that |ed
to

consequences that | know he could not have foreseen. | wanted to find
out

whet her over the years he had cone to see the error of his ways: whether
there

could be any reconciliation between us.'

"And -?

‘IF was asinine of me to think that such a thing was possible. He's
iﬁLLLinion's man t hrough and t hrough, and Dekkeret's. They own himconpletely.
;hould have known better than to expect to find any trace of famly feeling
L?H] He refused even to see ne.'

'How sad.' Mandralisca did not even try to sound conpassionate. 'You went

al l
the way to the Castle, and your visit was for nought!'’

"Sir, | could get no closer to the Castle than the city of H gh Mdirpin. By
ny

nephew s explicit orders, | was denied permssion to approach any nearer

t han

that.'

A very touching story, Mandralisca thought. But not an entirely convincing
one.

It was easy enough to find a nore Ilikely explanation for Khaymak
Barjazid's

| engthy detour to Castle Munt. Qite likely the thought had occurred to
hi m

after he had decided to sell his services to the Five Lords, that there m ght
be

a better price available elsewhere. There was no question that this man
was

carrying val uabl e nerchandise in that worn bag. Cbviously, too, he was

| ooki ng

to peddle it to the highest bidder; and the world' s deepest pockets bel onged
to

Lord Prestim on

IfDinitak Barjazid had been willing to spend just five mnutes listening to
hi s

uncl e' s bl andi shnments, this conversation would not now be happeni ng,
Mandr al i sca

knew. A lucky thing for us, he told hinmself, that the younger Barjazid has
t he

good taste to want to have nothing to do with his disreputable uncle.

" An unhappy adventure,' he said. 'But at [|east you have it out of your
system
And now - perhaps somewhat |ater than | expected you would - you do at | ast



show

up here.'

"No one regrets the delay nore than | do, your grace. But, indeed, | am
here.’

He smiled, revealing a set of nasty snags. 'And | have brought wth ne
t hose

certain things to which | alluded in ny letter.'
Mandral i sca gl anced once nore at the bag. 'VWich are contained in that?
'They are.'

He took that as his cue. 'Very well, ny friend. Has the point arrived, do
you
t hi nk, at which we can begi n di scussing our business?

"W have al ready begun our business, your grace,' said Khaymak Barjazid
calmy

maki ng no novenment toward the bag. Mandralisca gave him sonme points for

t hat .

Barjazid al so knew t he dangers of overeagerness, and was testing his ability
to

make Mandralisca wait. It was rare that he found hinself outplayed Iike this.

Very well. He would allow Barjazid a small victory here. He waited,
sayi ng
not hi ng now.

Again the tongue-rip briefly flickered forth. 'You know, | think, that before
rgnented brother canme into the enploy of the Procurator Dantirya Sanbail,
gﬁerated a guide service in Suvrael, anong other enterprises. Prior to that
ZEent some years at the Castle, serving as an aide to Duke Svor of Tol aghai
ilose friend of Prestimon, who was nerely Prince ofMildemar then. There
2?20 at the Castle then a certain Vroon, Thal nap Zeiifor by name, who -'
Mandral isca felt a burst of irritation. This was overdoing it. Having seized
LZSantage, Barjazid was all too evidently reveling in his control of
Lgiversation. "Where is this story heading?" Mndralisca denanded. 'Back to
Lord

Stianot, is it?

"I'f I mght have your indul gence one nonment nore, sir.

Again he allowed hinself to subside. There had been a won-drously oily way
about

Barjazid' s saying that that Mandralisca was forced to admire. This man was
a

wort hy adversary.

Barjazid continued unruffledly. "If you are aware of these matters
al r eady,
forgive me. I want only to clarify my own role in my brother's affairs,



with
whi ch you may not be famliar.'

'Go on.'

"Permit me to remind you that this Thalnap Zeiifor, a wizard by trade as
peopl e

of his race tend to be, was a naker of devices capable of penetrating
t he

secrets of a person's mind. Prestinmion, when he becane Coronal, exiled
this

Vroon for sonme reason to Suvrael, and placed ny brother in charge of
escorting

himthere. Unfortunately the Vroon died en route; but he had been good
enough,

first, to give my brother sonme instruction in the art of using his devices,
a

nunber of which he had brought with himfromthe Castle.’

'"None of this is newto ne, so far.'

"But you will not have known that |, since | have a certain gift for
nmechani ca

matters, assisted my brother in experinenting wth these things and
gai ni ng

know edge of their operation. Later, | even designed sone inproved nodels
of

them Al this was in Tolaghai city in Suvrael, many years ago. Then cane
t he

epi sode - perhaps you are aware of it, sir - when Prince Dekkeret, then a
very

young man and not yet a prince, visited Suvrael about that time, had a

rat her

unfortunate encounter wth ny brother and his son, and took them both
as

prisoners to Castle Munt, along with much of the m nd-reading equi prent.'

"Your brother told nme that, yes.'

'Li kewi se you know that ny brother, escaping from the Castle, fled to
west ern
Al hanroel and nade comon cause with Dantirya Sanbail .’

"Yes,' said Mandralisca. 'l was there when he arrived. | was there, also,
when

Prestimion, using one of these devices that had been brought to him by
your

nephew Di nitak, nmade it possible for an arny under G al aurys and Septach
Mel ayn

to locate our canp and kill both the Procurator and your brother, and
very

nearly nyself as well. The mnd-reading devices all fell into
Prestimon's

hands. | assune he has them | ocked safely away somewhere at the Castle.'’

"Very likely he does.'

Mandral i sca | ooked yet again, nore pointedly this tine, at Khaymak
Barjazid's
battered, bulging bag. Enough of this recitation of ancient history: the



sly
little man was carrying the ganme too far. Mandralisca would not be toyed

with
any | onger.

In a brusque, cool tone he said, 'This is a sufficient prologue, | think
Many

tasks await ne today. Show me what you have for me, now.'

Barjazid smled. He drew the bag up on his knees and pressed his fingers to
:;fch. Fromw thin he drew a sheaf of parchment sheets, which he unrolled
iggead out over the open lid of the bag. 'These are the original plans
;ﬁglnap Zeiifor's various instruments of mnd control. They have remnained in
EZSsession in Suvrael ever since the tinme when ny brother was carried off to
Rgint as Dekkeret's prisoner.’

"May | see then?' Mandralisca reached forth a hand.

'"OfF course, your grace. Here are the sketches for three successive nodel s of
t he

devi ce, each one of greater power than the one before. This is the first.
Thi s

is the one that ny nephew stole and delivered to Lord Prestimon for use
agai nst

my brother. And this is the one that ny brother hinmself was wearing in
t he

climactic battle when Prestimon broke through his defenses.'

Mandralisca riffled through the parchment sheets. Barjazid was safe in
show ng
themto him they made no sense to hi m what ever

"And those?" he said, nodding toward several other sheets still in
Khaynak

Barj azi d' s hands.

'The designs for later nodels, still nmore powerful, of which | spoke a
nonent

ago. In the intervening years |I've continued to play with the Vroon's
basi c

concepts. | believe that | have made sone inportant advances in the state of
t he

art.'

"You only believe?

"I have not yet had the opportunity to performtests.'

'"Qut of fear that you'd be detected by Prestinion' s people?

"In part, yes. But also - these are very expensive things to manufacture,

Sir
you must bear in nmind that | amnot a wealthy man -

"I see.' They were being invited to finance the Barjazid' s research. 'So



t he
truth is you have no worki ng nodel s, then.'

"I have this,' Barjazid said, and drew a flimsy-Iooking netal helnmet from
t he

bag. It was a shimering |l acework of delicate red strands interwoven wth
gol d

ones, with a triple row of heavier bronze cords running over its crest.
Its

design was far sinpler than that of the one Mndralisca renenbered the

ot her

Barjazid wearing in the final struggle in the Stoienzar. That was probably
due,

to some degree, to a greater refinement of the concept. But the thing seened
t oo

simple. It seened inconplete, unfinished.

"What can it do?' Mandralisca asked.

"Inits present fornf Nothing. The necessary connections are not yet in
pl ace.'

"And if they were?
"If they were, the wearer of the helnmet could reach out to anyone in the

wor | d
and place dreans in his nmnd. Very powerful dreams, your grace

Fri ght eni ng

dreans. Painful dreams, if that were desired. Dreanms that could break
a

person'swill. That could beat himto the ground and rmake hi mbeg for nercy.'

"I ndeed,' Mandralisca said.

He ran his fingers slowy over the |lacy nmeshes, exploring them fondling
Lgeg}aped the helmet over his head, spreading it out, noting how light it
:iz}cely noti ceable. He took it off and folded it and folded it again, unti
;;s small  enough to fit wthin his closed hand. He weighed it on
ghfstretched pal m He nodded approvingly, but did not say anydiing. Perhaps
ﬁinute went by. Perhaps nore.

Khaymak Barjazid watched the entire performance wth what could only
be
i nterpreted as nmounting anxiety and concern.

Finally he said, 'Do you think you would have use for such a device,
your
grace?

"Ch, yes. Yes, certainly. But will it work?
"It can be made to. Al of the instruments shown on these plans can be nmade

to
work. It nerely requires noney.'



"Yes. OF course.' Mandralisca stood up, went to the door, stood staring out
into

the brightness of the desert norning for a long while. He tossed the
Barj azid

helmet lightly fromhand to hand. Wat would it be Iike, he wondered, to be
abl e

to send dreans into the mnd of one's eneny? Painful dreans, Barjazid had
sai d.

Ni ght mares. Wdrse than nightmares. A host of terrifying inages.

Thi ngs

fluttering by, dangling on fine nmetal wires. An endless arny of big
bl ack

beetl es marching across the floor, making ugly rustling sounds with their
feet.

Transparent fingers tickling the channels of the mind. Slow spirals of pure
fear

congealing and twisting in the tortured brain. And - gradually - a sobbing,
a

whi nperi ng, a begging for mercy -

'Come outside with nme,' he said to Barjazid over his shoul der, wi thout
| ooki ng
back toward the other nan.

They wal ked up the ridge to a point where several of the domed pal aces of
t he

Lords could be seen in the distance. 'Do you know what those buil dings
are?'

Mandr al i sca asked.

'They are the dwellings of the Five Lords. The boy who brought ne to you told
ne
that .’

'So you know that they call thenselves the Five Lords, do you? Wat else do
you
know about then?’

'That they are the sons of one ofDantirya Sanbail's brothers. That they
have

lately laid claimto power in certain sectors of central Zinroel. That they
have

t aken upon thenselves the title of the Lords of Z nroel.'

"You knew all those things when you wote ne that letter?

"Al'l but the part about their calling thensel ves the Lords of Zi nroel.'

"Wy would news of any of these matters have traveled all the way down
gavrael?

"I told you, your grace, | have sone skill at making inquiries.’

" Apparently you do. The Coronal hinself, so far as | know, is ignorant of
what' s

been going on in this part of Zinroel.'

' But when he finds out -?



"Way, there'll be war, | suppose,’' Mandralisca said. He swung about to face
t he

little man. '| propose to speak very directly, now. These five Lords of

Zi nr oel

are stupid and vicious nen. | despise everything about them As you get to
know

them, so will you. Nevertheless, there are mllions of people here in

Zi nr oel

who regard themas the rightful heirs of Dantirya Sanmbail and will foll ow
their

banner, once it is openly raised, in a war of independence against the

Al hanr oe

government. Which | believe we can win, with your aid.'

'That woul d please nme greatly. It was Prestimon and his peopl e who destroyed

ny
br ot her .

"You'll have your revenge, then. Dantirya Sanbail tried twice to

overt hrow

Prestim on, but because he was already master of Zinroel he attenpted both
times

to carry the insurrection into Al hanroel. That was a m stake. The Corona
and

Pontifex <can't be beaten in their own territory by invaders from

Zi nr oel

Al hanroel is too big to be conquered fromoutside, and |ines of supply can't
be

sust ai ned across thousands of mles. But the opposite is also true. No arny
from

the other continent could ever subjugate all of Z nroel.'

"You intend to establish Zinroel as a separate nation, then?

"Way not? Why should we be subservient to Al hanroel? Wat advantage to us
is

there in being governed by a king and an enperor who live half a world away
from

us? I  will proclaim one of the five brothers, the nost intelligent one,
as

Pontifex of Zinroel. One of the others will be his Coronal. And we will be
free

of Al hanroel at | ast'

"There is a third continent, 'said Barjazid. 'Do you have some plan in m nd
for
Suvr ael ?'

"No,"' said Mandralisca. The question took himby surprise. He realized that
he

had gi ven Suvrael no thought at all. 'But if it cares to make itself

i ndependent

too, | suppose that could be managed easily enough. Prestimon's not such a
f ool

as to try to send an arny down into your horrifying deserts, and if he did
t he
heat would kill themall in six nonths, anyway.'

An avid glitter appeared in Barjazid' s mismatched eyes. 'Suvrael would have
its



own king, then.'

"It could. It could indeed." He saw suddenly what Barjazid was driving at, and
a
broad grin crossed his face. 'Bravo, nmy friend! Bravo! You' ve naned the

price

for your assistance, haven't you? Khaynmak the First of Suvrael! Well, let it
be

so. | congratul ate you, your highness!’

"I thank you, your grace.' Barjazid gave him a warmsnile of appreciation
?Z?Iomship. "A Pontifex of Zinmroel... a king of Suvrael... And what role do
ZZZ for vyourself, Count Mandralisca, once these brothers are established
?Eeir t hrones?'

"I? 1"l be privy counsellor, as | amnow They'll continue to need soneone
to

tell themwhat to do. And I'll be the one who tells them'

" Ah. Yes, of course.’

"W understand each other, | think.'

"I think we do. What's the next nove, then?

'"Why, you have to build us your devilish machines. That'll allowus to
start

making life difficult for Prestimon.'

"Very good. | propose to set up a workshop right away in N -noya, and -'

"No,' Mandralisca said. '"Not N -nmoya. Here is where you'll do your work,

your
hi ghness."

"Here? 1'll need special equiprment - materials - skilled workmen, perhaps. In
a

renote desert outpost like this, | can't possibly -'

"You can and will. A Suvraelinu |ike you shouldn't have any probl em dealing
with

desert conditions. W'll bring in whatever you need from N -nobya. But you
have

joined us now, ny friend. This is your place, now Here is where you'l

st ay,

and live and do your work, until the war is won.'
"You meke it seem as though you don't trust ne, your grace.'

"I trust no one, ny friend. Not even nyself.'

14

Dekkeret returned to the Castle by the quickest route, taking the
G and



Cal i ntane Hi ghway, which termnated in the broad open space paved with
snoot h

green porcel ain cobbl estones that was the Dizimaule Plaza. His floater
passed

over the huge starburst in golden tilewrk that lay at its center and
carried

himthrough the great Dizimaule Arch, the main entrance to the Castle,
t he

gateway to the southern w ng. The guards stationed in the guardhouse on
t he

arch's left side waved to himas he passed through, and he acknow edged
their

salute with a brief, stiff one of his own.

There was an air of barely suppressed tension in the corridors of the Castle
as

he made his way inward. The faces of those who greeted him at each
checkpoi nt

were tightly drawn and solem; |ips were clanmped, eyes were hooded.
'"Fromthe ook of themall,' he said to Dinitak, 'it would be easy enough
to

believe that the Pontifex has died in the tinme it took us to get back here
from
Nor nor k. '

"You woul d know it already, | think,' said D nitak
"l suppose | would."'

Yes. They would be hailing him as Coronal, would they not, if Confalune
had

di ed? Peopl e kneeling, naking the starburst salute, calling out the
tradi ti ona

cry: 'Dekkeret! Lord Dekkeret! Al hail Lord Dekkeret! Long life to
Lord

Dekkeret!' Even though he would not truly become Coronal until the Counci
had

given its assent and Prestimon had formally proclained him But everyone
knew

who the next Coronal was going to be.

Lord Dekkeret. How strange that sounded to him How difficult for his nind
to
enconpass!

"It's sinmply a disquieting tinme for everyone,' Dinitak said. 'It rust always
be

this way, when a change of reignis in the air. The old masters |eave
t he

Castle; new ones arrive; nothing will be the same again for anyone who
l'ives

here.' They were at the threshold of the Inner Castle now The N nety-Ni ne
St eps

rose before them There they paused. Dinitak's roons were on this |level, far
of f

to the left; Dekkeret |lived above, in the suite in the Minnerak Tower that
once

had been occupied by Prestimon. 'I should |eave you here,' D nitak

sai d.



"You'll need to neet with the Council - with the Lady Varaile, too, | inagine

' Thank you for acconpanying ne to Nornork,' Dekkeret said. 'For sitting
t hr ough
t hose deadly banquets, and all the rest.'

'"No need for thanks. | go where you ask ne to go.'
They enbraced quickly, and then D nitak was gone.

Dekkeret mounted the ancient, well-worn steps two at a time. Lord Dekkeret,
he

t hought. Lord Dekkeret. Lord Dekkeret. Lord Dekkeret. Astonishing.
Unbel i evabl e.

It had not yet happened, though. No new bulletins had come from the
Labyrinth

since he had received the nmessage sumoni ng himback from Nornork.

Sept ach

Mel ayn, the first menmber of the Council Dekkeret encountered after entering
t he

I nner Castle, was the one who provided himwi th that news.

The | ong-shanked swordsman was waiting for himin the little square outside
t he

Pranki pin Treasury, just at the top of the Ninety-Nine Steps. 'You nade a
f ast

journey of it, Dekkeret! We didn't expect you until tonorrow.'

"I left as soon as | got the nessage. Were's Prestim on?

'Hal fway down the dayge on his way to the Labyrinth, | expect. Cane

whi stling
back from Fa the noment we got the news, spent about three mnutes with the
Lady

Varaile, and turned right around and headed south. Wants to pay his respects
to

old Confalune, you know, while there's still the chance. |'m surprised
you

didn't pass himon the way up.'

'"Then Confalune is still -

"Alive? So far as we know, he is,' said Septach Melayn. 'OfF course, it takes
SO

dammed long for us to find anything out up here of what's going on down
bel ow.

Phr aat akes Rem says the stroke isn't a serious one.'

"Can we trust hin? It's in his interest to maintain as |ong as he can that
hi s

master the Pontifex is still running the show | know of cases where the
deat h

of a Pontifex has been covered up for weeks. Mnths.'

Septach Melayn said, with a shrug, 'Of that, ny lad, what can | say? For ny
own

part, 1'd prefer that Confal une go on being Pontifex for the next fifty years.
I



understand that you might very well hold a different position about that.'

'"No,"' Dekkeret said, catching hold of Septach Melayn's wist and putting
hi s

face very near to the older man's. He was one of a very few Castle princes
who

cane close to matching Septach Melayn in height. 'No,' he said again, in a

| ow,

dark tone. 'You are altogether m staken in that, Septach Melayn. If the

Di vi ne

means me to be Coronal soneday, well, I'lIl be ready for the task, whenever
it

cones to ne. But | amin no way eager for it to cone before its tinme. Anyone
who

thi nks otherwise is in great error.'

Septach Melayn snmiled. 'Easy, Dekkeret! | nmeant no offense. N one
what ever .

Cone: 1'll see you to your rooms, so you can refresh yourself after
your

journey. The Council will be in session later this afternoon in the
Sti anot

t hrone-room You should attend, if you will."’

"I"l'l be there,' said Dekkeret.

But it was a pointless, useless neeting. Wiat was there to say? The

hi ghest

| evel s of the government were in a kind of paralysis. The Pontifex had

suf fered

a stroke, perhaps was on the verge of dying, might even already have died.
The

Coronal had gone off to the Labyrinth, as was appropriate, to attend the
bedsi de

of the senior nonarch. In both capitals the ordinary functions of
t he

bur eaucracy continued as usual, but the ministers who directed those
functions

found thensel ves caught in stasis, not knowing fromone day to the next how
| ong

it would be before they would have to | eave office.

Wthout any real information to work with, the nenbers of the Council could
only

of fer up high-m nded statements of hope that the Pontifex would recover
hi s

faculties and continue his long and glorious reign. But the uncertainty |eft
its

mark on every face. Wen Confalunme died, sone of these nen would be asked
to

join the adm nistration of the new Pontifex at the Labyrinth, and others,
passed

over by the incom ng Coronal, would be forced into retirenent after nmany
years

close to the mainsprings of power. Either alternative carried with it its
own

probl ems; and no one could be certain of what would be offered him

Al eyes were on Dekkeret. But Dekkeret had his own destinies to consider



He

said little during the neeting. It behooved him to remain quiet during
this

anbi guous period. A Coronal -designate is a very different thing froma

Cor onal

When it was over, he retreated to his private apartnents. He had a

pl easant

suite, by no neans the grandest of its kind; but it had been good enough
for

Prestim on when he was the Coronal -designate, and Dekkeret found it nore
t han

sati sfactory. The roons were large and well arranged, and the view,

t hr ough

great curving multifaceted wi ndows, the work of cunning craftsmen from Stee
was

a spectacular one into the abyss called the Mirpin Plunge that bordered
this

wi ng of the Castle.

He met briefly wth his personal staff: Dalip Anrit, the tactfu
one-time

school master from Nornmork who was his private secretary, and
bust i ng,

hyperefficient Singobinda Mikund, the master of the household, a ruddy-faced
N

nmoyan, and Countess Auranga of Bi biroon, who served as his official hostess
in

t he absence of any consort. They brought himup to date on the events of
hi s

absence fromthe Castle. Then he sent them away, and slipped gratefully into
t he

great bathing-tub of black Khyntor marble for a |ong quiet soak before dinner

It was his thought to eat alone and get to sleep early. But he had
scarcely

donned his dressing-gown after his bath when Dalip Anrit came to him with
wor d

that the Lady Varaile requested his presence at dinner that evening in the
royal

resi dence at Lord Thraym s Tower, if he had no other plans.

One did not treat invitations from the Coronal's consort casually.
Dekker et

changed into formal costune, a |long-waisted golden doublet and
close-fitting

violet hose trimred with velvet stripes, and arrived punctually at the
royal

di ni ng- hal |

He was, it seenmed, the only guest. That surprised himjust a little; he
woul d

have expected Septach Mel ayn, perhaps, or Prince Teotas and the Lady

Fi ori nda,

or some other nenbers of the inner court. But Varaile alone awaited him
SO

sinmply dressed in a long green tunic and a wi de-sl eeved yel |l ow over - bl ouse

t hat

he felt abashed by his own fornmality.



She presented her cheek for a kiss. They had al ways been cl ose friends, he
and

the Lady Varaile. She was no nore than a year or two older than he was,
and,

like him had been snatched up suddenly out of a commner's life to nake
her

hone anmong the lords and |l adies of the Castle. But she had been born to
weal th

and privilege, the daughter of the infinitely rich nerchant banker

Si mbi | on

Khayf of the great city of Stee, whereas he was only the son of a
hapl ess

itinerant sal esman; and so Dekkeret had always | ooked up to Varaile as
sonmeone

who noved easily and confortably anong the aristocracy of the Munt, while
he

had had to master the knack of it slowy and with great difficulty, as one

m ght

| earn sone advanced kind of mathenatics.

Over bowls of golden-brown Sippulgar dates and warm mlk laced wth the
red

brandy of Narabal she asked him pl easantly about his visit to Nornmork. She
spoke

fondly of his nother, whom she |iked greatly; and she told hima few quick
bits

of Castle gossip that had reached her ears while he was away, lively
i f

insignificant tales of tangled intrigues involving certain men and wonen of
t he

court old enough to have known better. It was as if nothing in any way
unusual

had taken place in the world lately.

Then she said, as a course of pale-fleshed quaalfish sinmered in sweet w ne
was

set before them 'You know, of course, that Prestimon has gone to
t he
Labyrint h?'

'Septach Melayn told nme this afternoon. WIlI the Coronal be gone |ong?

"As long as is necessary, | would think.' Varaile turned her huge, dark

gl owi ng

eyes on him w th sudden unexpected intensity. '"This time he'll return to
t he

Casde when he's done. But the next tinme he goes there -

"Yes. | know, |ady.'
"You have no reason to look so stricken. For you it will nean the cal
to

great ness, Dekkeret. But for me - for Lord Prestimon - for our children -'

She stared at himreproachfully. That struck himas unwarranted: did she

t hi nk

himso insensitive that he woul d not understand her predicanent? But for |ove
of

her he kept his voice gentle. '"Yet in truth, Varaile, the death of the
Ponti f ex



means the same thing for us all: change. Huge and i nconprehensi bl e change.
You

and yours go to the Labyrinth; | don a crown and take ny seat on the
Conf al ure

Throne. Do you think I'many |ess apprehensive than you are about what is
to

cone?'

She softened a little. 'W should not quarrel, Dekkeret.'
"Are we quarreling, |ady?

She left the question unanswered. 'The strain of these anxieties has nmade
us
both edgy. | wanted only a friendly visit. We are friends, are we not?

"You know that we are.'

He reached for the wne-flask to refresh their glasses. She reached for it
at

the sane nonent; their hands collided, the flask toppled. Dekkeret caught
it

just before it overturned. They both | aughed at the clunmsiness that this

pr esent

unrest was creating in them and their |aughter broke, for the nonment,

t he

tensions that had sprung up between them

She was right, Dekkeret knew. She was facing the trenmendous sacrifice of

gi vi ng

up her famliar and beautiful surroundings in order to live in a distant

and

di sagreeabl e place. He, though, would nmove on to the post that would bring

hi m

fame and glory, the one for which he had been preparing hinmself for ten years
or

nore. What conparison was there, really, in their situations? He told hinself
to

be nmore gentle with her

"W should talk of other things,' she said. 'Have you spoken with the
Lady
Ful kari since your return to the Castle?'

Dekkeret found it an unfortunate change of subject. Tautly he said, 'Not yet.
I's
t here sonme special reason why | shoul d?

Varaile seened flustered. 'Wiy, only that - she is very eager to see you. And
I

t hought that you - having been gone nore than a week -'

"Wul d be just as eager to see her,' Dekkeret finished, when it becane
appar ent

that Varaile either could not or would not. 'Wll, yes, | am O course

am

But not the first thing. | need a little time to collect nyself. If you
hadn' t

sumoned ne tonight, |'d have spent the evening in solitude, resting from

ny



trip, pondering the future, contenplating the responsibilies to cone.'

"I beg your pardon for calling you away from your contenplations, then,'
she

said, and there was no mistaking the acidity in her tone. 'I was very
specific

in saying that you were to cone to me only if you had no other plans
for

tonight. | thought perhaps that you might prefer to be with Ful kari. But even
an

evening of quiet solitary nmeditation is a plan, Dekkeret. You certainly
coul d

have refused.’

"I certainly could not,' he said. 'Not an invitation fromyou. And so here
?E}kari didn't send for me, and you did. Not that | understand why, Varaile.
5z;t pur pose, exactly, did you ask me here this evening? Sinply to |[|anent
ngsibility that you'll have to go to the Labyrinth?

"I think that we're quarreling again,' said Varaile lightly.

He woul d have taken her hand in his, if he dared such famliarities with
t he

Coronal's wife. Taking care to keep his tone tenperate and mld, he said,

" This

is adfficult time for us both, and the stress is taking its toll. Let ne
ask

you a second tine: why am | here? Was it only because you wanted
someone' s

conpany toni ght? You could have invited Teotas and Fiorinda, then, or

G al aurys,

or Maundi gand-Kli nd, even. But you sent for ne, even though you thought I

m ght

be spending the evening with Ful kari.'

She said, 'I asked for you because | think of you as a friend, soneone
who

understands the enotions | feel as the possibility of a change in the

gover nnent

begins to wunfold, sonmeone who - as you yourself pointed out - may
ziperiencing simlar feelings hinself. But also it was a way of finding
3zéther you were going to be with Ful kari tonight.'

" Ah. How devious, Varaile.'

"Do you think so? In that case, | suppose it was.'

"Way is that sonething you would want to know?'

'"There are tales around the Castle that you have lost interest in her.'

"Untrue.'

"Well, then, do you |l ove her, Dekkeret?



He felt heat surging to his cheeks. This was unfair. 'You know that | do.'
"And yet, your first night back, you preferred your own conpany to hers.'

Dekkeret toyed with his napkin, twisting it in his hands, crunpling it. 'l
told

you, Varaile: | wanted to be alone. To think about - what is com ng for us
all.

I f Ful kari had wanted to see me, she would only have had to say so, and
woul d

have gone to her, just as |I've come to you. But no nessage cane from her
only

fromyou.'

' Perhaps she was waiting first to see what you would do."'

"And now she'll think I'myour lover, is that it?
Varaile smled. 'I doubt that very much. What she will think, though, is
t hat

she can't be very inportant to you. Wiy else would you be avoiding her
li ke

this, on your first night back? That's a mark of indifference, not of
passion.'

"You heard nme say that | love her. She knows that too.'
' Does she?'
Dekkeret's eyebrows rose. '"Have | left her in doubt of that, do you think?

' Have you spoken with her of nmarriage, Dekkeret?

"Not yet, no. Ah - new | see the true purpose of your calling nme here!’
Dekker et
gl anced away. ' She asked you to do this, eh?" he said coldly.

Anger flared a nonment in Varaile's eyes. 'You cone very close to the edge with
a

gquestion like that. But no, no, Dekkeret: this is none of her doing.

am

entirely to blane. WIIl you believe that?

"I woul d never chall enge your word, mlady."'

"Al'l right, then, Dekkeret: here is the crux. You will soon become Coronal
t hat

is clear. The customanmong us is for the Coronal to have a w fe. The
king's

consort has inportant functions of her own at the Castle, and if there is
no
consort who is to performthose functions?

So that was it! Dekkeret did not reply. He cupped his winebow and held
it
wi thout putting it to his lips, and waited for her to continue.

"You're no longer a boy, Dekkeret. Unless |I've lost count, and | doubt that
I
have, you'll be forty soon. You' ve kept conpany with the Lady Ful kari for -



what

is it, three years now? - and not said a word to anyone about

marri age.

I ncl udi ng, apparently, to her. 1It's a subject that ought to be on your
m nd

now. '

"It is. Believe ne, Varaile, it is.
"And wi |l Ful kari be your choice, do you think?

"You press nme too hard here, lady. | ask you to give over this inquisition
Z?Z nmy queen, and also one of ny dearest friends, but these are matters
Lropose to keep to nyself, if I may.' Pushing back his chair, he | ooked at
?ﬁra way that set up a wall of silence between them

Now it was her hand that reached out for his. Affectionately she said, 'It
was

never my intention to cause you any disconfort, Dekkeret. | only wanted to
speak

nmy mnd about sonething that causes me great concern.'

"I tell you once again: | do |love Fulkari. | don't know whether | want to
narry

her, nor am| sure if she wants nme. There are probl ens between Ful kari and
nel

Varaile, that | will not discuss even with you. Especially with you. - My we
I

once agai n change the subject, now? What can we tal k about? Your children
shal |

it be? Prince Akbalik: he's been witing an epic poem isn't that so? And
t he

Princess Tuanelys - is it true that Septach Melayn has promsed to
begi n

training her in swordsmanshi p when she's a year or two ol der -?

When he awoke in the norning he found that a note had been slipped under
hi s
bedr oom door during the night:

Can we go riding tonorrow? Into the southern neadows, perhaps? -F.

H s househol d people told himthat some Vroon had brought it in the small
hour s.

Dekkeret knew who that had to be: little GurjaraYaso, Fulkari's own nagus,
an

i nveterate caster of spells and brewer of potions who was her usua

go- bet ween

in such matters. Dekkeret suspected the Vroon of having used sorcery even on
hi m

fromtime to time in an attenpt to keep Fulkari in the prinme place in his
heart.

Not that any sorcery was needed: she was constantly in his thoughts. He was
not
in any way indifferent to Fulkari; and all through his sojourn in Nornork he



had

needed only to let his nmind drift briefly away from whatever was happeni ng
at

the nmonent and there she was, burning |ike a beacon in his brain,

sm ling,

beckoning to him drawing himto her -

Certainly, after a week's separation, the wurge to rush to her side upon
hi s

return had been a powerful one. But Dekkeret had felt it was inportant to
put

some di stance between hinmself and her for the nmoment, if only to give

hi nmsel f

time to begin to conprehend what it was he really wanted from her, and she
from

him That resolution shattered in an instant now He felt a torrent of
relief

and del i ght and keen anticipation go through himas he read her note.

"Do | have any official functions this norning? he asked Singobi nda Mikund
at

br eakf ast .
"None, sir,' replied the master of the househol d.
"And no news has conme fromthe Labyrinth, | take it?

"Nothing, sir,' said Singobinda Mikund. He gave Dekkeret a horrified | ook
as

t hough to indicate how astounded he was that Dekkeret should feel there was
any

need to ask.

"Send word to the Lady Fulkari, then, that 1'll rmeet her in two hours at
t he
Di zi maul e Arch.'

Ful kari was waiting for himwhen he arrived, a lovely, willow sight in a
riding

habit of soft green leather that clung to her like a second skin. Dekkeret
saw

thM she had already ordered up two high-spirited sporting-mounts fromthe
Castl e

stabl es. That was Ful kari's way: she seized the noment, she noved swiftly to
do

what needed to be done. Her waiting, last night, to see if he would make
t he

first nove had not been at all typical of her. And i ndeed when he had not
done

so she had made the nove hersel f, by having that note slipped beneath the
door.

They had been lovers alnost three years now, alnost since the first day
of

Ful kari's residence at the Castle. She was a nmenber of one of the old

Pontifi cal

fam lies, a descendant of Makhario of Sipermt, who had ruled five hundred
years

before. The Castle was full of such nobility, hundreds, even thousands
who



carried the bl ood of bygone nonarchs.

Though the nonarchy coul d never be hereditary, the offspring of Pontifexes
and

Coronal s were ennobl ed forever, and had the right to occupy roons at the
Castl e

for as long as they pleased, whether or not they had any official function
in

the current governnment. Some chose to take up permanent residence there
and

becarme fixtures at the court. Most, though, preferred to spend nmuch of the
year

on their famly estates, elsewhere on the Muunt, visiting the Castle only in
t he

hi gh season.

Sipermt, where Ful kari had grown up, was one of the nine Hgh Gties of
Castl e

Mount that occupied the urban band just downslope fromthe Castle itself.
But

she had not actually set foot in the Castle until she was twenty-one, when
she

and her younger brother Fulkarno were sent by their parents, as
young

aristocrats usually were, to dwell for some years at court.

Dekkeret had noticed Ful kari almpst instantly. How could he not? She
| ooked

enough like his long-lost cousin Sithelle, who had fallen before the
assassin's

bl ade that terrible day some twenty years before in Nornork, to be
Sithelle's

own ghost wal ki ng anong themin the halls of the Castle.

She was | ean and athletic, as Sithelle had been, a tall girl with arms and

| egs

that were long in proportion to her trunk. Her hair was the sane sort of
fiery

red-gol d cascade, her eyes were a simlar rich gray-violet, her lips were
full,

her chin a strong one, also like Sithelle's. Her face was broader than
he

renenmbered Sithelle's to have been, and there was a curious tiny cleft
in

Ful kari's chin that Sithelle's had not had; but in the main the resenbl ance
was

extraordinary.

Dekkeret halted in his tracks and gasped when he first saw her. "Wo is

t hat ?'

he asked, and on being told that she was the newy arrived ni ece of the Count
of

Sipermt, he quickly wangled for her an invitation to a court |evee being
hel d

the following week by Varaile; and arranged to be there hinmself, and had
her

brought up to himfor an introduction, and stared at her in such

i ntense

fascination that he nmust have seened a little mad to her



"Did any of your ancestors happen to cone from Nornork? he asked her, then

She | ooked puzzled. 'No, excellence. W are Sipernmt people, going
back

t housands of years.'

"Strange. You remind nme of someone | once knew there. I am of Nornork
nysel f,

you know. And there was a certain person - the daughter of my father's
si ster,
intruth -

No, no, there was no way to link her to Sithelle. The resenblance was a
nere

coi nci dence, uncanny though it was. But Dekkeret lost little time draw ng
her

into his life. Fulkari was ten or eleven years younger than he, and had had
no

experience in the ways of the court, but she was quick-witted and lively
and
eager to learn, and fiercely passionate, and not the least bit shy. It
was

sFrange, though, holding her in his arnms, and seeing that face, so nuch
g:?ielle's, so close to his own. He and Sithelle had never been |overs,
:ZSer even dreamed of such a thing; if anything, he had regarded her nore as
zister than a cousin.

Now here he was enbraci ng a woman who seened alnost to be Sithelle

rei ncar nat ed.

At tinmes it felt oddly incestuous. And he wondered: Was he replicating
with

Ful kari the relationship that he had never had wth Sithelle? Ws it
truly

Ful kari that he loved, or was he in love, instead, with the fantasy of his
| ost

Sithell e? That was a considerable problemfor him And it was not the only
one

she posed for him

He drew her to himand held her close against him cheeks touching first,
t hen

lips. It made no difference to himthat the guardsnen who occupi ed t he post
j ust

inside the Dizimule Arch were watching. Let themwatch, he thought.

After a tine they stepped back fromone another. Her eyes were shining;
her
breasts rose and fell rapidly beneath the soft, pliant |eather

' Cone,' she said, nodding toward the mounts. 'Let's go down into the neadow. '
She vaulted easily into her beast's natural saddle and took off w thout

wai ting

for him

Dekkeret's nountwas a fine slimlegged one of a deep purple color tinged
with



blue, of the sort specially bred for swiftness and strength. He settled

hi nmsel f

easily in the broad saddle that was an integral part of the creature's
back,

gri pped the pormel that sprouted in the sane way just in front of him and
sent

t he mount speeding forward after her with a quick urgent pressure of his

t hi ghs.

Cool sweet air streaned past him lifting and ruffling his unbound hair

He wondered how many nore opportunities he would have to slip away from
t he

Casde like this, a private citizen bound on a journey of private
amusenent,

unattended, unhindered. As Coronal he would rarely if ever be able to
go

anywhere by himself. H's visit to Normork had shown himwhat was in store
for

him There woul d al ways be bodyguards about, except when he managed sonehow
to

gi ve themthe slip.

But now - the wind in his hair, the bright gol den-green sun high overhead,
t he
spl endi d nount thundering al ong beneadi him Ful kari racing on ahead -

Bel ow t he southern wing of the Castle lay a belt of great open neadows,

t hr ough

the mdst of which ran the Gand Calintane Hi ghway, the one traveled by
al l

wayfarers bound for the Castle. There was no day of the year when these
neadows

were not in bloom stunning bursts of blue flanked by bright yellow

bl ossons,

masses of white and red, oceans of gold, crinmson, orange, violet. The
riding

track Ful kari had chosen passed to the left of the highway, into the
gently

sl opi ng countryside that |ay above the nearby pleasure-city of Hi gh Mrpin,
ten

mles away.

Dekkeret caught up with her after a tinme and they rode al ong side by side.
They

were far enough down the Mount now that the |ong shadow of the Castle could
be

seen reaching out before them tapering to a slender point. Soon the
nmeadow and

gave way to a forest of hakkatinga trees, snmall and straight-trunked,
with

reddi sh-brown bark and dense crowns that grewtightly interlaced with
their

nei ghbors to forma thick canopy.

Here the mounts could not go as swiftly, and slowed to a canter without
bei ng
tol d.

"I missed you so very nmuch,' Ful kari said, as they rode along side by side.
"1t



felt as if you were gone for a nonth.'
"For me al so,’

'"Did you have a lot of inportant neetings to attend as soon as you cane
back?
You nust have been terribly busy all day yesterday.'

He hesitated. 'lI had neetings, yes. | don't know how i nportant they were. But
I
had to be there.’

" About the Pontifex? He's dying, isn't he? That's what everybody's been
sayi ng.'

'"No one knows,' Dekkeret said. '"Until firmnews comes fromthe High
Spokesman,
we're all in the dark.’

They had reached a part of the forest now where he and she had been nore
t han

once before. The treetops were so closely woven together here that even in
m d

morning a kind of twlight dusk prevailed. A snmall stream ran here, which
a

col ony of dambuilding granths had blocked wth gnawed logs to forma
pretty

little pond. Along its margin was a thick, soft azure carpet of
sturdy,

resilient bubblenpss. It was a lovely little secret bower, sheltered,
secl uded.

Ful kari di snobunted and tethered her reins to a |ow hanging branch. He did
Lgie. They faced each other uncertainly. Dekkeret knew that the w sest thing
;g was to reach for her now, quickly fold her in his arns, draw her down
?ﬂg? nossy carpet, before anything could be said that would break the nagic
?Le nmonent. But he could see that she wanted to speak. She held herself
?Fz;:hin1 moi stened her lips, paced restlessly about. Wrds were struggling
Lﬁrst free within her. She had not brought himhere nerely for |ovemaking.

"What is it, Fulkari? he asked, finally.

She said, in a tone dark with tension, The Pontifex is going to die soon
isn't

he, Dekkeret?

"It's as | just told you: | don't know. No one at the Castle does.'

"But when he does - will you be made Coronal ?'

"I don't know that either,' he said, hating hinmself for the cowardly evasion

She was unrelenting. 'There can't be any doubt of it, can there? You' ve
al r eady



been nanmed Coronal -desi gnate. The Coronal doesn't ever change his mind and
pi ck

sonmeone el se, once he does that. - Please, Dekkeret, | want you to be
honest

with nme.'

"I expect to be made Coronal when Confalune dies, yes. If Lord Prestimon
asks
me, that is, and the Council ratifies.'

"I'f you' re asked, you'll accept?

"Yes.'

"And what will happen to us, then?" Her voice canme to himas though froma
gr eat

di st ance.

He had no choice now but to go forward with this. "A Coronal should have
a
consort. | was discussing that very thing with the Lady Varaile | ast evening.'

"You meke it sound so inpersonal, Dekkeret. 'A Coronal should have a
consort.'

She seened frightened at speaking to himso bluntly, himwho soon woul d be
ki ng,

and yet there was an angry edge to her tone all the sane. 'Does it happen
t hat

there's anyone in particul ar whom you m ght select to be your consort,

per haps?'

"You know there is, Fulkari. But -'
' But ?'

He said, 'You ve made it clear in a thousand ways that you don't want to be
t he
consort of a Coronal .’

' Have | ?

"Haven't you? A mnute ago you asked me if I'd accept the throne if it
was

offered to me. As though it was a fairly conmon thing for people to refuse
to

become Coronal, Fulkari. It was last nmonth, I think, that you wanted to
know,

out of the blue, whether any Coronal-designate had ever turned it down.
And

before that, that time when you and | were in Anbl enorn -'

"All right. That's enough. You don't need to dredge up any nore things of
t hat

sort.' She appeared close to tears, and yet her voice was still steady. 'l
asked

you to be honest with nme. Now I'l|l be just as honest with you.' Ful kari paused
a

nmonent Then she said, regarding him evenly, 'Dekkeret, | don' (want to be

t he

consort of a Coronal.'



He nodded. 'I know that. But if you don't, why have you |l et yourself becone
t he

| over of the Coronal -desi gnate? For the sake of excitement? Anusenent? You
knew,

when we nmet, what Prestimion had in mind for ne.'

"You speak as though these things happen by design. Did 1l cone to the
Castl e

expecting to fall in love with Coronal-designate Dekkeret? Did | pursue you
in

any way after | arrived? You saw ne. You sought ne out. W talked. W
went

riding together. W fell in love. | could just as easily ask you, why did
t he

Cor onal - desi gnate choose as his | over a woman who doesn't happen to think
it's

such a wonderful thing to be the wife of the Coronal ?'

"I didn't realize that I had done any such thing. That was sonething
I

di scovered only gradually, as we got to know each other. It's troubled
ne

tremendously ever since | figured it out.'

Her face was flushed wth anger. 'Because our little enotiona
ent angl enent
stands in the way of your great anbition?

"You can't call becom ng Coronal ny anbition, Fulkari. | never asked for it.
I

never even imagined that it could be possible. It came to ne by default, when
an

earlier logical heir unexpectedly died.' How could he nake her understand?
Wy

was it such a struggle? 'No Coronal ever sets out to win the throne. If
it

doesn't descend on himout of inevitable logic, he doesn't merit it. For
years,

now, the logic has pointed to ne.'

"And must you go along with that |ogic?
He | ooked at her helplessly. "It would be shameful to refuse.’

" Shaneful ! Shanmeful! That's all you nmen are concerned with - pride, shane,
how

things will [ook! You say you Ilove nme. You know how frightened | am of
your

becoming Coronal. And vyet - because your pride won't let you say no
to

Prestimon -

Now she was weepi ng. Awkwardly he took her in his arms. She did not resist,
but
her body was stiff, wthdrawn.

Quietly he said, 'Explain to me why it is that you don't want to be ny
consort,
Ful kari .



"A Coronal spends all his time reading official documents, signing

decr ees,

going to neetings. O else he's traveling to some far-off place to
attend

banquets and nake speeches. He has very little tine for his wife. How often
do

you see Prestimon and Varaile together? The Coronal's w fe has banquets
and

functions to go to and speeches to make, too. It seens |ike a hideous
dreary
exhausting job. It would devour me. I"'monly twenty-four years ol d, Dekkeret.

I
don't feel anywhere close to ready to taking on a life like that.'

"Hush,' he said, as though soothing a child. That was how she seened to him
now,

anyway: if not a child, then still adolescent, far fromany real maturity.
He

saw now why Varaile was so troubled over the present state of his

rel ati onship

with Ful kari. Varaile hoped that Ful kari woul d be Majipoor's next royal
consort,

and was afraid that Dekkeret was on the verge of discarding her. But Varaile
had

no real understanding of the way things really stood.

Did he, though? Fulkari's beauty, her eerie resenblance to Sithelle,
had

mesnerized himalso into thinking that she had in her the material of a
royal

consort. But evidently she did not. A royal mstress, yes. But not a queen
She

had been telling himthat, indirectly at first and now quite explicitly, for
a

long time now. 'Hush,' he said again, as her sobbing deepened. 'It's al

ri ght,

Ful kari. The Pontifex may not be dying at all. He may go on living for
years

years -'

He was saying things now that he did not believe in the slightest. But it
seened

nore inmportant to confort her, just then, than to try to address the
realities

of the situation

For the realities of the situation were that he woul d become Coronal and that
he

could not marry Ful kari, who plainly did not want to be a Coronal's wi fe; and
SO

he had no choice but to break with her forever, here and now. But that
was

somet hing he did not think he could bring hinmself to do. Certainly not

t oday;

per haps not ever. It was an inpossible situation

He held her close. He stroked her tenderly. Gadually the sobbing ceased.
The
stiffness of her stance began to ease.



Then, by an al nost inperceptible transition, they found thenselves with a
singl e

accord passing from anguish and confusion and unreconcilable conflict to
t he

rhythns of desire and need. This was their special place, where they had
of ten

cone to escape fromthe bustling intrusiveness of Castle life; and here
besi de

the sweet dark pond the granths had built under the cl ose-woven hakkati ngas,
a

sudden famliar wurgency once nore overcane them and thrust al

ot her

consi derati ons asi de.

Ful kari, as ever, took the lead. She kissed himlightly and noved a short
way

back fromhim Touched her hand to the netal clasps of her garnent at
breast,

hip, and thigh. The soft |eather gave way as though sliced by an

i nvi si bl e

bl ade. She stepped quickly free of it and stood radiantly bare before him
pal e,

slender, smling, irresistible, holding out her hands to him Her eyes,
t hose

gray-violet Sithelle eyes of hers, were shining. They beckoned to him
For

Dekkeret there was nmagic in that bright gleam Sorcery.

At that noment the issue of who would or would not be the consort of the
next

Coronal of Majipoor seened as far away to him and as uninportant, as the
sandy

desert wastes of Suvrael. He could not think of such things now He was
hel pl ess

agai nst the magic of her beauty. That smile, the sight of her slimnaked
form

the glow of those marvelous eyes, brought back to blazing Ilife all that
had

caught himand gripped himagain and again these three years past. He
reached

for her and pulled her lightly toward him and they sank down

t oget her,

intertwi ned, on the carpet of bubbl enoss besi de the pond.

15

'Today, | think, is our day for the singlestick baton,' said Septach Ml ayn
a
little doubtfully. "Or is it the basket-hilt saber we do today?

"Rapier, excellence,' said young Polliex, the graceful dark-haired boy
from

Estotilaup, Earl Thanesar's second son. Tonorrow s the day for

si ngl esti cks,

sir.'

"Rapier. Ah. Yes, of course, rapier. No wonder you're all wearing your



masks. '
Septach Melayn put the error behind himwi th a shrug and a smile

There was a tine when he had regarded little errors of nenory as sins

agai nst

the Divine, and did penance for themw th extra hours of sword drills. But
he

had lately made a treaty with hinself, and with the Divine as well,
concerni ng

such errors. So long as his eye remained keen and his hand was
still

unfaltering, he would forgive hinself for these small slips of his mind. As
a

man ages he must inevitably resign hinmself to the sacrifice of one faculty
or

another; and Septach Melayn was wlling to give up sone fraction of
t he

excellence of his nmenory if in return he mght keep the
unparal | el ed

(1 awm essness of his coordination for another year or three, or five, or ten

He selected a rapier fromthe case of weapons against the wall and turned
to

face the class. They had already forned thenselves in a semcircle, with
Pol i ex

at his left and the new one, the girl Keltryn, at the opposite end of the
I Ow.

Septach Mel ayn al ways began the day's work with one end of the row or the
ot her,

and Polliex always managed to position hinmself in a favorable place to be
anong

the first chosen. The girl had very quickly picked up the trick fromhim

There were eleven in the class; ten young nmen and Keltryn. They nmet with

Sept ach

Mel ayn every norning for an hour in the gymmasiumin the Castle's eastern
Wi ng

that had been his private drilling roomsince the earliest days of

Prestimon's

reign. It was a bright, high-ceilinged roomwhose walls were pierced by
ei ght

lofty octagonal w ndows that admitted copious floods of [light unti
shortly

after mdday. Sonme said that the place had been a stable in the days of
Lord

Guadel oom but Lord CGuadel oom s days had been very | ong ago i ndeed, and the
room

had been used as a gymmasi um since tinme out of mnd

"The rapier,' said Septach Melayn, 'is an exceedingly versatile weapon,
l'i ght

enough to permt great artistry of handling, yet capable of
inflicting

significant injury when it is used as an instrunent of defense.' He scanned
t he

semcircle quickly, deci ded not to choose Polliex for today' s
first

denonstration, and automatically |ooked over toward the other side,
wher e

Keltryn was waiting. 'You, mlady. Step forward.' He raised his sword



and
beckoned to her with it.

"Your mask, sir!' cane a voice from the mddle of the group. Toraman Kanna,
it

was, the prince's son of Syrinx, he of the dark smpoth skin and seductive

al mond

eyes. He was ever one to point out things like that.

"My nmask, yes,' Septach Melayn said, grinning sourly. He unhooked one from
t he

wal I . Septach Mel ayn always insisted that his pupils wear protective

f ace- masks

whenever the sharper weapons were used, for fear that some novice's wld
random

poke woul d take out a princely eye and create an inconvenient hull aball oo
and

outcry among the injured boy's kinsnen.

One day, though, the suggestion had been made to himin class that he too
shoul d

vear a mask, by way of setting a proper exanple. It seened wildly absurd to
?hgl he of all people should be asked to take such a precaution - he whose
ﬁgzrﬂever been broken by anot her swordsman, not even once, except only that
;Ln?he St ynphi nor engagenent in the Korsibar war, when he had taken on four
gfnthe sane time on the battlefield and some coward had sliced at him from
LPZe, beyond his field of peripheral vision. But for consistency's sake
ggreed. Still, it was often necessary for his students to remind himto don
L:Sainly thing at the outset of each class.

"If you please, mlady," he said, and Keltryn noved into the center of
t he

group.

Septach Melayn still had not fully adapted to the concept of a female

swor dsman.

He was, of course, much nore confortable in the conmpany of young nen than
in

that of wonen or girls: that was sinply his nature. There had al ways been
a

circle of them in attendance on him But the fact that his pupils had

al ways

been nale was not so nuch a nmatter of his preference as theirs; Septach

Mel ayn

had never so much as heard of a woman's wanting to wield weapons, unti
this

one.

The odd thing was that this Keltryn seemed to have a natural gift for the
sport.

She was seventeen or so, ninble and swift, with a |lean frame that m ght

al nost

have been a boy's, and the exceptionally long arns and | egs that were a nmark



of

advant age i n swordsmanshi p. She had her older sister's coloring and her
ol der

sister's sparkling beauty, but Fulkari's every notion was infused wth a
sof t

seductiveness that was apparent even to Septach Melayn, though he did
not

respond to it, whereas this one's novenents had an irrepressible
col tish

angul arity that seened delightfully unfeminine to him And one could
never

i magi ne Ful kari  picking up a sword. The weapon seened not in any way out
of

pl ace in Keltryn's hand.

She faced himsquarely, holding her rapier at rest by her side. The

i nst ant

Septach Melayn raised his weapon she lifted hers and turned sideways into
t he

fencing position, ready to neet his attack. The profile she presented was a
very

narrow one: fromher first day in the class she had bound her breasts wth
somne

tight undergarnent so that it appeared she had none at all beneath her
white

fencing jacket. Just as well, Septach Melayn thought. He was unaccustoned
to

fencing with soneone who had breasts.

This was the first rapier lesson since she had joined the group. Keltryn
was

hol di ng t he weapon oddly, and Septach Mel ayn shook his head and |ighdy

t apped

her sword downward. 'Let wus begin by considering the placenent of the
hand,

mlady. We use the Zinroel style of handle here: the grip is a longer one
t han

you may be famliar with, and we hold it farther back fromthe guard. You
will

find it gives greater freedom of action that way.'

She nade the adjustnment. The mask hid any sign of enbarrassment or

di spl easure

over the «correction. Wien Septach Melayn lifted his sword again, she
rai sed

hers, waggling it as if to indicate that she was inpatient to begin the

| esson.

| mpati ence was sonething he woul d not tolerate. Deliberately, he nade her
wai t .

"Let us consider certain fundamentals,' he said. 'Qur intention with
this

weapon, as | believe you know, is to lunge and thrust, and to parry
our

opponent's counterthrust, and to make our own riposte. The point of the
weapon

is all we wuse. The entire body is the target. You should be famliar

al r eady

with all of that. The special thing | teach you here is the division of



t he
nmonent. Have you heard the term nilady?

She shook her head.

"What we say is, a good fencer nmust seize control of tine, rather than
bei ng

controlled by it. In our daily lives we perceive time as a continuous fl ow,
a

river that noves w thout cease fromsource to nouth. But in fact a river is
nmade

up of tiny units of water, each distinct fromevery other one. Because they
nove

in the same direction they give the illusion of unity. It is only an

i I1usion,

t hough. "'

D d she understand? She gave no cl ue.

Septach Melayn continued, 'It is the sane with time. Each m nute of an hour is
a

separate entity. The sanme with each second of a minute. Your task is to

i sol ate

the units within each second, and to view your opponent as noving from one
uni t

to the next in a series of discontinuous leaps. It is a difficult

di sci pl i ne;

but once you achieve it, it is a sinple thing to interpose yourself between
one

of his | eaps and the next. For exanple -'

He called her on guard, took the offensive immediately, lunged and |et
her

parry, lunged again and this time countered her parry by beating her

bl ade

aside, so that he had a clear path to the tip of her left shoul der, which
he

touched; and withdrew and thrust once nore, before she had had tine to
register

that she had been struck, and touched the other shoulder. A third tine
he

slipped within her guard and touched her carefully, very carefully, at the
bony

m ddl e of her chest, just above the place where he imgined the dividing
poi nt

between her flattened breasts to lie.

The entire denonstration had taken only a handful of seconds. His
novenent s

nowadays seemed slow, terribly slow, to him but Septach Melayn was
j udgi ng

hi nsel f by the standards of twenty years ago. There still was no one who
coul d

mat ch his speed.

"Now,' he said, shoving his nmask back and rel axing his stance, 'the purpose
of

what |'ve just done was not to show you that | amthe superior fencer, which
I

think we all can take for granted, but to indicate the way the theory of



t he

di vision of the nmonent operates. What you experienced just now, | suspect, was
a

perplexing blur of action in which a taller and nore skillful
opponent

heartl essly came at you fromall sides at once and pinked you again and
again

while you struggled to conprehend the pattern of his nmoves. Wereas what
I

experienced was a series of discrete intervals, frozen frames of action
you

were here and then you were over there, and | entered the interval between

t hose

positions and touched your shoulder. | withdrew and returned and found
an

openi ng between the next two intervals and penetrated your guard once again.
And

so forth. Do you foll ow?

"Not in any useful way, excellence.'

"No. | didn't suppose you would. But let's replay the sequence, now. | wll
do

everything in precisely the same way. This tinme, though, try to see me not as
a

whirlwi nd of continuous activity, but as a series of still tableaus in which
I

hold this position and then this one and then the next. That is, you nust see
ne

faster, so that | appear to be noving nore slowy. That may nake no sense to
you

now, but | think that sooner or later it will. - On your guard, nilady!’

He ran through it all a second time. This time she was, if anything, even
nor e

i neffectual, though she knew the direction his noves would be com ng from
There

was a desperation to her parrying, a frenzied hurry, that pulled her far
of f

formand forced himto stretch to full extension to touch her as he had

bef ore.

But she did seem also to be trying to conprehend his enigmatic talk about
t he

di vision of the nmonent. She appeared to be attenpting somehow to slow the
flight

of time by waiting until the |ast possible nmonent to react to his thrusts.
Then,

of course, she had to rush her parries. Against a swordsman |ike Septach

Mel ayn

that had to be a recipe for disaster; but at |east she was trying to
under st and

t he met hod.

Agai n he touched shoul der, shoul der, breastbone.
Again he halted and pushed back the nmask. She did the sane. Her face
was

flushed, and she had a sullen, glowering | ook

"Much better that time, nilady.'



'How can you say that? | was horrible. O are you sinply trying to nock
ne. ..
your grace?'

"Ah, no, nilady. I'm here to teach, not to nock. You handle yourself
wel I,
better, perhaps, than you know The potential is definitely there. But
t hese

skills are not mastered in a single day. | wanted to show you, only, the
area

wi t hin which you must work.' It was an appealing challenge, he thought, making
a

great swordsman out of a girl like this. 'Now watch while |I run through the
sane

maneuvers with someone to whomny theories are nore fanmliar. Observe, if
you

will, how calmhe remains in the mdst of the attack, how he appears to
be

standing still when actually he is in notion.' Septach Ml ayn gl anced toward
t he

m ddl e of the group. 'Audhari ?

He was the best of Septach Melayn's pupils, a Stoienzar boy with red
freckl es

all over his face, the great-grandson of the former H gh Counsellor
Duke

A jebbin of Lord Confalume's reign and therefore in sone way a distant

ki nsman

of Prestimon's. He was big and strong, with powerful forearns, and the
qui ckest

refl exes Septach Mel ayn had encountered in a long tine.

'"On your guard,' said Septach Melayn, and went at once to the attack
Audhar i

stood no nore chance than anyone el se of besting him but he was able to
nmake

t he pauses, anyway, to hold back the tunbling of the noments one upon
anot her.

And so he was able to anticipate, to parry, to find the opportunity between
one

instant and the next for a counterthrust or two, in general to hold his
own

conmendabl y enough, all things considered, as Septach Mel ayn went

nmet hodi cal |y

about the task of breaking through his guard again and agai n and agai n.

Even as he worked, Septach Melayn was able to steal a glance at the
wat chi ng
Keltryn. She was staring intently, in absolute concentration.

She will learn it, he decided. She could never be as strong as a man, she
woul d

probably not be as quick as one, but her eye was good, her will to
succeed

excel l ent, her stance quite satisfactory in form He still could not

under st and

why a young wonman woul d want to take up swordsnmanship, but he resolved to
treat

her with as rmuch seriousness as he did any of his other pupils.



"You are not yet able to see,’ he told the girl, 'how Audhari goes
about

severing one nonment fromthe next. It is done within the m nd, a technique
t hat

requires long practice. But watch, this tine, how he turns to neet each

t hrust.

Pay no attention to ne whatever. Watch only him - Again, Audhari. On
your

guard!'

"Sir?" The voice was that ofPolliex. 'A nmessenger has cone, your grace.'
Sept ach

Mel ayn becane aware that soneone had entered the room one of the Castle
pages,

evi dendy. He stepped back from Audhari and cast his mask aside.

The boy was carrying a note, folded in thirds, unseal ed. Septach Ml ayn
scanned

it hastily fromboth ends at once, as was his way, taking in the scrawed 'V
of

the Lady Varaile's signature at the bottom even while he was readi ng the body
of

the text. Then he read it nore carefully, as though that m ght sonehow alter
t he

content of the nessage, but it did not.

He | ooked up

' The Pontifex Confalunme has died,' Septach Melayn said. 'Lord Prestimon
who
was on his way back fromthe Labyrinth, has turned about and returned to it
for

his majesty's funeral. As High Counsellor, | am summoned there as well.
The
class is adjourned. We will, | think, not neet again for some tine.'

The class dissolved into a buzzing hubbub. Septach Mel ayn wal ked through
their
m dst as though they were invisible and went fromthe room

So it has happened at l|ast, he thought, and now everything w |l change.

Conf al une gone; Prestimon Pontifex; a new nman on the throne at the Castle.
ﬁew H gh Counsellor would have to be named, also. True, Korsibar had
Ef?gbbin on in that post after seizing the crown, but surely would soon
rigfaced himif his reign had lasted | ong enough for himto think about
fgfzgs; and Prestinmon, after the end of the usurpation, had lost no
LL??ing his own man in the spot. Dekkeret, in all I|ikelihood, would want to
?ﬂe same. In any case Septach Melayn knew that he bel onged with Prestimon
1ﬂg Labyrinth. That was expected of him and he would conply. But still -
?tLLLy had said that Confal une would recover, that he was in no inmm nent



danger
of dying -

Al this was a great deal to have to wap his nind around, so early in the
day.

Turning the corridor that connected the east wing with the Inner Castle,
Sept ach

Mel ayn went past the vaulted gray building that was the new Prestimon
Archive

and the wildly swooping weirdness of Lord Arioc's Watchtower. Entering
t he

Pinitor Court, he caught sight of Dekkeret comng toward him fromthe
ot her

direction, with the Lady Ful kari at his side. They were wearing riding

cl ot hes,

and had a runpl ed, sweaty | ook about them as though they had been outside
t he

Castle for a ride in the meadows and were just returning.

Now it begi ns, Septach Ml ayn thought.
"My lord!" he called.

Dekkeret | ooked toward him open-nmouthed with surprise. 'Wat was that you
sai d,
Sept ach Mel ayn?

' Dekkeret! Dekkeret! Al hail Lord Dekkeret!' Septach Melayn cried,
hands

outstretched to make the starburst sign. 'Long life to Lord Dekkeret!' And
t hen,

inaquieter tone: 'l amthe first to utter those words, | think.'

They were both staring, Dekkeret and the Lady Ful kari, frozen, astounded.
Then

Septach Mel ayn saw t hem exchange stunned gl ances. Huskily Dekkeret said,

" What

is this, Septach Melayn? What are you doi ng?'

"Offering the proper salutation, ny lord. News has come fromthe Labyrinth,
it

seens. Prestimon has becone Pontifex, and we have a new Coronal to hail
O

will, as soon as the Council can neet. But the thing is as good as done,
ny

lord. You are our king now, and so | salute you. - You seem di spl eased, ny

| ord.

What could | have said to offend you?

TWO.
THE BOOK OF LORDS

1

The moi st, humid | ands beyond the Kinslain Gap were Hort territory. It was
t he



sort of land where few other people cared to live, but the Horts were native
to

a steany world of spongy soil and constant torrid fog, and they found

condi tions

here ideal. Besides, they knew that they were not well liked by the other
races

that inhabited Mjipoor, who found their appearance wunattractive and
their

manner abrasive and irritating, and thus they preferred to have a province
of

their own, where they could live their lives as they pl eased.

Their chief center was the small, densely packed city of Santhiskion
It

contained two mllion of them or perhaps even nore. Santhi skion was a

br eedi ng

ground for mnor bureaucrats, for there was something in the tenperanent
3:ban, wel | -educated H orts that inclined themfavorably toward becon ng

cust ons

col l ectors and census-takers and building inspectors and the like. Horts of
3?fferent sort lived in the valley of the Kulit that lay to the west of the
i:Itp}éople who were sinpler folk in the min, villagers, farnmers, who kept
:ﬁenselves and patiently went about the business of raising such crops
gfayven and ciderberries and garryn that they shipped to the popul ous cities
3Lstern Al hanr oel

Just as the Horts of Santhiskion city were given by nature to painstaking
list

maki ng and record-keeping and report-witing, the rural Horts of the
val | ey

were |lovers of ritual and cerenobny. Their lives revolved around their farns
and

their produce; everywhere about them lurked invisible gods and denpns
and

witches, who might be threats to the ripening fields; it was
necessary

constantly to propitiate the benevol ent beings and to ward off the

depr edati ons

of unfriendly ones by acting out the rites appropriate to the day of the
year.

In each village there was a certain official who kept the cal endar of rites,
and

every norni ng announced the proper propitiations for the week ahead. Know ng
how

to keep the cal endar was no easy matter; |engthy training was involved, and
t he

cal endar - keeper was revered for his skills the way a priest would be, or
a

sur geon.

In the village of Abon Airair the cal endar-keeper was named Erb Skonarij, a
man
so old that his pebbly-textured skin, once ashen-colored, had faded to a
pal e



bl ue, and whose eyes, once splendidly huge and gleam ng, now were dul
and

sunken into his forehead. But his mnd was as alert as ever and he perforned
hi s

i mensely involuted cal endrical tasks w th undi mnished accuracy.

"This is the tenth day of Mpadik and the fourth day of Iyap and the ninth
of

Tjatur,' Erb Skonarij announced, when the elders of the village cane to him
in

the norning to hear the day's computations. 'The demon Rangda Ceyak is

| oose

anong us. Thus it is incunmbent on us to perform the play of the

cont endi ng

geyaks this evening.' And the storyteller whose responsibility it was to
narrate

the play of the contendi ng geyaks began at once to make ready for the show,
for

anong the Horts of the Kulit Valley no distinction was nmade between ritua
and

dr ama.

They had brought with themfrom their hone world a conpl ex cal endar, or
series

of cal endars, that bore no relation to the journey of Majipoor around its sun
or

to the novenents of any other heavenly body: their year was two hundred
and

forty days long, divided into eight months of thirty days by the reckoning
of

one calendar, but also into twelve nmonths of twenty days by a

di fferent

reckoni ng, and likew se six nonths of forty days, twenty-four nonths often
days,

and one hundred twenty nonths of two days.

Thus any given day of the year had five different dates in the five

di fferent

cal endars; and on certain special conjunctions of days, especially involving
t he

months naned Tjatur in the twelve-nonth calendar, Ilyap in the
ei ght - mont h

cal endar, and Mapadik in the twenty-four-nonth cal endar, particularly
i mport ant

holy rites had to be celebrated. And this night the conjunction of dates
was
such that the rite of Ktut, the war between the denmpons, nust be enacted.

The peopl e of Abon Airar began to gather by the storytellers' mound at dusk,
and

by the time the sun had dropped behind Preznyr Mountain the entire village
was

assenbl ed, the nusicians and actors were in place, the storyteller was

per ched

atop his high seat. A great bonfire blazed in the fire-pit. Al eyes were on
Erb

Skonarij; and precisely at the nonent when the hour known as Pasang

g ond

arrived, he gave the signal to begin.



'For many nonths now,
geyaks
have been at war...'

the storyteller sang, 'the two factions of the

The old, old story. Everyone knew it by heart.

The nmusicians lifted their kenpinongs and heftii and tjinpins and sounded
t he

fam liar nelodies, and choristers wth greatly distended throat-sacs

br ought

forth the fanmiliar repetitive bass drone that woul d continue unbroken

t hr oughout

the performance, and the dancers, elaborately costuned, cane forth to act
out

the dramatic events of the tale.

'"Great has been the sorrow of the village as the dembns nake war agai nst
each

other,' sang the storyteller. 'W have seen green flanes darting by night
anong

the gerribong trees. Blue flames have danced atop gravestones in the
cenmetery.

White fl anes nove al ong our roof-beans. The harmto us has been great. Many
of

us have fallen ill, and children have died. The garryn we have gathered has
been

ruined. The fields ofgrayven are devastated. Harvest time is al nost upon us
and

there will be no grayven to harvest. And all of this has befallen us
because

there is sinin the village, and the sinners have not given thensel ves over
to

be purified. The denbn Rangda Geyak noves anbng us -'

Rangda CGeyak noved among themeven as the storyteller spoke: a huge

hi deous

figure costuned to look like an ancient female of the human kind, with a
coar se

nmop of white hair and |ong, dangling breasts and great yell ow crooked teeth
t hat

jutted like fangs. Red flames darted fromher hair; yellow flanmes sprang
from

her fingertips. Back and forth she strode al ong the edge of the nobund,
nmenaci ng

those who sat in the front rows.

"But now, the sorcerer Tjal Goring Geyak comes, and does battle with her -

A second denon, this one a giant equipped wth the four arms of a
Skandar ,

pranced forward out of the shadows and confronted the first. Together now
t hey

danced in a circle, face to face, taunting each other and jeering, while
t he

storyteller recited the details of their conbat, telling how they hurled
fiery

trees at each other, and caused inmense pits to open in the village square,
and

made the waters of the placid River Kulit surge above their banks and fl ood
t he



t own.

The essence of the tale was that the contest of the geyaks brought great
grief

and woe to the village as it raged, for the denons were unconcerned by
t he

i nci dental danmge they were inflicting as they struggled up and down the
t own

and the surrounding fields. Only when the sinners who had brought this
calamty

upon the townsfolk came forth to confess their crimes would the denobns
cease

their warfare and turn agai nst the evildoers, taking up flails and w el ding
t hem

as weapons to drive themout of the village.

The three dancers who were to play the guilty sinners sat to one side,

wat chi ng

the spectacle with everyone else. Their time to take the stage was stil
hour s

away; the storyteller nust first relate in full detail the arrival of
ot her

denons, the one-wi nged bird and the one-1egged dragon and the creature that
eats

its own entrails, and many nore. He nust speak of denonic orgies, and
t he

drinking of blood. He must tell of transformations, the beasts that

i nt er changed

shapes. He nust tell of the beautiful young wormen who wordl essly make
obscene

overtures to young nmen on lonely roads |late at night. He nust -

As the old tale unfolded Erb Skonarij, watching fromthe seat of privilege
t hat

was his by virtue of his decades as the village's keeper of the cal endars,
felt

a sudden searing pain within his skull, as though a band of hot iron had
been

cl anped around his brain.

It was a fearful sensation. He had never known such pain.

He began to think that the hour of his death had come at last. But then, as
it

went on and on w thout surcease, the thought cane to himthat perhaps he
woul d

not die, that he would sinply be forced to suffer like this forever.

And it was, he realized after a time, an agony not of the body, but of
t he
spirit.

Sonmething was striking a knife into his soul. Something was whipping
hi s

i nnernost self with a whip of fire. Something was hamering at the substance
of

his being with a massive jagged boul der

He was the sinner. He had brought the fury of the denmbns down upon the
vi | | age.



He, he, he, the keeper of the cal endars, the guardi an of the cerenonies: he
had

failed in his task, he had violated his trust, he had betrayed those
who

depended on him and unless he confessed his guilt right here and now the
entire

village would suffer for his iniquities.

Ri sing fromhis place of honor, he came tottering forward into the center of
t he
st age.

"Stop!' he cried. 'l amthe one! | must be punished! For nme, the flails! For
nel
t he whips! Drive ne out! Cast me fromyour mdst!’

The nusic died away in a confusion of discordance. The hummi ng of the
choristers

ceased. The storyteller's cadenced voice cut off in md-phrase. They were
al l

staring at him Erb Skonarij |ooked out into the audience and saw the
wi de

bewi | dered eyes too, the open nouths.

The throbbing in his skull was unrelenting. It was splitting himapart.

Soneone's hand was around his arm A voice close by his right ear-nenbrane
sai d,

"You must sit down, old man. The ceremony will be spoiled. You of all people
"No!' Erb Skonarij pulled hinself free. 'l amthe one! | bring the denons!'’
He

pointed toward the storyteller, who was gaping at himin amazenent and
fright.

"Tell it! Tell it! The treason of the cal endar-keeper, tell it! Set ne
free,

will you? Set us all free! I can no | onger bear the pain!'

Why woul d they not listen to hinP

A desperate lurch brought himup before the two denmons, the Rangda GCeyak,

t he

Tjal CGoring Geyak. They had halted now in their dance. Erb Skonarij scooped
up

the flails that they were nmeant to use at the clinmax of the cerenony and

t hr ust

theminto their hands.

'Beat nme! Whip ne! Drive nme out!’

The two masked figures still stood notionless. Erb Skonarij pressed his hands
to

hi s poundi ng forehead. The pain, the pain! Did no one understand? They were
in

the presence of real sin: they nust expel it fromthe village, and al
woul d

suffer, he nmost of all, until it was done. But no one would nove. No one.

He uttered a nuffled cry of despair and rushed toward the roaring bonfire.



Thi s

was wrong, he knew. The sinner nmust not punish hinmself. He must be forced
from

their mdst by the united effort of all the villagers, or the exorcism
woul d

have no value to the village. But they would not do it; and he could no

| onger

bear the pain, let alone the shane or the grief.

He was anazed at how soothing the warm h of those flames was. Hands cl ut ched
at

him but he knocked them aside. The fire... the fire... it sang to him
of

forgi veness and peace.

He cast hinself in.

2

Mandralisca lifted the helnet fromhis head. Khaynak Barjazid sat facing
hi m

watching him avidly. Jacomn Halefice stood near the door

of Mandral -i sca's

chanber, with the Lord Gaviral beside him Mandralisca shook his head, blinked
a

couple of tines, rubbed the center of his broww th his fingertips. There was
a

ringing in his ears, a tightness in his chest.

For a tine no one spoke, until at last Barjazid said, 'Wll, your grace?
Waat
was it |ike?

"A powerful experience. How long did | have the thing on?

'Fifteen seconds or so. Perhaps half a mnute at nost.'

"That's all,' Mandralisca said, idly fondling the snooth netal mnesh.

' Strange.

It seemed I|ike a nuch, much longer tine.' The sensations that had just
gone

coursing through himstill reverberated in his spirit. He realized that he
had

not yet entirely returned from his journey.

In the imediate aftermath of the experinment an odd jangling

restl essness

gripped him Every nerve was sensitized. He felt the beating of the hot
sun

against the walls of the building, heard the whistling of the desert w nd
acr oss

the plain of pungatans far below, had an oppressive sense of the thick
nmusky

at nosphere of the air about himin here.

Ri sing, he roved the perinmeter of the circular room cruising it |ike sone
caged
beast. Halefice and even Gaviral stepped to the side, scuttling out of his



way

as he strode past the place where they were standing. Mandralisca barely
noti ced

them To his mind inits currently elevated state they seemed |i ke nothing
nor e

than little scurrying animals to him droles, mntuns, hiktigans,

uni nport ant

creatures of the forest. Insects, even. Mere insects.

He had gone down into that little metal helnmet, somehow. His entire mnd
had

entered it; and then, in a way he could not begin to conprehend, he had

been

able to hurl hinself outward, like a burning spear soaring through the sky -

Barjazid said, 'Do you have any idea how far you went, or where?

"No. Not at all.' How curious to be holding a conversation with an insect.

But

he forced hinmself to pay attention to Barjazid s query. 'I| perceived it as
a

consi derabl e di stance, but for all | knowit was no farther than the city on

t he

other side of the river.'

"It was probably nuch farther, your grace. The reach is infinite, you
know:

there's no nore effort involved in reaching Al aisor or Tolaghai or Piliplok
t han

there is in going next door. It's the directionality that we can't control
Not

yet, anyway.'

"Could it reach the Castle, do you think? asked the Lord Gaviral

"As | have just told his grace the Count Mandralisca,' Barjazid said, 'the
reach

is infinite.'" Mandralisca noticed that Barjazid had already |earned to
be

extremely patient with Gaviral. That was a very good idea, when dealing
with

someone who is very stupid but who has a great deal of power over you.

'"So we could reach out with it and hit Prestimnm on, then? asked Gavira
avi dly.
'O Dekkeret?'

"W might, intime,' Barjazid replied. 'As | have al so just observed, we do
not
yet have real directionality. W can only strike randomy thus far.'

'But eventually,' Gaviral said. 'Ch, yes, eventually -!'

It was all that Mandralisca could do to keep hinmself fromcutting Gavira
down

wi th some contenptuous remark. Reach out and hit Prestimon? The fool. The

f ool .

That was the last thing they wanted to do. The boy Thastain had a shrewder

grip

of political strategy than any of these five brainless brothers. But this



was

not the noment to fonent a breach with one of the nmen who were, at | east
in

theory, his nmasters.

He considered what Barjazid' s helmet had just allowed him to acconplish.
That
was nore interesting to himthan anything these people mght have to say.

He had cast forth his mnd and hurt someone wth the helnet. O that he
was

certain. He had no clear idea of whom or where; but he had no doubt that he
had

encount ered anot her m nd sonepl ace far away, a priest of some kind, perhaps,
at

any rate someone who was officiating at a ritual, and had penetrated it, and
had

damaged it. Extinguished it, perhaps. Certainly done great harm He knew what
it

was like to injure soneone: a very distinctive feeling of pleasure,

al nost

sexual in nature, which he had experienced nmany times in his life. He had
felt

it just now, with a new and astounding intensity. Some distant
stranger,

recoiling in pain and shock at his thrust -

- he had flown |ike a spear, a burning spear soaring hal fway across the world

Li ke a god.

"Your brother would never let ne try the helmet,' Mndralisca said to
Khaynak

Barjazid. Returning to his desk, he tossed the device down in the mddl e of
it.

"I asked himnmnore than once, while we were canped there in the Stoienzar
Just

to find out what it was like, you know The kind of sensation it was. 'No,'
he

said. T would not dare risk it, Mandralisca. The power is too great.' He
nmeant

that | mght injure nyself, | assumed. But as | thought about it afterward |
saw

a different neaning in the phrase. 'The power is too great for me to trust
you

withit," is what he was really saying. | think he feared | might go
poki ng

around in his mnd.'

'"He was constantly afraid of sonething like that - that the hel net m ght be
used
agai nst him'

"Was | not his ally?

'"No. My brother never saw anyone as an ally. Everyone was dangerous.
Renmenber,

his own son turned agai nst himduring Dantirya Sanbail's rebellion, and
br ought



one of the helmets to Prestim on and Dekkeret. No one could ever have
per suaded
Venghenar to |l et anyone el se get near a helnet after that.'

"I watched Prestimon destroy himwth the helmet that Dinitak brought
him'
Mandral i sca sai d.

H s voice sounded strange in his own ears. He understood that he nust stil
not

have fully shaken off the effect of having donned that helmet. These three
nen

still seened like insects to him They had no significance what soever.

"Your brother,' he said to Barjazid, speaking as though the other two were
not

inthe room 'was standing right next to me, wth his own helnet on. He
and

Prestim on were having a duel of sone sort with their hel nets, hundreds of
mles

apart, thousands, nmaybe. | saw your brother collecting hinself for one
final

thrust; but before he could unleash it, Prestimon hit himwth the

hel met -f orce

and knocked himto his knees. 'Prestimon,' your brother said, and started
to

noan, and Prestimon struck himonce or twice nore, and | could see then
t hat

his mnd was altogether burned out. An hour or two |ater Septach Ml ayn
and

G al aurys burst upon us. One of them cane upon himand slew him'

"As we will slay Prestimon,' said the Lord Gaviral grandly.

Mandral i sca acted as though Gaviral had not said anything. Slay Prestinion?
That

was no answer to the problem of attaining freedom for the western
continent.

Constrain Prestimon, yes. Control him Use him That was what this hel net
woul d

achieve, in the fullness of time. But why kill hin? That would only put
Dekker et

into the high seat of power at the Labyrinth and bring some other Coronal to
t he

summt of Castle Munt, and they would have to start the process of
extricating

Zinmroel fromthe grip of Alhanroel all over again. It was hopel ess, though
to

expect any of the Five Lords to understand such things before they
wer e

expl ai ned to them

'"The helmet will give us our revenge, yes,' said Khaynak Barj azid.

Mandral i sca ignored that too. It was such a conmonplace thing to say. And it
was

not even sincere, Mndralisca thought. Barjazid had no interest in revenge.
Hs

brother's death at Prestimion's hand did not seemto matter greatly to him
He



would just as readily have sold hinmself to his brother's killers as to
hi s

brother's killers' enemies, if the price had been right. The selling was
al l

that mattered. What interested this Barjazid nost was noney, security,
confort:

petty uninportant things, all three. There was a bright spark of mal evol ence
in

Barjazid that Mandralisca appreciated, a chilly malign intelligence, but the
man

was fundamentally trivial, a little bundle of unusual nmarketable skills and
very

ordi nary hungers.

Mandral i sca's restl essness had returned. The stink of other human flesh in
t he

room was becom ng unendurabl e now. The heat. The pressure of

ot her

consci ousnesses too cl ose against his own.

He gathered up the flinmsy little helmet and tucked it like so nuch
pocket - change

into a pouch at his hip. 'Going outside,' he said. 'Too warmin here. Sone
fresh

air.'

The | ong shadows of afternoon were beginning to creep westward across the
ridge.

The pal aces of the Five Lords, up there on the summt of the hil
over | ooki ng

the village, were bathed in ruddy light. Mandralisca wal ked t hrough the
vil |l age

in long strides, no particular destination in mnd. The other three nen
fol I oned

al ong behind, struggling to keep up with him

Such small men, he thought. Gaviral. Hal efice. Barjazid. Small of stature,
smal |

of soul as well. Halefice, for one, knew it: he wanted only to serve.
Gavi ral
dreaned of reigning as a king here in Zinroel, and was no nore fitted for

it

than a rock-nonkey would be. And ugly little Barjazid - well, he had his
nerits,

he was tough and smart, at |east. Mandralisca did not entirely despise him
But

essentially he was not hi ng. Not hi ng.

"Your grace?' Halefice had caught up with him The aide-de-canp said,

' Beggi ng

your pardon, your grace, but perhaps your use of that device has tired you
nor e

than you realize, and you should rest for a tinme, instead of -'

' Thank you,Jaconmin. 1'll be all right." Mandralisca kept on noving, not
even

facing toward Hal efi ce as he spoke. They were in the thick of the village,

now,

anong the smiths and the pot-sellers, with the w ne-shops just beyond, and
t hen



t he market of breads and neats.

It had not been an easy matter, building a self-sufficient village out here
in

this dry desolate |land, where crops had to be coaxed fromthe unwilling
red

earth with the aid of water punped drop by drop fromthe nmaddeni ngly

unr eachabl e

river just over the hill, but they had done it. He had done it. He knew
not hi ng

about farm ng, nothing about raising |ivestock, nothing about creating

vi | | ages

out of thin air, but he had done it, he had drawn the plans and given the
orders

and nade it happen, even to the lavish palaces of the Five Lords at the top
of

the ridge, and now, striding through it this strange afternoon, he felt -
what ?

A sense of anticipation. A sense of standing at the threshold of a new pl ace,
a
strange and wonderful place.

Al ready he held the Five Lords of Zinroel in his hands, whether they knew it
or

not. Soon he would hold Prestimon and Dekkeret as well. He woul d be the
nast er

of all Majipoor. Was that not a fine thing, for a country boy of the
snowy

Gonghar | and who had started out inlife with no assets other than a quick
m nd

and |ightning-swift reflexes?

He passed the w ne-shops, shaking off flasks that the nerchants there
eagerly

implored himto take, and went on through the bread-market. One of the

br ead

sellers put a biscuit into his hand wth a reverent bow and a nurnured
prayer.

There was awe in his eyes, as though he and not Gaviral were a Lord of

Zi nr oel

The wi ne-nerchants and bread-sell ers understand, Mndralisca thought, where
t he

real power resides in this place. He bit into the biscuit - it was one of
t he

little round ones called a lorica, with a top-knot on the upper side to nake
it

seem sonething Iike a crown. A good choice, thought Mandralisca. He devoured
it

in three bites.

On the far side of the bread-market the ridge rose sharply to a point where
223Id see the river far below, boiling and churning against the foot of
Erfff. He strode toward it. Halefice still wal ked al ong besi de himon the
;égiép or two to the rear. Barjazid was on the other side. The Lord Gavira
gg? seemto have followed themup the hill fromthe marketpl ace.



Mandral i sca stood staring at the river for a long while w thout speaking.
;ZegreMIthe helmet fromhis pouch. It rested in the palm of his open hand,
Sunched-up little mass of metal nesh. Barjazid gave hima worried | ook
?iough wondering if Mandralisca mght have it in mnd to hurl it into the

wat er

bel ow.

To the Suvraelinu Mandralisca said suddenly, 'Barjazid, did you ever want
to

kill your father?

That drew a startled glance. 'My father was a kindly man, your grace. A
mer chant

who dealt in hides and dried beef, in Tolaghai city. It would never have
entered

ny mnd -'

"It entered mne, a thousand tines a day. If nmy father were still alive now
I'd
put this helmet on and try to kill himwith it right now'

Barjazid was too astounded to answer. He and Hal efice were both peering at
hi m
strangel y.

Mandral i sca had never spoken of these things with anyone. But those few
seconds
of using the Barjazid hel met had opened sonething in his soul, apparently.

'He was a nerchant too,' he said. He |ooked straight out into the river

gor ge,

and the hated past swam before his eyes. 'In |Ibykos, which is a nuddy
trifling

little town in the scarp country of the Gonghars, a hundred niles
west

of Vel athys. It rains there all sunmer and snows all winter. He dealt in
Wi nes

and brandies, and was his own best customer, and when he was drunk, as

al nost

al ways he was, he would hit you just as readily as | ook at you. That was how
he

talked to you, with his hands. It was in nmy boyhood that | |earned to nove
as

quickly as | do. To junmp back fast - out of his reach.'

Even after nearly forty years Mandralisca could see that grimface, so nmuch
now

like his own, in the eye of his mnd. The long lean jaw, the clanped |ips,

t he

bl ack scow , the gathering brow, and the nercil ess hand flashing out, swift as
a

pungat an-whip, to split your lip or swell your cheek or blacken your
eye.

Sonetimes the beatings had gone on and on and on, for the slightest of
reasons,

or for no reason at all. Mandralisca barely could sumon up a recollection



of

his pallid, timd nother, but the nonstrous brutal irascible father stil
rose

like a nmountain in his menory. Year after year of that, the curses, the
backhand

sl aps, the sudden pokes and jabs and smacks, not only from himbut from
t he

other three too, his older brothers, who initated their father by hitting
anyone

smal | er than thensel ves. There had never been a day without its bruise,

wi t hout

its little ration of pain and hum liation

He shut his fist on the helnet, squeezing it tight.

"Each night |I sent nyself to sleep by imagining | had nurdered himthat day.
A

knife in the gut, or poisoned wne, or a trip-wire in the dark and a

hi dden

noose, | slew himfifty different ways. Until the day | told himout |oud that
I

would do it if | got the chance, and | thought he was going to kill me there
on

the spot. But | was too fast for him and when he had chased me from one end
?Le town to the other he gave up, warning ne that he'd break ne in half the
??ﬁ; he got his hands on ne. But there never was a next tinme. A carter cane
3%0 was setting forth to Velathys, and he gave me a ride, and | have not
seen

t he Gonghars since. | |learned many years later that ny father died in a

br aw

with a drunken patron in his shop. My brothers too are dead, | believe. O so
do

| profoundly hope.'

'"Did you go straight into the service of Dantirya Sanmbail, then?" Halefice
asked
hi m

"Not then, no.' His tongue was |oose, now H s face felt strangely flushed.
"l

went first to the western lands, to Narabal in the south, on the coast -1
want ed

to be warm | wanted never to see snow again - and then to Til-onon, and

Dul orn

of the Ghayrogs, and many another place, until | found nyself in N -noya and
t he

Procurator chose me to be his cup-bearer. I was in his bodyguard then, and
he

saw ne at a denonstration of the batons - | amquick with the singlesticks,
you

know, quick with any sort of dueling weapon - and he called me out to talk
with

me after | had beaten six of his guardsmen in a row. And said to ne, 'l need
a

cup- bearer, Mndralisca. WIIl you have the job?

"One did not refuse a man |ike Dantirya Sanbail,' said Hal efice piously.



"Way woul d | have refused? Did | think the task was beneath me? | was a
country

boy. Jaconmi n. He was the master ofZinroel; and | would stand at his side and
hand

himhis wine, which neant I would be in his presence constantly. Wen he
nmet

with the great ones of the world, the dukes and counts and mayors, or even
t he

Coronal s and Pontifexes, | would be there.'

"And did you becone his poison-taster then, also?

'That came later. There was a whispered tale, that season, that the
Procur at or

woul d be done to death by one of the sons of his cousin, who had been regent
in

Zi nroel when Dantirya Sanbail was young, and had been put aside by him It
woul d

be by poison, they said, poison in his wine. This talk came to the
Procurator's

own ear; and when | handed himhis wi ne-bow the next tine, he |ooked into
;;d then at me, and | knew he mstrusted it. So | said, by ny omn free
ﬁLLthe | mattered not at all to nyself and he nmattered a great deal, 'Let
?gste it first, mlord Procurator, for safety's sake.' | have no |iKking
;?;e, on account of ny father, you understand. But | tasted it, while
Dantirya

Sanbai|l watched, and we waited, and | did not fall down dead. And after that
I

tasted his wine with every bow, to the end of his days. It was our custom
even

though there were never any threats against himever again. It was a
bond

between us, that | would sip a bit of his wine before | gave himthe bow .
That

is the only wine | have ever had, the wine | tasted on behalf of
Dantirya

Sanbai | .

"You weren't afraid? asked Khaymak Barj azid.

Mandralisca turned to himwith a scornful grin. 'If | had died, what would
t hat

have mattered to ne? It was a chance worth the taking. Was the life |
was

| eading so precious to ne that | would not risk it for the sake of
becom ng

Dantirya Sanbail's conpanion? |Is being alive such a sweet wondrous thing,
t hat

we should cling to it like msers «clutching their bags of royals? I have
never

found it so. - In any case there was no poison in the wine, then or
ever,

obviously. And | was at his side forever after.’

If he had ever loved anyone, Mandralisca thought, that person was



Dantirya

Sanbail. It was as if they shared a single spirit divided into two
bodi es.

Though the Procurator had already managed to bring the entirety ofZinroe
into

his power before Mandralisca entered his service, it was Mandralisca who
had

spurred him on to the far greater enterprise of encouraging Confalune's
son

Korsi bar to seize the throne of Majipoor. Wth Korsibar as Coronal, and

i ndebt ed

to Dantirya Sanbail for his crown, Dantirya Sanbail would have been the
nost

powerful figure in the world.

Well, it had not worked out, and both Korsibar and the Procurator were
;822. Dantirya Sanbail had played and lost, and that was that. But
;2;dralisca there were other ganes yet to play. He gently stroked the hel nmet
L?s hand.

O her games to play, yes. That was all existence was, really: a ganme. He
ﬁ;gnzeen the truth of that, the thing that others railed to realize. You
Lgyeg time, you played the ganme of life, ultimately you lost, and then there
ﬁ?fhing. But while you played, you played to win. Geat wealth,
ngzessions, grand pal aces, feasting and the pleasures of the flesh and al
?Lat, those things meant nothing to him and |ess than nothing. They were
?gLins of how well you had played; they had no nerit in and of thensel ves.
annmﬁelding of power itself was a secondary thing, a neans rather than an
end.

Al that mattered was w nning, he thought, for as |long as you could manage
it.

To play and to win, wuntil the tine canme when, inevitably, you lost. And if
it

had neant risking the chance of drinking poison that was neant for
t he

Procurator, if that was the price of entering the game, why, surely the risk
was

worth the reward! Let other men wear the crowns and hoard up great stockpiles
of

treasure. Let other nen surround thenselves with sinpering wonen and
drink

t hensel ves blind with tingling wine. Those were not things that he needed.
Wien

he was a boy, everything that had been of any inportance to himwas denied
to

him and he had learned to live with nothing whatsoever. Now there was
very

little that he wanted, except to see to it that no one could ever again

pl ace



hinself in a position to deny hi manything.

Barjazid was staring at himagain as though reading his mnd. Mandralisca
saw

that he had, once again, revealed too much of hinself. Anger rose in him
Thi s

was a weakness he had never indulged in before. He had said enough, and
nor e

t han enough.

Swi ngi ng abruptly around, he said, 'Let's go back to ny chanber."’

If | ever catch himusing his helnet on ne, Mandralisca told hinself, I
will
take himout into the desert and stake hi m down between two pungatans.

"I will try this toy of yours again, | think,' he said to Barjazid, and

qui ckl'y

slipped the hel met over his brow, and felt its force seize hold of him and
he

sent his mnd soaring forth until it made contact with another, not troubling
to

determ ne whether it belonged to a human or a Ghayrog, a Skandar or a

Li i man.

Probed it for a point of entry. Entered it, then, piercing it like a sword.

Sl ashed it.
Left it in ruins.

Mastery. Ecstasy.

3

Dekkeret said, 'So this is the inperial throne-chanmber! 1've always
wonder ed
what it was |ike.'

Prestimon nade a flanboyantly grandi ose gesture. 'Take a good 1ook. It'lI
be
your s soneday.'

Wth a rueful smle Dekkeret said, 'Have nmercy, ny lord! |I'mbarely

accust onmed

to wearing a Coronal's robes and here you are already opening the doors of
t he

Labyrinth for me!’

'l see you still call me '"ny lord.' That title is yours now, ny lord. | am
" your

maj esty.'

'Yes, your mjesty.'

' Thank you, ny lord.'

Neither man made any attenpt to smother his laughter. This was their
first



formal meeting as Pontifex and Coronal, and neither of themcould deal wth
t he
magni tude of that fact without a certain |eavening of anmusenent.

They were in the utternost |evel of the Labyrinth, the site of the
Pontifex's

private residence and of the great public chanbers of the inperial branch of
t he

nmonar chy, the throne-chanber and the G eat Hall of the Pontifex and the Court
of

Thrones and the rest. Dekkeret had arrived at the subterranean capital late
t he

previ ous evening. He had never had reason to go to the Labyrinth before,

t hough

he had heard tales of it all his life: the grimess of it, the airl essness,
t he

sense that it gave you of being cut off fromall Iife and nature, condemed
to
live down deep, out of sight of the world, in a realmof eternal night it
by

harsh, glittering |anps.

At first view, though, the place struck himas far |ess forbidding than he
had

anticipated. The wupper rings had the rich, bustling vitality of a

m ghty

nmetropolis, which was, after all, what the Labyrinth in fact was: the capita
of

the world. And then there were the architectural wonders deeper down, the
nyri ad

strangenesses with which ten thousand years of Pontifexes had bedecked
their

city. Finally, there was the grandeur and richness of the inperial

sect or

itself, where such magnificence had been | avished that even the opul ence of
t he

Castl e was put in the shade.

Dekkeret had spent the night in the chanbers reserved for Coronals during
their

visits to the court of the senior nonarch. It was the first time he had
occupi ed

any of the Coronal's residences anywhere. He had halted a noment, struck by
awe

at the sight of the great door to the suite that now was his, with its
intricate

carvings and the swirling starburst synbols done in gold and the royal
nonogr am

repeated again and again, LPC, LPC, LPC, Lord Prestinion Coronal, which
soon

woul d be replaced by the LDC of his own ascension. Only one step renai ned
for

that. He had been proclainmed by Prestimon, and he had been confirmed by
t he

Council; now he needed only to return to the Castle for his coronation

cer enony.

But the funeral of Confalume and the coronation of the new Pontifex nust
t ake

precedence over that.



The new Pontifex had al ready gone through the ancient rite of taking
possessi on

of his new home. Since Prestimon had already been traveling on the d ayge
when

the news had come to him ofConfalune's death, he had returned to the
Labyrinth

by the river route; but instead of entering the capital by way of the Muth
of

Waters, the customary entrance fromthe d ayge, he was required by
tradition

this time to go entirely around the city to the far side, the one that faced
t he

sout hern desert, and conme in via the nmuch | ess congeni al Muth of Bl ades.

That was sinply a stark gaping hole in the desert floor, walled about with
bar e

tinmbers to keep the drifting sands fromfilling it in. Across the front of
it

was a row of antique rusted swords, said to be thousands of years old, set
tip

upward in a matrix of concrete. Behind that unwelcom ng entrance waited
t he

seven nmasked guardi ans of the Labyrinth - by custom two Horts, a Ghayrog,
a

Skandar, and even a Liinman were included anmong them - who soberly went

t hr ough

t he ritual of inquiring after Prestimon's business in this

pl ace,

ostentatiously conferred anong thensel ves to decide whether to let him in,
and

then demanded fromhimthe traditional entry-offering, which had to be
sonet hi ng

of his own choice. Prestimon had brought with himthe cl oak that the people
of

Gamar kai m had sent to himas a coronation gift when he became Coronal, woven
of

the cobalt-blue feathers of giant fire-beetles and said to give its
wear er

protection against harm fromflane. By surrendering it here, to be
housed

forever in the museum where such gifts were kept, he was declaring that in
t he

Labyrinth he woul d al ways be safe from every external nenace.

Then he entered; and customnow obliged him to descend through each of
t he

| evel s of the spiraling city on foot. That was no small journey. Varaile
wal ked

beside himall the way, and his three sons and his daughter, though the
Lady

Tuanel ys, too young to keep pace, was borne on a Skandar guard's back for
nmuch

of the distance. At each stage great crowds gathered around him tracing
t he

Labyrinth symbol in the air with their fingertips and crying out his new
nane:

"Prestimon Pontifex! Prestimon Pontifex!' He was Lord Prestimon no |onger

Meanwhi | e his succession to the senior throne had been procl ai ned at each of
t he



level s below, first at the Court of Colums, then in the Place of Msks,
and

then the Hall of Wnds, the Court of Pyram ds, and upward as far as the Muth
of

Bl ades. So when he reached each of these places it was already consecrated
to

his reign. And at Ilast Prestimon cane to the inperial sector, where he
knel t

first beside the enmbalnmed body of his predecessor Confalume where it lay
in

state on the dais of the Court of Thrones, and then went to his own
new

dwel | i ng-pl ace, and there received fromthe H gh Spokesman of the
Pontificate

the spiral enmblemof his office and the scarl et-and-bl ack robes. The rest
coul d

not be done until Dekkeret arrived.

And now Dekkeret had come. The age-old customcalled for Prestimon to
receive

the new Coronal in the inperial throne-chanber. And so the High
Spokesman

Haskel orn called on Dekkeret at the Coronal's suite the norning after
hi s

arrival, and they rode together in a small floater through the |ong and

wi ndi ng

passages of the inperial sector down an ever-narrowing tunnel to a point
wher e

not even the little wvehicle could enter. Walking side by side, now,
t hey

advanced through a passageway that was sealed every fifty feet by bronze
doors,

until they cane to the final door, enblazoned wth the Labyrinth sign and
t he

new y inscribed nonogram of Prestimon Pontifex where Confal unme's had been
only

hours before. O d Haskel orn touched his palmto the nonogram and the door
swung

open and there stood Prestimnion, smling.

'Leave us,' he said to Haskelorn. 'This meeting involves just the two of us.'

Presti m on showed Dekkeret the throne-chanber itself, first.

It was a great globe of a room its curving sides covered fromfloor to

ceiling

with smooth, gleam ng yellowbrown tiles that seenmed to burn with an inner
l'i ght

of their own. But the throne-chanber's only illumnation cane from a
singl e

massi ve gl owfl oat that hovered in mid-air and enmtted a steady ruby

[ um nosity.

Directly below it stood the Pontifical throne, on a platformreached by
Lrgzz steps: an enornmous hi gh-backed chair wth long, slender |egs that
r?LEed with fierce claws, so that they seened |like those of some giant bird.
;;s entirely covered over with sheets of gold, or, perhaps, for al



Dekker et

could tell, nade of one solid nass of the priceless nmetal. Armid the
sinmplicity

of the huge roomthe throne itself blazed with a dreadful power.

One mght easily think Confalune had designed this chamber, since it was
t he

Labyrinth's counterpart of the resplendent throne-roomthat Confal une had
bui I t

for hinself at the Castle when he was Coronal. But this roomwas not
Conf al unme' s

work. It bore no sign of the ate mpnarch's taste for baroque extravagance
of

style. The throne-chanber of the Labyrinth was a room so ancient that no
one

quite knew who had built it: the cormon belief was that it went back to a
tinme

even before the reign of Stianot.

The effect was awe-inspiring and sonmehow preposterous at one and the sane
tine.

"What do you think?' Prestimon asked.

Dekkeret had to fight back nmore giggles. '"It's extrenely - majestic, |1'd
say.

Mpj estic, that's the word. Confalume nust have loved it. You aren't really
goi ng

to use it, are you?

"I have to,' Prestimon said. 'For certain high functions and sacred
cerenoni es.

Haskel orn's going to draw up a gui debook for nme. W have to take these
t hi ngs

seriously, Dekkeret.'

"Yes. | suppose we do. | noticed |ong ago how seriously you take the
Conf al ure

Throne. How many tinmes have | seen you sitting init, over the years -
five?

Ei ght ?

Prestimon | ooked a bit ruffled. 'l took the Confalume Throne very
seriously

indeed. It is the synbol of the Coronal's grandeur and power. Alittle too
grand

for my own private tastes, which is why | preferred to use the old
Sti anot

t hrone-room nost of the time. | would never have built a thing Iike
t he

Conf al une Throne, Dekkeret. But that doesn't mean | underestinmate its

i mportance

i n sustaining the power and majesty of the government. Neither should you.'

"I didn't nmean to inply that I would. Only that when | think of you sitting
here

on this great golden chair, and me up there at the Castle atop old
Conf al une' s

big block of opal -' He shook his head. 'By the Divine, Prestimon, we're
j ust



men, nen whose bl adders ache when we go too long wthout pissing and
whose
stomachs growl when we don't get fed on tine.'

Quietly Prestimon said, 'Yes, we are that. But also we are Powers of the
Real m

two of the three. I amthis world's enperor, and you are its king, and to
t he

fifteen billion people over whomwe rule we are the enbodi nent of all that
is

sacred here. And so they put us up on these gaudy thrones and bow down to
us,

and who are we to say no to that, if it nakes our job of running this

i mrense

pl anet any easier? Think of them Dekkeret, whenever you find

your sel f

perform ng sone absurd ritual or clanmbering up onto some overdecorated seat.
Ve

are not provincial justices of the peace, you know W are the
essenti al

mai nsprings of the world.' Then, as if realizing that his tone had grown
t oo

sharp, Prestimion grinned broadly. 'W, and the fifty mllion uninportant
public

officials who actually have the job of doing all the things that we in
our

grandeur command themto do. - Come, let me show you the rest of this place.’

It was an extensive tour. Prestimon |led himalong quickly. Though
Dekkeret's

| egs were considerably |onger than Prestimon's, he was hard pressed to keep
up

with the older man, who set a pace that was in keeping with the

lifel ong

restl essness and i nmpul siveness of his nature.

They went first through a conceal ed door at the rear of the throne-chanber,
and

then down a long hallway into the vast dark space known as the Court of

Thr ones,

where somber walls of black stone swept together high overhead to neet
in

poi nted arches. The only light within the Court of Thrones was provided by
hal f

a dozen wax tapers along the walls, set far apart in sconces shaped

li ke

upstretched hands. The two |large thrones of red ganba-wood that gave the
room

its name, not so nunbingly grand as the one in the throne-chanber but

i mposi ng

enough in their own way, rose side by side on stepped platfornms at the rear
of

the room One bore the starburst synbol of the Coronal, and the other
t he

greater one, the spiraling maze that was the Pontifical sign

Shudderi ng, Dekkeret said, 'It appears nore fit to be a torture-chanber than
a
throne-room if you ask me.'



"In truth I do agree. I have no good nmnenories of this room it is the

pl ace

where Korsibar's sorcerers banboozled us all, and as we stood stunned by
their

magi ¢ he seized the crown and put it on his own head. | w nce even now,
whenever

| conme in here.'

"It never happened, Prestimon. Ask anyone, and that's what they'll tel
you.

The whole episode is gone from everyone's mind. You should thrust it out
of

yours.'

"Wuld that | could. But | find that some painful menories don't want to
f ade.

For me it's still quite real." Prestimon ran his hand uneasily through
hi s

thin, soft golden hair. H's expression was bleak. He seened to be

wr enchi ng

hi nsel f by sheer force of will away fromthat nonent of the past. - 'Well
there

is where we will sit, the two of us, a couple of days fromnow, and |I'Il put
t he

crown on you nyself.'

"l should take this opportunity to tell you,' said Dekkeret, 'that once |I am
on
the throne | plan to ask your brother Teotas to be nmy Hi gh Counsellor.’

"You say it as if you're asking ny pernission. The Coronal chooses whonever
he

wi shes for that post, Dekkeret.' There was a certain brusqueness in
Prestimon's

t one.

"You know himbetter than anyone in the world. If you think there's some flaw
in
himthat 1've overl ooked -'
'"He has a very short tenper,' Prestimon said. 'But that's not a flaw anyone
who
spends five minutes in his conmpany could possibly overlook. Oher than
t hat,
he's perfect. A wi se choice, Dekkeret. | approve. He'll serve you well. That
is
what you wanted ne to say, isn't it?" It was clear fromhis inpatience with
this
di scussion Prestimon had other things on his mnd. O perhaps nerely wanted
to
conceal the pleasure he felt at having so great an honor descend on his
br ot her.

'Look here, now. There's something else in here for you to see.’

Dekkeret followed Prestimon through the shadows to an alcove on the left,
in

whi ch he perceived a sort of altar covered wth white damask, and then, as
he

went closer, a figure lying atop it, facing upward, hands cl asped across
hi s



br east.

" Confalume,' said Prestimion in the |lowest of tones. 'Lying in the place
wher e

["I'l lie nyself, twenty or forty years from now, and you yourself will
be,

twenty or forty years after that. They've enbalned himto last a
hundr ed

centuries or nmore. There's a secret vault in the Labyrinth where the | ast

fifty

Pontifexes are buried - did you know that, Dekkeret? No. Neither did I. A

| ong,

long line of inperial tonbs, each with its own little marker. Tonorrow we
put

Confalune in his.'

Prestimon knelt and pressed his forehead reverently against the side of
t he
altar. Dekkeret, after a nonment, did the sane.

"I met himonce when | was a boy: did | ever tell you that?' Dekkeret said,
when

they had risen. 'l was nine. It was in Bonbifale. W were there because
?gther was showi ng sanples of his goods - agricultural machinery, | think
;;at he was dealing in then - to the manager of Admiral CGonivaul's estate,
iggd Conf al une was Conivaul's guest at the same time. | saw them go out
riding

together in Gonivaul's big floater. They went right past nme in the road, and
I

waved, and Confalune smiled and waved back. Just the sight of him nmade
ne

trenble. He seemed so strong, Prestimion, so radiant - practically godlike.
That

snmle of his: the warnmth, the power of it. It's a monent |'Il never forget.
And

then, that afternoon, I went with my father to Bonbifal e Pal ace, and the
Cor onal

was hol ding court, and once again he smled at nme -'

He broke off his story and | ooked toward the still, shrouded figure |ying
g?ggethe altar. It was not easy to accept die fact that a nonarch of so
?E?Ee and grandeur coul d have vani shed fromthe world between one nonent and
;2§t, | eaving only this husk behind.

Prestimon said, 'He may have been the greatest of themall. Flawed, vyes.
Hs

vanity, his love of luxury, his weakness for w zards and soot hsayers. But
what

trifling faults those were, and how wonderful his acconplishments! Guiding
t he

world " Tor sixty years - the heroic power of him- as you say, al nost
godl i ke.

H story will be very kind to him Let's hope we're renmenbered half as warnly
as



he will be, Dekkeret.'

"Yes. | pray that we are.'
Prestinm on began to nove toward the exit of the great hall. But as he
reached

t he door he halted and once nore indicated the two thrones, the entire length
of

the roomaway, with a quick taut nod, and then | ooked back at the al cove
wher e

the dead Pontifex lay. 'The single worst nmonment of his reign took place
over

there, right in front of those thrones, when Korsibar grabbed the

st ar bur st

crown.' Dekkeret followed Prestimon's pointing arm 'l was |ooking straight
at

Confal une, just then. He seened numb. Staggered by it -broken, shattered.
They

had to take himby the elbows and lead himup the steps and seat himon
t he

Pontifical throne, with his son sitting up there beside him There. Those
very

thrones."'

Al so long ago, Dekkeret thought. Ancient history, buried and forgotten by
al l
the world. Except Prestimion, it seened.

V%o was caught up nowin the grip of his own tale. 'I had an audi ence
Egapalune a day or two later, and he sdl|l appeared to be dazed by the thing
Lg?;ibar had done. He seened old - weak - beaten. | was furious at having
zgﬁz out of the throne, and that he had acquiesced in the theft; yet, seeing
?knlhat state, | could only feel conpassion for him | asked himto call out
:?gops agai nst the usurper, and | thought he was going to weep, because
2§iing himto launch a war against his own son. He would not do it, of

cour se.

He told ne that he agreed that | was the one who shoul d have been Coronal
?Egt now he had no other path but to accept Korsibar's coup. He begged ne
L;;cy! Mercy, Dekkeret! And out of pity for himl went away w thout pressing
Phrlher.' There was a sudden startling | ook of torment in Prestimon's eyes.
"To

see that great man in ruins, like that, Dekkeret - that this was

m ghty

Confal une with whom | was speaking, now only the pathetic shadow of a king -'
So he wll not let go of it, Dekkeret thought: the usurpation and al
its

consequences still resonated in Prestimon's spirit down to this very noment.

"What an awful thing that nust have been to witness,' he said, since he felt
he



must say sonething, as they energed into the vestibule.

"It was an agony for ne. And for Confalune also, I would think. -
Vel |,

eventual ly ny sorcerers carved all nenory of Korsibar's little bit of

m schi ef

fromhis mnd, and fromeveryone else's as well, and he returned to being
hi s

old self and lived on happily for many years thereafter. But | still carry
t he

menory of it in nmy soul. If only I could h'ave forgotten it too!’

"There are certain painful nmenmories that don't want to fade,. is what you
told

me only a mnute ago.'
' True enough.’

Dekkeret realized in dismay that a painful menory of his own had
unexpect edl y

"egun to stir in him He tried to push it back down into the place from which
it

had come. But it would not be pushed.

Prestimon, seeming nore cheerful now, opened another door. A giant
Skandar

guard stood just within. Prestimon waved hi m asi de. 'Beyond here,' he said,
in

an easier tone, 'the private dwelling of the Pontifex begins. It goes on and
on:

dozens of roonms, three score of them at least. |I still haven't been all the
way

t hrough the whol e place. Confalunme's collections are here, do you see? - al
hi s

toys of magic, his paintings and statues, the prehistoric artifacts, the
anci ent

coins, the stuffed birds and nmounted bugs. The nman scooped up every nanner
of

thing with both hands throughout his life, and here it all is. He's
left

everything to the nation. W'Il give himan entire wing in the new
Archive

buil ding at the Castle. Look - here, do you see this, Dekkeret -?

Dekkeret, who was barely paying attention, said, 'l also have an
unpl easant
menory that refuses to fade.'

"And what is that?' Prestimon asked. He seemed disconcerted by
t he
i nterruption.

"You were there when it happened. That day in Nornork when the madman tried
to
assassinate you, and nmy cousin Sithelle was killed instead -?

"Ah. Yes,' said Prestimon, sounding a little vague, as though he had not

gi ven

the incident a monment's thought in twenty years. 'That lovely girl. Yes.
o



course.'

It all came rushing back yet again. 'l carried her through the streets,
bl eedi ng

all over ne, dead in nmy arns. The worst nmonent of ny life, bar none. The
bl ood.

That pale face, those staring eyes. And later in the day they brought ne
before

you, because | had saved your life, and you rewarded me with a
knight-initiate's

post, and everything began for me in that nonment. | was just eighteen. But
I've

never fully been able to break free of the pain of Sithelle' s death. Not
really.

It was only after she was dead that | realized how much I |oved her.'
Dekker et

hesitated. He was not sure, even after having gone this far, that he wanted
to

share this with Prestimon, for all that the older man had been his guide
and

ment or hese nearly twenty years. But then the words came surging forth as if
by

their owmn volition: '"Do you know, Prestimion, |I think that it's on account
of

Sithelle that | took up with Fulkari? | think | was drawn to her at the

out set,

and am held by her still, because when I look at her | see Sithelle.’
Prestimon still did not appear to conprehend the depth of his feelings. To
hi m

this was just so nuch conversation. 'You think so, do you? How interesting,

t hat

the resenblance should be so strong.' He did not sound interested in
t he

slightest. '"But of course I'min no position to know | saw your cousin
only

that once, and for just an instant. It was a long tine ago - everything
was

happeni ng so quickly -'

"Yes. How could you possibly remenber? But if there were sone way of

st andi ng

them next to each other, | know that you'd think that they nust be sisters.
To

me, Fulkari |ooks nore like Sithelle than she does her own actual sister. And
S0

- the root of ny obsession with her -

' Cbsession?' Prestimon blinked in surprise. "Wait, there! | thought you were
in

love with her, Dekkeret. Cbsession is sonething el se again, something not
quite

as pretty and pure. O are you telling nme that you think the two terns
are
synonynous?'

'They can be, yes. Yes. And in this case | knowthat they are.' There was
no
turning back fromthis, now 'I swear it, Prestimon, the thing that drew ne
to



Ful kari was her resenblance to Sithelle, and nothing else. | knew not hing
about

her. | had never spoken a word with her. But | saw her, and | thought, There
she

is, restored to nme, and it was like a trap closing on me. Atrap that | had
set

for nyself.'

'"Then you don't Ilove her? You've sinply been using her as a surrogate
for
someone you | ost |ong ago?

Dekkeret shook his head. 'l don't want to think that's true. | do |ove her
yes.

But it's very clear that she's the wong wonan for ne. Yet | stay with her
even

so, because being with her seens « to call Sithelle back into life. Wich is
no

reason at all. |I've got to get free of this, Prestimon!’

Prestim on seened puzzled. ' The wong wonman for you? Wong in what way?'
' She doesn't want to be a Coronal's consort. The whole idea of it terrifies

her
- the duties, the demands on ny tine and hers -

'She told you this?

"In just so many words. | asked her to marry ne, and she said she would,
but

only if I didn't let nyself be made Coronal .’

"This is astoundi ng, Dekkeret. Not only do you |Iove her for the wong
reasons,

you say, but she's not suited to be your queen in any case - and yet you
refuse

to break with her? You have to, nman.'

"I know. But | can't find the strength.’

' Because of your menories of your lost Sithelle.'

"Yes.'

' These confusions of yours add up to a very unhealthy business, Dekkeret.

They

are two different people, Sithelle and Fulkari.' Prestinmon's voice was
stern,

and as close to fatherly as Dekkeret had ever heard it sound. 'Sithelle's
gone

forever. There's no way that Fulkari can be Sithelle for you. Put that out
of

your m nd. And she's not even a good choice for a wife on her own terns,
it

seens. '

"What am | supposed to do, though?

"Part with her. A conplete break.' Prestimon's words fell upon him
li ke



boul ders. 'There are plenty of other wonmen at this court who'll be glad to
keep

conpany with you until you decide you want to marry. But this relationship
is

one that has to be severed. You should thank the Divine that Fulkar

ref used

you. She's obviously not right for you. And it makes no sense to marry a
worman

simply because she rem nds you of soneone else.'

"Don't you think I know that? | do. | do. And yet -'
"Yet you can't free yourself of this obsession with her.'

Dekkeret | ooked away. This was becom ng shaneful, now. He had dim ni shed

hi nmsel f

woefully in Prestimon's eyes, he knew In a snmall and very unkingly voice
he

said, "No. | can't. And you can't possibly conmprehend it, can you,

Prestim on?

"On the contrary. | think I can.'

There was an unconfortable silence for a noment or two. Al this while they
had

continued to wal k between the rows of Confalune's showcases of treasures,
but

neit her of them was | ooking at anything.

In a different, nore intimate tone Prestinmion said, 'I| can understand how
t he
line between | ove and obsession can becone blurred. There was a wonman in ny
life

once also, whom!| |oved and who was taken from me by violence

- Conf al une' s

daughter, she was, the twin sister of Korsibar - it's a long story, a very

| ong

story -' Prestimon seemed to be having trouble finding the words. 'She
was

killed in the last hour of the civil war, slain right on the battlefield
by

Korsi bar's treacherous magus. | nourned her for years, and then, nore or |ess,

I
put her behind me. O thought | did. In time | found Varaile, who is right
for

me in every respect, and all was well. Except that Thismet - that was her
nane,

Thi smet - haunts ne still. Hardly a nonth goes by when | don't dream of her
And

wake up in a cold sweat, bellowing in pain. | have never told Varaile why
t hat

is. No one has any know edge of this. No one except you, now.

Dekkeret had not expected any such confession. It was an astonishing thing.
"W

all have our ghosts, | see. W will not quit their hold on our souls, no
natter

how many years nmay go by.'

"Yes. | thank you for sharing these private things with nme, Dekkeret.'



"You don't think the less of ne for all that |'ve said?

"Wy would [|? You're human, aren't you? W don't expect our Coronals to
be

perfect in every regard. W'd put marble statues on the throne instead, if
we

did. And thi" suffering of yours can be healed, perhaps. | could
have

Maundi gand-Klinmd try to cl eanse your mind of all menory of your dead cousin.'

'"The same way he's cleansed yours of Thisnet?' responded Dekkeret
sharply,
wi t hout a noment's pause.

Prestimon gave hima startled | ook. Dekkeret realized that in the depths of
hi s

shane he had suddenly felt inpelled to strike back at the very man who
was

striving to ease his pain, and his hasty words had been hurtful ones.

'"Forgive me. It was a wicked thing to say.'

'No, Dekkeret. It was a truthful thing to say. You were well within your
rights

to say it.' Prestimion made as if to slip his armaround Dekkeret's

shoul ders,

but the younger man was too tall for that. He took Dekkeret lightly by the
wi st

instead. 'This has been a valuable conversation: one of the nost inportant
you

and | have ever had. | know you nuch better now than ever | did before, in
al l

t hese years.'

"And do you think that a man who carries a burden of this sort is worthy
of
bei ng Coronal ?

"I"lIl pretend you didn't say that, | think.'
' Thank you, Prestimon.'

"And nmy remark a nonent ago, about Maundi gand-Klind - obviously it upset
you.

I"'msorry for that. As you say, we all have our ghosts. And perhaps it is
true

that we're condemed to carry themaround with us to the end of our days. But
I

meant only that your nenories of your dead cousin seemto be causing you
gr eat

pain, and you have a world to govern, and a consort to choose, and much
el se

raci ng you now, for which you'll need the full powers of your spirit,

wi t hout

distraction. | think that perhaps Maundi gand-Klinmd could heal you of your

| oss.

But you may very well not want to surrender your nenories of Sithelle
despite

all the pain they cause you -just as |, | suppose, want to cling to what



remai ns
to nme of Thismet. So let's say no nore of this, eh? I'mconfident that
you' | |

heal vyourself in your own way. And wll deal properly wth this
natter

of Ful kari, too.

"I hope so.'

"You will. You're a king now. Indecision is a luxury allowed only to the
common

folk.'

"I was one of those, once,' said Dekkeret. 'It's not something one ever
fully

escapes.' Then he smiled. 'But you're right: now | nust Ilearn to be a
ki ng.

That's a subject | fear I'll spend the rest of ny life studying.'

"So you will, and you'll never feel you' ve mastered it all. Don't let that
Wor ry

you. | felt the same way, and Confal une before me, and Prankipin, very
likely,

as well, and so on and so on back to Stianmot and the kings who cane before
hi m

It's a thing dial goes with the job. W are all comon fol k, Dekkeret, under
our

crowns and robes. The test for us is how well we rise above that. But
you' | |

have ne to call on, when doubts arise.'

"I know that, Prestimon. | give thanks daily for that.'
"And also |I've arranged that you'll have ny chanberlain Zeidor Luudw d for
your

own, when you get back to the Castle. He knows nore about how to behave |ike
a
Coronal than | do nyself. If there's a problem sinply ask him He's yours as

ny
gift.'

' Thank you - your mmjesty.’

'Say nothing of it - ny lord."’

4

'Even a sel f-maintai ning garden needs a certain degree of naintenance,’
Dumafi ce

Moal told his visiting nephew, as they set out together into the

upper nost

terrace of the magnificent park that Lord Havil bove had | aid out three

t housand

years before. 'Hence ny continuing enmploynment, dear nephew. If the park were
as

really perfect as people conmonly believed, I'd be selling sausages in
t he

streets of Dundilmr this day.'



The garden spraw ed for forty mles along the | ower slopes of Castle NMount.
It

began at Bi biroon Sweep, below the city of Bibiroon in the Free Cities ring,
and

angl ed down the Munt in a broad eastward-reaching curve toward the

upper nost

cities of the Slope Gties group, approaching at its downslope end the cities
of

Kazkas, Stipool, and Dundilmr. The site that the garden occupi ed was known
as

Tolingar Barrier, though nowadays it was a barrier no longer. Once it had
been

an al nost inpenetrabl e zone of bl ack sharp-edged spiky hillocks, the

out cr oppi ng

remmants of a million-year-old flow of lava from sone vol canic vein deep
wi t hin

the Mount. But the Coronal Lord Havil bove, who had devoted rmuch of his reign
to

the construction of this garden, had had the lava hills of Tolingar
Barrier

ground down to fine black sand, which proved a fertile soil for the great

gar den

that woul d be planted there.

Lord Havil bove, a native of the low and city of Palaghat in the @ ayge
Val | ey,

was a fastidious and orderly man who | oved plants of all kinds but disliked
t he

ease with which even the finest of gardens quickly became unruly and
departed

fromits plan if not given constant finicky care. Therefore, while his

pl at oons

of brawny | aborers were toiling to pulverize the |ava beds of Tolingar
Barrier,

craftsmen in the workshops of the Castle were striving, through experinents
in

controll ed breeding, to create plants and shrubs and trees that needed no
touch

of a gardener's shears to maintain their graceful forns.

It was a tine when the science of such biological mracles was stil
under st ood
on Majipoor. The efforts of Lord Havilbove's technicians net with

gratifying
success. The plants intended for his garden achieved a perfect symetry as
t hey

grew, and when they reached a size that was appropriate in relationship to
t he
pl ants about them they held that size ever after

Superfl uous | eaves and even whol e unnecessary boughs dropped away

aut omati cal l y,

and quickly crunmbled into a compost that enhanced the fertility of the

| ava

soil. Enzymes in their roots suppressed the growmh of weeds. Every plant
bor e

flowers, but the seeds that those flowers produced were sterile; only when
a

pl ant reached the natural end of its life-cycle did it bring forth fertile



ones,
so that it could replace itself with another that soon woul d have the sane
si ze

and form Thus the garden remai ned i n unchangi ng bal ance.

Whenever he learned of a beautiful tree or shrub anywhere in the world.
Lord

Havi | bove sent for specinens of it, with roots and soil attached, and gave

t hem

to the genetic surgeons of the Castle so that they could be nodified for
sel f

mai nt enance. Truckl oads of bright-hued ornanmental nminerals canme to the

gar den

al so - the yellow sh-green stone known as chrysocolla, and the blue one
cal |l ed

heart-of -azure, and red cinnabar, and golden crusca, and dozens nore. Each
of

these was used as a ground-cover in a different |evel of the garden

t he

differing colors being deployed by Havilbove with a painter's eye, so that
as

one stood upon the peak at Bibiroon Sweep and | ooked down over the entirety
of

t he garden one saw a great splash of pale crinmson here, and one of vivid
yel | ow

there, and zones of scarlet, and blue, and green, all of them wth

pl anti ngs

conpl ementary to the col or of the ground.

Lord Havil bove's successor, Lord Kanaba, was equally devoted to the garden
and

Lord Sirruth, who came after him was synpathetic enough to it to keep its
staf f

in place and even expand its budget. Then cane the Coronal Lord Thraym who
was

at first preoccupied with anbitious building projects of his own at die
Castl e,

but who was snmitten with love for Lord Havil bove's garden upon his first

Vi sit

there. He sawto it that funds were provided to carry it to its final state
of

perfection. Thus it took a century or nore to bring the great garden into
bei ng;

but then it remained ever after as one of the treasures of the Munt, a

f aned

sight that every inhabitant of Mjipoor yearned to have the privilege
of

behol di ng at | east once.

Durmafi ce Moal had been born in Dundilmr, just downsl ope fromthe garden's

| ower

dp, and from boyhood on he wvisited it at every opportunity he had. He
never

doubted that it was his destiny to be part of the garden's staff; and now,
at

the age of sixty, he had nore than forty years of devoted service behind him

Sel f-mai ntai ning though the garden was, it nevertheless required a staff
of
consi derable size. MIlions of people visited the garden every year; a



certain

amount of damage was unavoi dable; paths and fountains had to be
repaired,

ornanental plazas tidied, stolen plants replaced. Nor was the garden safe
from

mar audi ng animals that canme in from outside. There was plenty of open space
on

Castle Mount in the districts between the Fifty Cties where wld
creatures

still thrived. The forested slopes of the Munt teened with beasts of
many

ki nds, from hryssa-wol ves and j akkabol es and slinking | ong-fanged noonmanossi
to

such | esser creatures as sigimins and nmintuns and beady-eyed drol es.
Jakkabol es

and hryssa-wol ves, dangerous things that they were, posed no threat to
t he

el egant plantings. But a pack of little burrowing droles, poking their
| ong

toothy snouts into the ground in search of grubs, could uproot an entire
bed

of el dirons or tanigal es between m dnight and dawn. An infestation of

t ent wor ns

coul d spread ugly canopies of coarse silk over half a mle of bloomng

t hwal es

and swiftly reduce the plants to naked stubs. A flock of hungry
vul gi ses

settling in the treetops to build their nests - or a swarm of
ganganel s

spotted cujus -

So it was Dunafice Moal's daily task to patrol the garden from sunrise
onwar d,

searching out the enemies of the plants. It was constant warfare. For a
weapon

he carried a | ong-handl ed energy-thrower, tuned to its | owest power; and when
he

canme upon sone work of destruction in progress, he would apply just enough
heat

to drive out the forces of destruction wthout damaging the

pl anti ngs

t henmsel ves.

"Often it starts very inconspicuously,' he told his nephew. 'A trace of
upt ur ned

so