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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.

      


      

… the hour when safety leaves the throne of kings, the hour when dynasties change.

      —Lord Dunsany
The Sword of Welleran
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      THE BOOK OF THE GAMES

   
      
      1

      
      There had been omens all year, a rain of blood over Ni-moya and sleek hailstones shaped like tears falling on three of the
         cities of Castle Mount and then a true nightmare vision, a giant four-legged black beast with fiery ruby eyes and a single
         spiraling horn in its forehead, swimming through the air above the port city of Alaisor at twilight. That was a beast of a
         sort never before seen on Majipoor, not anywhere in the land and certainly not in the sky. And now, in his virtually inaccessible
         bedchamber at the deepest level of the Labyrinth, the aged Pontifex Prankipin lay dying at last, surrounded by the corps of
         mages and wizards and thaumaturges that had been the comfort of the old man’s later years.
      

      
      Throughout the world it was a time of tension and apprehension. Who could tell what transformations and hazards the death
         of the Pontifex might bring? Things had been stable for so long: four full decades, and then some, since there had been a
         change of ruler on Majipoor.
      

      
      As soon as the word of the Pontifex’s illness had first gone forth, the lords and princes and dukes of Majipoor began to gather
         at the vast underground capital for the double event—the sad passing of an illustrious emperor and the joyous commencement
         of a new and glorious reign. Now they waited with increasing and barely concealed restlessness for the thing that everyone
         knew must shortly come.
      

      
      But the weeks went by and still the old Pontifex clung to life, dying by the tiniest of increments, losing ground slowly and with the most extreme reluctance. The imperial doctors
         had long since acknowledged the hopelessness of his case. Nor were the imperial sorcerers and mages able to make any use of
         their arts to save him. Indeed, they had foretold the inevitability of his death many months ago, though not to him. They
         waited too, as all Majipoor waited, for their prophecy to be confirmed.
      

      
      Prince Korsibar, the splendid and universally admired son of the Coronal Lord Confalume, was the first of the great ones to
         arrive at the Pontifical capital. Korsibar had been hunting in the bleak deserts just to the south of the Labyrinth when the
         news came to him that the Pontifex did not have long to live. At his side was his sister, the dark-eyed and lovely Lady Thismet,
         and an assemblage of his usual princely hunting-companions; and then, a few days after, had come the Grand Admiral of the
         kingdom, Prince Gonivaul, and the Coronal’s cousin Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar, whose rank was that of High Counsellor, and
         not far behind them the fabulously wealthy Prince Serithorn of Samivole, who claimed descent from no less than four different
         Coronals of antiquity.
      

      
      The vigorous, dynamic young Prince Prestimion of Muldemar—he who was generally expected to be chosen as Majipoor’s new Coronal
         once Lord Confalume succeeded Prankipin as Pontifex—had arrived also, traveling down from his home within the Coronal’s castle
         atop great Castle Mount, in Serithorn’s party. With Prestimion were his three inseparable companions—the hulking wintry-souled
         Gialaurys and the deceptively exquisite Septach Melayn and slippery little Duke Svor. Other high potentates turned up before
         long: Dantirya Sambail, the brusque and formidable Procurator of Ni-moya, and jolly Kanteverel of Bailemoona, and the hierarch
         Marcatain, personal representative of the Lady of the Isle of Sleep. Then Lord Confalume himself made his appearance: the
         great Coronal. Some said he was the greatest in Majipoor’s long history. For decades he had presided in happy collaboration with
         the senior monarch Prankipin over a period of unparalleled worldwide prosperity.
      

      
      So all was in place for the proclamation of succession. And the arrival of Lord Confalume at the Labyrinth surely meant that
         the end must be near for Prankipin; but the event that everyone was expecting did not come, and did not come, and went on
         not coming, day after day, week after week.
      

      
      Of all the restless princes, it was Korsibar, the Coronal’s robust and energetic son, who appeared to be taking the delay
         most badly. He was a man of the outdoors, famous as a huntsman: a long-limbed, broad-shouldered man whose lean hard-cheeked
         face was tanned almost black from a lifetime spent under the full blaze of the sun. This dreary sojourn in the immense subterranean
         cavern that was the Labyrinth was maddening to him.
      

      
      Korsibar had just spent close to a year planning and equipping an ambitious hunting expedition through the southern arc of
         the continent of Alhanroel. That was something he had dreamed of for much of his life: a far-ranging enterprise that would
         have covered thousands of miles and allowed him to fill the trophy room that he kept for himself at Lord Confalume’s Castle
         with a grand display of new and marvelous beasts. But after only ten days in the field he had had to abort the project and
         hurry here, to the somber and musty place that was the Labyrinth, that sunless, joyless, hidden realm deep beneath the skin
         of the planet.
      

      
      Where, apparently, he would be compelled, for his father’s sake and the sake of his own conspicuous station, to pace and fidget
         idly in that many-leveled infinity of endlessly spiraling passageways for weeks or even months. Not daring to leave, interminably
         awaiting the hour when the old Pontifex breathed his last breath and Lord Confalume succeeded to the imperial throne.
      

      
      Meanwhile other men less nobly born were free to range the hunting-grounds far above his head to their heart’s content. Korsibar
         was reaching the point of not being able to bear it any longer. He dreamed of the hunt; he dreamed of looking upward into
         the bright clear sky, and feeling cool, sweet northerly breezes against his cheek. As his idle days and nights in the Labyrinth
         stretched on and on, the force of the impatience within him was building toward an explosion.
      

      
      “The waiting, that’s the filthy worst of it,” Korsibar said, looking around at the group assembled in the big onyx-roofed
         antechamber of the Hall of Judgment. That antechamber, three levels up from the imperial chambers themselves, had become a
         regular place of assembly for the visiting lordlings. “The everlasting waiting! Gods! When will he die? Let it happen, since
         there’s no preventing it! Let it happen, and let us be done with it.”
      

      
      “Everything will come in the fullness of time,” said Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar in rotund and pious tones.

      
      “How much longer must we sit here?” Korsibar rejoined angrily. “The whole world is thrown into a paralysis by this business
         as it is.” The morning’s bulletin on the state of the Pontifex’s health had just been posted. No change during the night;
         his majesty’s condition remained grave but he continued to hold his own. Korsibar pounded his balled fist into the palm of
         his hand. “We wait, and we wait, and we wait. And wait some more, and nothing happens. Did we all come here too soon?”
      

      
      “The considered opinion of the doctors was that his majesty did not have long to live,” said the elegant Septach Melayn. He
         was Prestimion’s closest friend, a tall and slender man of foppish manner but fearsome skill with weapons. “Therefore it was only reasonable for us to come here when we did, and—”
      

      
      A stupendous belch and then a mighty booming laugh erupted from the huge and heavyset Farholt, a rough uproarious man of Prince
         Korsibar’s entourage who traced his lineage back to the Coronal. Lord Guadeloom of distant ancient days. “The opinion of the
         doctors? The opinion of the doctors, you say? God’s bones, what are doctors except false sorcerers whose spells don’t work
         right?”
      

      
      “And the spells of true sorcerers do, is that what you would claim?” asked Septach Melayn, drawling his words in his laziest,
         most mocking way. He eyed the massive Farholt with unconcealed distaste. “Answer me this, good friend Farholt: someone has
         put a rapier through the fleshy part of your arm in a tournament, let us say, and you lie bleeding on the field, watching
         your blood flow from you in bright wondrous spurts. Would you rather have a sorcerer run out to mutter incantations over you,
         or a good surgeon to stitch up your wound?”
      

      
      “When has anyone ever put a rapier through my arm, or any other part of my body?” Farholt demanded, glaring sullenly.

      
      “Ah, but you quite overlook my point, don’t you, my dear friend?”

      
      “Do you mean the point of your rapier or the point of your question?” said quick-witted little Duke Svor, that sly, mercurial
         man, who for a long while had been a companion to Prince Korsibar but now was reckoned among Prestimion’s most cherished comrades.
      

      
      There was a brief flurry of brittle laughter. But Korsibar, with a furious roll of his eyes, threw his arms upward in disgust.
         “An end to all this idle chatter, now and forever! Don’t you see what foolishness it is to be passing our days like this? Wasting our time in this dank airless prison of a city, when we could be up above, living as we were meant to live—”
      

      
      “Soon. Soon,” Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar said, raising his hand in a soothing gesture. He was older than the others by twenty
         years, with a thick shock of snowy hair and deep lines in his cheeks to show for those years; he spoke with the calmness of
         maturity. “This can’t go on much longer now.”
      

      
      “A week? A month? A year?” Korsibar asked hotly.

      
      “A pillow over the old man’s face and it would all be done with this very morning,” Farholt muttered.

      
      That provoked laughter again, of a coarser kind this time, but also stares of amazement, most notably from Korsibar, and even
         a gasp or two at the big man’s bluntness.
      

      
      Duke Svor said, with a chilly little smile that briefly bared his small wedge-shaped front teeth, “Crude, Farholt, much too
         crude. A subtler thing to do, if he continues to linger, would be to suborn one of the Pontifex’s own necromancers: twenty
         royals would buy a few quick incantations and conjurations that would send the old man finally on his way.”
      

      
      “What’s that, Svor?” said a new and instantly recognizable voice from the vestibule, resonant and rich. “Speaking treason,
         are we, now?”
      

      
      It was the Coronal Lord Confalume, entering the room on the arm of Prince Prestimion. The two of them looked for all the world
         as if they had already succeeded to their new ranks and now, with Confalume as Pontifex and Prestimion as Coronal, had been
         merrily reshaping the world to their own liking over breakfast. All eyes turned toward them.
      

      
      “I beg your pardon, lordship,” said Svor smoothly, swinging about to face the Coronal. He executed a graceful if abrupt bow
         and a quick flourish of the starburst gesture of respect. “It was only a foolish jest. Nor do I believe that Farholt was serious a moment ago, either, when he advocated smothering the Pontifex with his own pillow.”
      

      
      “And were you, Farholt?” the Coronal asked the big man. His tone was light but not without menace.

      
      Farholt was not known for the quickness of his mind; and while he was still struggling to frame his reply Korsibar said, “Nothing
         serious has been said in this room for weeks, father. What is serious is the endless delay in this matter. Which is greatly
         straining our nerves.”
      

      
      “And mine as well, Korsibar. We must all be patient a little longer. But perhaps a medicine for your impatience—a better one
         than Svor’s or Farholt’s—is at hand.” The Coronal smiled. Easily he moved to the center of the room, taking up a position
         beneath a scarlet silken canopy that bore the intricately repetitive Pontifical emblem in a tracery of golden filigree and
         black diamonds.
      

      
      Confalume was a man of no more than middle height, but sturdily built, deep-chested and thick-thighed, true father to his
         stalwart son. From him there emanated the serene radiance of one who has long been at home in his own grandeur. This was Lord
         Confalume’s forty-third year as Coronal, a record matched by very few. Yet he still seemed to be in the fullness of his strength.
         Even now his eyes were bright and his high sweep of chestnut hair was only just starting to turn gray.
      

      
      To the collar of the Coronal’s soft green jersey a little astrological amulet of the sort known as a rohilla was fastened,
         delicate strands of blue gold wrapped in an elaborate pattern around a nugget of jade. He touched it now, the quickest of
         little pats and then another, as though to draw strength from it. And others in the room touched amulets of their own in response,
         perhaps without conscious thought. In recent years Lord Confalume, taking his cue from the ever more occult-minded Pontifex,
         had come to show increasing sympathy for the curious new esoteric philosophies that now were so widely embraced on all levels of Majipoori society; and the rest of the court had thoughtfully followed suit, all but a stubbornly
         skeptical few.
      

      
      The Coronal seemed to be giving his intimate attention to everyone in the room at once as he spoke: “Prestimion has come to
         me this morning with a suggestion that has much merit, I think. He is aware, as are we all, of the strain that this period
         of enforced idleness is causing. And so Prince Prestimion proposes that instead of our waiting for his majesty’s death to
         initiate the traditional funeral games, we set about holding the first round of competition immediately. It will be a way
         of passing the time.”
      

      
      From Farholt came a grunting sound of surprise mixed with an undertone of approbation. But the others, even Korsibar, were
         silent for a moment.
      

      
      Then Duke Svor asked very quietly, “Would such a thing be proper, my lord?”

      
      “On grounds of precedent?”

      
      “On grounds of taste,” said Svor.

      
      The Coronal regarded Svor with undiminished amiability. “And are we not the world’s arbiters of taste, Svor?”

      
      There was a stirring now in the little group of Prince Korsibar’s close friends and hunting companions. Mandrykarn of Stee
         whispered something to Count Venta of Haplior, and Venta drew Korsibar aside and spoke briefly to him. The prince appeared
         troubled and surprised by what Venta had to say.
      

      
      Then Korsibar looked up and said abruptly, “May I speak, father?” Uneasiness was evident on his long strong-featured face,
         which was tightened and twisted by a heavy scowl; he tugged at the ends of his thick black mustache, he wrapped one powerful
         hand over the back of his neck and squeezed. “I see it in the same way as Svor: the thing seems improper. To launch into the funeral games before the Pontifex is even in his grave—”
      

      
      “I find nothing wrong with that, cousin,” offered Duke Oljebbin. “So long as we save the parades and the feasting and the
         other such celebrations for afterward, what does it matter if we get the contests under way now? Prankipin’s finished: that’s
         undeniable, is it not? The imperial sorcerers have cast their runes and tell us the Pontifex is soon to die. His doctors predict
         the same thing.”
      

      
      “With, let us hope, more substantial evidence than the sorcerers,” put in Septach Melayn, who was notorious for his scorn
         of magics of all sorts even in this most superstitious of ages.
      

      
      Korsibar made an irritable brushing gesture in the air as though Septach Melayn were no more than a buzzing gnat. “You all
         know that no one is more eager than I am to end this time of grinding inaction. But—” He halted a moment, frowning deeply
         and letting his nostrils flare, as if finding the right words involved him in a terrible struggle. Glancing quickly as if
         for support toward Mandrykarn and Venta, Korsibar said at last, “I beg the great Duke Oljebbin’s pardon if I offend him by
         disagreeing. But there are proprieties, father. There are issues of appropriate conduct here. And—yes, by the Divine, Svor
         is right!—issues of taste.”
      

      
      “You astonish me, Korsibar,” Lord Confalume said. “I thought you of all people would leap at the idea. But instead—this unexpected
         fastidiousness of yours—”
      

      
      “What, Korsibar, fastidious?” came a raucous blustery voice from the entrance to the chamber. “Yes, and water is dry, and
         fire is cool, and sweet is sour. Korsibar! Fastidious! Two words I’d never have thought to hear yoked in a single sentence.”
      

      
      It was Dantirya Sambail, the abrasive and ferocious prince who held the title of Procurator of Ni-moya. Into the antechamber
         now he strode, hard-soled boots clacking against the black marble of the floor, and instantly he was the center of all attention.
      

      
      The Procurator, offering no gesture of homage to Lord Confalume, fixed his eyes steadily on those of the Coronal and said,
         “What is it that we are discussing, pray tell, that has brought forth this implausible linkage of opposing concepts?”
      

      
      “What has happened,” Lord Confalume replied, matching Dantirya Sambail’s choleric loudness with his own sweetest and most
         pleasant tone, “is that your kinsman of Muldemar has suggested the immediate inception of the funeral games, because we are
         all becalmed here unhappily as Prankipin keeps his grasp on life. My son appears to oppose the idea.”
      

      
      “Ah,” said Dantirya Sambail, in seeming fascination. And then again, after a moment: “Ah!”

      
      The Procurator had taken up his characteristic spread-legged stance, squarely facing Lord Confalume beneath the central canopy.
         He was an imposingly sizable man of about fifty, who might have been the tallest in the room had his stubby legs not been
         so oddly disproportionate to his long, thick torso; as it was, he was second here only to Farholt in bulk, a commanding figure.
      

      
      But a repellent one. Dantirya Sambail was strikingly, almost magnificently, ugly. His head was a huge glossy dome thickly
         furred with coarse orange hair; his skin was pale and flecked with a myriad flaming freckles; his nose was bulbous, his mouth
         wide and savagely downturned, his cheeks fleshy and drooping, his chin strongly jutting. Yet out of this violent and disagreeable
         face stared incongruously sensitive and tender violet-gray eyes, the eyes of a poet, the eyes of a lover. He was Prestimion’s
         third cousin twice removed, on his mother’s side, and by virtue of his authority over the far-off continent of Zimroel was
         subordinate only to the Pontifex and Coronal among the high ones of Majipoor. The Coronal was known to detest him. Many people did. But he was too powerful to ignore.
      

      
      “And why, I wonder, does the good Korsibar object to beginning the games?” Dantirya Sambail asked the Coronal. “I would think
         he’d be more eager than any man here to get them under way.” A lively glint of mischief flickered suddenly across those beguilingly
         poetic eyes. “Can the problem be simply that the idea came from Prince Prestimion, perhaps?”
      

      
      Even Lord Confalume was startled into silence by the audacity of that remark.

      
      There had lately sprung up a certain unvoiced tension, to be sure, between Korsibar and Prestimion. Here was Korsibar on the
         one hand, the Coronal’s only son and a man of lordly grace in his own right, respected and even beloved throughout the land,
         but he was barred by age-old custom from succeeding his father on the throne; and here on the other was Prestimion, far less
         grand by birth and much less imposing in his person, who in all probability would be the outgoing Coronal’s choice as his
         successor. There were those who privately regretted the constitutional necessities that would block Korsibar from taking possession
         of the Coronal’s seat when shortly it became vacant. No one spoke openly of that, though: no one. Especially not in the presence
         of Korsibar, and Prestimion, and Lord Confalume himself.
      

      
      Prestimion, who had remained silent since his entry into the room, now said mildly, “If I may speak, my lord?”

      
      Confalume, in what was very nearly an absent-minded way, granted permission with a wave of his left hand.

      
      The prince was a compact, trimly built man of surprisingly small stature but extraordinary physical strength. His hair was
         of a golden tone but without much sheen, and he wore it cut short, an unfashionable style in these years. His eyes were of
         unusual keenness and intensity, light greenish-blue in color and set perhaps a shade too close together; his face was pale and narrow, his lips thin.
      

      
      It was easy to overlook Prestimion in any gathering of the princes of Castle Mount because of his unprepossessing size; but
         what he lacked in height he made up for in agility, muscular power, innate shrewdness, and energy. In Prestimion’s childhood
         and even in young manhood no one would have predicted any sort of distinction of rank for him; but gradually, in recent years,
         he had moved to a position of preeminence at the court of the Coronal. By now he was widely recognized throughout the precincts
         of the Castle as the Coronal-designate, though only unofficially, for it would not have been appropriate for Lord Confalume
         to make that choice formally known while the old Pontifex was still alive.
      

      
      Coolly the prince acknowledged the Coronal’s permission to speak. The undiplomatic and indeed flagrantly provocative words
         of his kinsman of Ni-moya did not appear to have ruffled Prestimion in any way. But then, he rarely appeared to be ruffled
         by anything. He gave the impression always of being governed by premeditation, a man who took no action without much thought
         and calculation. Even Prestimion’s most impulsive moments—and there were many of them—often somehow aroused the suspicion
         in those who did not entirely admire him that they had been planned.
      

      
      He offered a calm smile to Korsibar and another to the Procurator, and said, addressing his words to nobody in particular,
         “What is it, after all, that we commemorate in the games that we traditionally hold upon the death of a Pontifex? The end
         of a great monarch’s life, yes, to be sure. But also the commencement of a new reign, the advancement of a distinguished Coronal
         to the even higher authority of the Pontificate, the selection of a promising prince of the realm as the world’s Coronal Lord.
         One cycle closes, another begins. Therefore the games should have a double purpose: to welcome the new monarchs of the world to their seats, yes, but also to celebrate the life of the one who is leaving us. And
         so I feel that it is right and proper and natural to embark on the games while Prankipin still lives. By doing so we create
         a bridge between the old reign and the new one.”
      

      
      He ceased to speak, and the room was utterly still.

      
      Then the quiet was broken by the sharp sound of Dantirya Sambail’s loudly clapping hands.

      
      “Bravo, cousin Muldemar! Bravo! Brilliantly argued! My vote is for the games, at once! And what does the fastidious Korsibar
         have to say?”
      

      
      Korsibar, his dark eyes smouldering with only partly suppressed rage, glowered at the Procurator.

      
      “I would be pleased to start the games this very afternoon, if that be the sense of the group,” he said tautly. “I never voiced
         any objection to that. I simply raised the question of propriety. Of unseemly haste, shall we say?”
      

      
      “And that question has been prettily disposed of by Prince Prestimion,” said Duke Oljebbin of Stoienzar. “So be it. I move
         the question, my lord. I further suggest that we announce the games to the citizens of the Labyrinth not as funeral games
         but merely as games held in honor of our beloved Pontifex.”
      

      
      “Agreed,” Korsibar said.

      
      “Do I hear opposition?” Lord Confalume asked. “No. Good. So be it. Make your preparations, gentlemen, for what we will call
         the Pontifical Games. The ancient and traditional Pontifical Games. By the Divine, who’ll know there’s never been such a thing
         before? It’s forty years and some since last a Pontifex has died, and who will remember how these matters are supposed to
         go, and of those who remember, who will dare speak out, eh?” The Coronal smiled broadly, letting his gaze rest on each member
         of the company in turn; only when he came to Dantirya Sambail did it seem as if the warmth of his smile cooled somewhat. Then he made as though to leave; but, pausing at the place where the room gave way to the vestibule
         he looked back at his son and said, “Korsibar, attend me in my suite in ten minutes, if you please.”
      

   
      
      2

      
      Reports of the Pontifex’s critical condition had traveled all up and down the immensity of Majipoor, from city to city and
         shore to shore—from the Fifty Cities of Castle Mount throughout all of far-spreading Alhanroel, and across the Inner Sea to
         the Isle of Sleep from which the beloved Lady sent forth her soothing dreams, and farther west to the giant cities of the
         younger and wilder continent Zimroel, and downward into the torrid zone and the hot dry wastelands of the southern continent,
         Suvrael. The Pontifex is dying! The Pontifex is dying! And there was scarcely anyone, among all of Majipoor’s innumerable billions of people, who did not in some way feel uneasiness
         over the consequences of his death. For there was hardly anyone alive who was able to remember a time when Prankipin had not
         occupied one or the other of Majipoor’s two thrones; and who knew what would life be without him?
      

      
      Indeed fear was general in the land: fear of the dismantling of hierarchies, the disruption of order, the unleashing of chaos.
         It was so long since a change in the government had occurred that the people had forgotten how strong the bonds of tradition
         can be. Anything seemed possible once the old emperor was gone; they feared the worst, some dire transformation of the world
         that would engulf land and sea and farthest heaven.
      

      
      An abundance of sorcerers and mages stood ready on all sides to guide them in this difficult moment. The time of the Pontifex Prankipin was a time when sorcery had flourished and proliferated luxuriantly on Majipoor.
      

      
      No one could have expected, when the strapping young Duke Prankipin of Halanx became Coronal long ago, that ultimately he
         would cause the world to be inundated by a flood of wizardry and magic. The occult arts had always been a significant element
         in the life of Majipoor, most notably in the area of the interpretation of dreams. But until Prankipin’s time it was only
         the lower levels of society that had embraced such arcane disciplines as lay beyond simple dream-speaking: that huge population
         of fishermen and weavers and gatherers of wood, of dyers and chariot-makers and potters and smiths, of sausage-sellers and
         barbers and slaughterers and acrobats and jugglers and boatmen and peddlers of dried sea-dragon meat, that formed the broad
         base of the giant planet’s bustling economy.
      

      
      Curious cults had always thrived among such people—strange beliefs, often savage and violent, in powers and forces beyond
         the comprehension of ordinary mortals. The believers in these things had their prophets and their shamans, yes, and their
         amulets and their talismans, and their feasts and rituals and processions; and those who dwelled in the loftier regions of
         Majipoori life, the merchants and manufacturers and the members of the aristocracy above them, saw no serious harm in any
         of that. Perhaps, they said, there might even be some value in it for the poor folk who had faith in such things. On the other
         hand, very few of those more prosperous people tended to dabble themselves in what they regarded as the fantasies and superstitions
         of the lower classes.
      

      
      But the Coronal Lord Prankipin’s enlightened trade policies had led Majipoor into a splendid golden age of economic expansion
         that brought widespread abundance of wealth at every level of society; and with increasing affluence often comes increased
         insecurity and fear of losing what one has attained. Such feelings frequently breed a longing for supernatural protection. The new wealth also brought an increase in
         self-indulgence, a hatred of boredom and a willingness, even an eagerness, to experiment with novel and remarkable things.
      

      
      What had come to Majipoor also, with the access of this new prosperity, was not only greater credulity but also a certain
         measure of greed, dishonesty, sloth, cruelty, debauchery, a love of wild excess and luxury, and other such vices for which
         the big planet had not been particularly known before. These things too created changes in Majipoori society.
      

      
      So a fascination with the occult spread upward in Lord Prankipin’s time to the propertied classes, fostered by the multitudes
         of non-human Vroon and Su-Suheris folk—both of them peoples much given to the practice of the mantic and prognostic arts—who
         arrived on Majipoor at this time. And through the devices and cunning of these sorcerers people who were already eager for
         miracles were made to see not only the shape of things to come, but also a great host of wonders, gorgons and cockatrices,
         salamanders and winged serpents, feathered basilisks that spit hissing flame: and they were allowed to look through chasms
         of dark smoke and doors of white fire into universes beyond the universe, and the domains of all manner of gods and demigods
         and demons. Or so it seemed, to those who had faith in the evidence of what was before their eyes, though there were those
         skeptics that said it was all a fraud and a snare and a delusion. But the number of those sour cold-eyed onlookers grew ever
         fewer all the time.
      

      
      Amulets and talismans were worn everywhere, and the scent of incense was ubiquitous in the land, and brisk trade was done
         in ointments with which to anoint doorposts and thresholds against the forces of evil. Also it became the fashion among certain
         of the newly rich to consult soothsayers concerning matters of business and investment, and then the more respectable of the new cults and mysteries received the approbation
         also of the educated and nobly born. The women of the aristocracy and soon afterward the men as well began to hire personal
         astrologers and seers; and ultimately Lord Prankipin himself gave his formal blessing to many of these exotic predilections
         by devoting more and more of his time to the company of mages, diviners, thaumaturges, and the like. His court came to have
         a full complement of sorcerers and wizards, whose wisdom was regularly employed in the course of governmental business.
      

      
      By the time Lord Prankipin had moved on to the Labyrinth to assume the duties of Pontifex and Confalume succeeded him as Coronal,
         these policies were too deeply entrenched for anyone, even the new Coronal, to speak out against them. Whether the new Lord
         Confalume maintained the occult disciplines in their supremacy at first out of inner conviction or mere shrewd tolerance of
         the status quo was something that he had never revealed even to his closest advisers; but as the years passed he became as
         wholehearted an advocate of the wizardly philosophies as ever Prankipin had been. With Pontifex and Coronal united on this
         point, sorcery was a universal practice on Majipoor now.
      

      
      And so, in this uncertain time, a good many practitioners of dark arts that once might have been deemed curious and strange
         indeed were available to offer strange and curious consolations to the millions—the billions—of frightened citizens whose
         souls were uneasy over what might be about to happen.
      

      
      In Sisivondal, the busy mercantile center through which all the overland caravans of western Alhanroel passed on their way
         to the wealthy cities of Castle Mount, the Mystery of the Beholders was the rite by which the people hoped to hold back the dread demons that might burst loose at the hour of the Pontifex’s
         death.
      

      
      No visitors came to Sisivondal for its beauty or its elegance. It was set in the midst of a bare featureless plain. One could
         set out from it and travel a thousand miles in any direction and see nothing but dry dusty flat lands. It was a flat dull
         city in the midst of a flat dull region, and its only distinction was that it was a place where a dozen major highways met.
      

      
      Like the spokes of a giant wheel were the wide roads that crossed those dreary plains to intersect here, one coming in from
         the major port of Alaisor to the west, three running down from the north, three from the south, and no less than five connecting
         Sisivondal with mighty Castle Mount off in the distant east. The boulevards and avenues of Sisivondal were laid out as concentric
         circles that allowed easy connection from any of the incoming highways to any other. All along the streets that ran between
         the circular avenues were rows of flat-roofed nine-storied warehouses, each very much like its neighbor, in which goods destined
         for transshipment to other zones of the continent could temporarily be stored.
      

      
      It was an uninteresting but necessary place, and its appearance was in keeping with its function. Located as it was in a district of Alhanroel where little rain fell except for a couple of months in the winter, Sisivondal did without
         the grand and lavish ornamental gardens that were a distinctive mark of nearly all the cities of Majipoor. The monotony of
         its broad bare streets, dry and dusty under the constant golden-green eye of the sun, was relieved here and there only by
         plantings of rugged undemanding shrubs and trees, usually arrayed in long regular rows along the curbsides: squat thick-trunked
         camaganda palms with drooping grayish-purple fronds, and somber lumma-lumma bushes that looked like boulders with leaves and
         grew so slowly they might just as well have been carved from stone, and spiky garavedas that flowered only once every hundred years, each one sending up a single ominous black spike
         three times the height of a man.
      

      
      No, not a pretty city. But here the cult of the Beholders had taken root, and the Beholders, when they held the Procession
         of their Mysteries, did indeed bring for a brief time an unfamiliar beauty to the drab streets of Sisivondal.
      

      
      They came forth now, dancing and singing and chanting as they marched past the long stolid rows of identical warehouses that
         lined Grand Alaisor Avenue. At the head of the procession ran scores of young women in immaculate white garments who strewed
         the ground with the bright crimson-and-gold petals of halatinga blossoms that had been brought in at monumental expense from
         Castle Mount, and young men with sparkling mirrors sewn to their jerkins danced after them, sprinkling the streets with balsams
         and unguents. Next came the massed ranks of sturdy chanters, accompanied by the shrill cries of pipes and flutes as they bellowed
         over and over, “Make way for the holy things! Make way! Make way!”
      

      
      Now, marching by herself, there advanced the terrifying figure of a giantess in red boots with soles a foot thick, carrying
         an enormous two-headed wooden staff that she gripped with both her hands and raised again and again above her head. To her
         huge shoulders a pair of powerful dark wings was strapped, which fluttered slowly in time to the pounding rhythms of two masked
         drummers who followed her at a respectful distance. Behind this group came initiates of the cult, walking six abreast, their
         faces hidden by loose black veils. Their heads had been shaven closely and waxed, those of men and women both, so that the
         tops of their skulls rose above the swirling veils like domes of polished marble.
      

      
      Those in the forefront of this group bore the seven artifacts that the Beholders held to be among their most sacred possessions,
         things which they displayed only at occasions of the highest gravity. One held aloft an elaborately carved stone lamp of curious design, from which a fearsome roaring yellow-tipped
         flame spurted far into the sky; the next, a palm branch interwoven with strands of gold in the form of a coiling serpent with
         gaping jaws; the one beyond that, the giant image of a disembodied human hand with the middle finger bent backward in an impossible
         and menacing way; then a fourth with a silver urn in the shape of a woman’s breast, from which he poured an inexhaustible
         stream of steaming, fragrant golden milk into the streets, and a fifth with a huge fan made of wood, which he swept from side
         to side in a manner that caused onlookers at the edge of the throng to leap back in fright. A sixth bore the effigy of a plump
         little pink-fleshed deity whose face had no features, and a seventh came staggering along under the weight of a monstrous
         male genital organ carved from a long curving slab of purple wood.
      

      
      “Behold and worship!” the marchers cried.

      
      And from the onlookers came an answering cry: “We behold! We behold!”

      
      More dancers followed—frenzied ones, now, in a delirious, ecstatic furor, leaping crazily from one side of the street to another
         as though tongues of flame were bursting from the pavement all about them, and uttering brief wordless cries like the yippings
         of demented beasts. They moved on, giving way to a pair of grim towering Skandars who carried slung between them on a stout
         wooden pole the Ark of the Mysteries, said to contain the most potent and holy objects of the cult, though these would not
         be revealed to anyone until the final hours of the world.
      

      
      And then, at last, borne on a resplendent gleaming cart of ebony inlaid with silver, came the terrifying figure of the high
         priest, the masked Messenger of the Mysteries. He was a slim naked man of phenomenal height whose rippling body was painted
         black down one side and gold down the other; he wore over his head the carved visage of a furious-looking yellow-eyed hound with fierce elongated muzzle and long narrow ears
         standing stiffly erect; and he held in one hand a narrow staff around which golden serpents with swollen necks and red staring
         eyes were entwined, and in the other a leather whip.
      

      
      Screams of joy went up from those who lined the path of the procession as he went by, nodding his blessings to the multitudes
         at every step and occasionally flicking his whip at them. And they fell in behind him, hundreds of them, thousands, the ordinary
         citizens of Sisivondal, sober, hardworking citizens, now ecstatic, sobbing, laughing eerily, prancing wildly, flinging high
         their arms, throwing back their heads as they begged the empty vault of the sky for some sign that mercy would be forthcoming.
         Spittle flecked their faces. Their eyes rolled in their heads, and on some only the whites could be seen. “Spare us!” they
         cried. “Spare us!” But what it was from which they wanted to be spared, or from whom they expected their salvation to come,
         very few in that jostling throng that lined Grand Alaisor Avenue would have been able to say, or perhaps none at all.
      

      
      On that same day in the wind-swept hilltop city of Sefarad on the western coast of Alhanroel a little group of mages clad
         in saffron-colored chasubles, surplices of bright purple silk, and yellow shoes led the way to the sharp ridge known as Lord
         Zalimox’s Chair, overlooking the roughly tossing waters of the Inner Sea. They were five men and three women of the human
         kind, stately and tall, with a look of nobility and grandeur about them. Their faces were dabbed with spots of blue powder
         and their eyesockets were painted a brilliant scarlet, and they carried long white staffs fashioned from sea-dragon ribs carved
         along every inch of their length with mysterious runic figures in what was said to be the script of the Elder Gods.
      

      
      A long, winding procession of the citizens of Sefarad followed after them, murmuring prayers to those unknown ancient deities.
         As they moved steadily forward to the sea they made the sign of the sea-dragon over and over again with their hands, fingers
         simulating the beating of the voluminous leathery wings, wrists curving to imitate the swooping of the mighty necks.
      

      
      Many of those who followed the mages to Lord Zalimox’s Chair were Liimen, the humblest folk of the town, slender rough-skinned
         people with dark flat faces much wider than they were high, out of which three circular eyes stared like glowing coals. These
         simple fishermen and farmers and street-sweepers and sausage-vendors had for many centuries looked toward the huge winged
         dragons of Majipoor’s seas as semi-divine beings. For them the dragons occupied a station midway between the mortal people
         of Majipoor and the gods who once had ruled this giant planet and had unaccountably departed long ago; and they felt that
         those gods would one day return to take possession of what was rightfully theirs. Now, in clustering groups of fifty or a
         hundred, the Liimen of Sefarad hastened to the edge of the sea to beg their vanished gods to hasten their return.
      

      
      But they were far from alone today. Word had gone about that a herd of sea-dragons would be coming close to shore here this
         day. That was startling in itself, for the dragons in their long maritime migrations were never a common sight along this
         coast of Alhanroel; and the notion that this visitation might be a miraculous one, that the immense beasts might somehow have
         the ability to establish contact with those mysterious ancient gods of which the Lumen had long babbled, had spread like fire
         in dry brush through every race of the city. Humans, Hjorts, Ghayrogs, and even a handful of Vroons and Su-Suheris, were also to be found in the band of pilgrims that came scrambling up the rocky road to the beach.
      

      
      And shapes were visible today, far out to sea, that might have been the shapes of dragons, unless they were something else.
         “I see them!” one pilgrim cried to the next in surprise and delight. “A miracle! The dragons are here!” And perhaps they were.
         Humped gray forms like bulky barrels floating in the sea? Dark wide-spreading wings? Yes, dragons. Maybe so. Or maybe just
         illusions, born of the glinting and flashing of sunlight against the churning tops of the waves.
      

      
      “I see them, I see them!” the pilgrims continued to cry, shouting it until their voices grew hoarse and ragged, each one spurring
         his neighbor on toward desperate certainty.
      

      
      And at the very summit of the rock known as Lord Zalimox’s Chair the mages in their saffron chasubles and surplices of bright
         silk lifted their staffs of smooth white bone one by one and held them toward the sea and in tones of the greatest solemnity
         called out words in a language that no one understood:
      

      
      “Maazmoorn … Seizimoor … Sheitoon … Sepp!”

      
      From the congregation at the water’s edge resounded the answering cry:

      
      “Maazmoorn … Seizimoor … Sheitoon … Sepp!”

      
      And from the sea came, as ever, the rhythmic murmuring boom of the surf, saying things that the assembled worshippers were
         free to interpret in whatever way they wished.
      

      
      In wondrous Dulorn, the shining diamond-bright city of crystalline stone that the reptilian-looking Ghayrogs had built in
         western Zimroel, the amusements and entertainments of the Perpetual Circus had temporarily been put aside in this troubled
         hour, so that the huge circular building that housed the Circus could be employed for holier matters.
      

      
      All the buildings of Dulorn were airy sparkling things of fantasy, but for this one. The white mineral out of which the Ghayrogs
         had constructed Dulorn was a dazzling light calcite of high refractiveness. They had employed it with surpassing ingenuity
         in fashioning slender lofty towers of fanciful form, richly ornamented with faceted sides and flying buttresses, with leaping
         minarets and dizzying diagonal embrasures, everything bright as if lit by sheets of lightning in the midday sun.
      

      
      But the building of the Perpetual Circus, at the eastern edge of town, was a simple and unadorned circular drum, ninety feet
         high and in diameter of such an amplitude that it could easily contain an audience of hundreds of thousands. Here, because
         the snaky-haired forked-tongued Ghayrogs slept only a few months out of the year and were voraciously eager for diversion
         the rest of the time, theatrical performances of all sorts were held—jugglers, acrobats, teams of clowns, trained-animal shows,
         prestidigitators, levitators, gobblers of live animals, anything at all that someone might deem amusing, a dozen or more acts
         at once on the huge stage—continuously, every hour of the day and every day of the year.
      

      
      Now all that had, however, been put aside in favor of a circus of a different sort. In this city of unique and striking loveliness
         deformity had lately come to be looked upon as sacred, and monsters of all sorts were brought forth into the arena from every
         part of Majipoor so that they could be worshipped and implored to intercede with the dark powers that threatened the world.
      

      
      So here, strutting about like demigods, were pygmies and giants, pinheads and human skeletons, hunchbacks and gnomes, all
         manner of genetic detritus, the sad prodigies of a hundred kinds of miserable unfortunate births. Every nightmare distortion
         was on show here, monsters of unthinkable sorts, things so bizarre that no one would ever have dared to dream them: humans, Ghayrogs, Skandars, Hjorts, no species being spared, all packed one up against another. Here were two
         Ghayrogs whose bodies were joined at the back from shoulder to buttock, but one inverted in regard to the other, heads and
         feet in opposite ways; here was a woman whose boneless arms writhed like serpents, and a man whose fiery-hued head bore a
         ravenous orange bird-bill that was curved like the beak of a milufta but even more savagely sharp. A man who was broader-bodied
         than he was tall, with arms like flimsy little flippers—a quartet of gaunt Liimen who were linked one to the next by a long
         ropy black umbilicus—a man with one giant eye in the center of his forehead; another with only a single leg like a pedestal
         proceeding from both his hips—another with feet at the ends of his arms, and hands sprouting from his ankles—All this was
         displayed in turn to every sector of the immense auditorium, for the entire stage floated in a pool of quicksilver and turned
         slowly on hidden bearings, making a complete revolution in not much more than an hour. During regular performances of the
         Circus, those sitting in the circular tiers that rose in sloping circles to the roof of the building had only to sit where
         they were, and it all would come to them.
      

      
      But this was not a performance. It was a sacrament. Therefore the audience was allowed to come down out of the stands and
         mingle on the stage, as never was permitted ordinarily. A corps of Skandar wardens maintained order, keeping the swarming
         mass of worshippers filing from the seats in a single line with stinging blows of long batons, and prodding them swiftly onward
         from the stage once they had received the blessing for which they had come. Slowly, patiently, the members of the audience
         shuffled forward, knelt before this grotesque creature or that one, solemnly touched its knee or its toe or the hem of its
         robe, and then moved on.
      

      
      In five locations only, equidistantly arranged around the great stage to form the points of a giant star, were there any open spaces in this multitude of monstrosities and their adorers.
         These five open places on the stage had been left clear for the holiest beings of all, the androgynes—those who combined in
         themselves the attributes of both male and female, and who thus represented the unity and harmony of the cosmos, which was
         the commodity that everyone on Majipoor most fervently wished to preserve.
      

      
      No one knew the origin of the androgynes. Some said that they were from Triggoin, that half-mythical city in the northern
         reaches of Alhanroel where only wizards lived. Some had heard that they came from Til-omon or Narabal or Ni-moya or some other
         city of Zimroel, and some that they were from Natu Gorvinu in remotest Suvrael, while others claimed they were native to one
         of the grand cities of Castle Mount itself; but though there was no agreement over where it was they had come into the world,
         it was universally believed that they had been born at a single birthing to a witch-woman who had engendered them herself,
         entirely unaided, simply through the casting of powerful spells.
      

      
      They were frail, pallid little creatures, these androgynes. But though they were no taller than children, their bodies were
         mature. Three had the gentle faces of women and distinct womanly bosoms, though small ones, but the well-developed genitalia
         of men below. The other two had the wiry, muscular upper bodies of men, with broad shoulders and flat, hard chests, but their
         hips were wide-flaring female ones, their buttocks and thighs were full and plump, and at the joining of their legs they showed
         no trace of the male organs of generation.
      

      
      Naked, impassive, they displayed themselves all day long and all night too at the five points of the imaginary star that linked
         them on the stage, protected from the eagerly reaching arms of the gaping multitudes by circular boundary-lines of cool red sorceryflame that no one dared to cross, and by platoons of dour-faced baton-wielding Skandars as well, just in case.
      

      
      The androgynes stood staring at the crowds that passed before them in a distant, uncaring way, silent and aloof, like visitors
         from some other plane of existence. And throughout the long hours of the day and the night, the fearful people of Dulorn filed
         ceaselessly by thousands and hundreds of thousands through the drum-shaped building of the Perpetual Circus, paying homage
         to the sacred monsters and reaching their hands out imploringly to the uncaring androgynes and crying out their prayer in
         staccato shrieks sharp enough to pierce the sky, and the message that they repeated was the same one going up to the heavens
         from the marchers in the streets of Sisivondal: “Spare us … Spare us …”
      

      
      Far to the south, half a vast continent away in the humid city of Narabal on Zimroel, where winter was unknown and vegetation
         grew with violent abandon in the cloak of soft, dense, sultry air, the cult of flagellanti held sway. Men in white robes crisscrossed
         by broad yellow stripes ran through the streets in maniacal bounding leaps, brandishing swords and maces and knives. From
         time to time they would halt and throw their heads forward until their long hair covered their faces, and dance first on one
         foot and then the other while wildly rotating their necks, and bite themselves savagely on their forearms with no show of
         distress, as though they were unaware of pain. Then, eyes wild with glee, they slashed their own flesh with their knives,
         or presented their bared backs to women who rushed upon them bearing whips made of thokka vines strung with the knucklebones
         of blaves. Blood flowed freely in the streets, mixing with the rain of Narabal’s fine, steady downpours and carried away with
         it in the cobblestone gutters. “Yamaghai! Yamagha!” they shouted, over and over. Nobody knew what those words meant, but they were deemed to be
         words of notable power, for one was immune to the pain of the knives and the whips so long as one shouted them. “Yamaghai!
         Yamagha! Yamaghai! Yamagha!”
      

      
      It was the blood of bull-bidlaks with which they hoped to purify themselves in great glistening Ni-moya, grandest of the cities
         of the western continent, seven thousand miles to the east of the crystalline city of Dulorn. By hundreds they crowded into
         newly built underground sanctums, huddling shoulder to shoulder beneath the slitted gratings that covered these dank musty
         chambers and looking upward toward the mages in ornate ritual vestments and golden helmets topped with quivering crests of
         red feathers who stood chanting in the street above them. And the slow heavy-thighed bidlaks were led forth over the grates;
         and the long knives flashed; and the blood came running down in bright rivulets upon the worshippers below, who crowded forward,
         shoving one another roughly aside as they strived to receive it on their upturned faces and tongues, to catch it in their
         hands and smear it over their eyes, to drench their clothing in it. With grunting cries of ferocious joy they received the
         bloody sacrament and were dizzied and inflamed by it; and then they moved along, some dancing, some merely lurching, and others
         took their places, and new bidlaks were led into position on the grates above.
      

      
      In golden Sippulgar on the sunny Stoien coast of Alhanroel on the other side of the world it was Time, the remorseless winged
         serpent that flies ever onward, whose face was the face of a ravening, all-devouring jakkabole, to whom the people turned
         as suppliants. Weeping, praying, chanting, they drew his image through the streets on a wheeled platform made of freshly tanned volevant skin stretched over a framework of bright
         green gabela-wood, accompanied by a thunder of kettledrums and an ear-splitting clash of cymbals and the screeching of hoarse-throated
         horns. And behind those privileged ones who drew the platform of the god came the other good citizens of golden Sippulgar
         stripped to loincloths and sandals, their sweating bodies bright with gaudy streaks of paint and their faces turned rigidly
         toward the sky.
      

      
      In Banglecode, high up on Castle Mount, it was the fancied disappearance of the moons, and especially the Great Moon, that
         was the thing most deeply dreaded. Few nights went by when someone did not reach the conclusion that the light of the moons
         was waning, and rush wild-eyed out into the streets to howl forth his contagious terror. But there were archimages in Banglecode
         who specialized in the encouragement of the moons. When the people began to weep and gibber over the vanishing of the moons,
         these mages came forth and made a clattering with brass instruments, they blew loud blasts on trumpets, they clapped cymbals
         together and waved holy staffs on high. “Sing!” they cried, and the people sang, and gradually—gradually, gradually—the moons
         seemed to regain the brightness that they had earlier lost, and the crowds went, still weeping but grateful now for their
         deliverance, to their homes. And the next night it would all be the same way again.
      

      
      “What a troubled time this is, this time of mysteries and wonders,” said Kunigarda, the Lady of the Isle of Sleep; and the
         hierarch Thabin Emilda, the closest of the Lady’s associates at Inner Temple, simply sighed and nodded, for they had had this
         conversation often enough before in recent days.
      

      
      It was the task of the Lady of the Isle of Sleep to bring comfort and wisdom to the minds of sleeping millions each night,
         and in these times she was striving with all her formidable energies to restore peace to the world. From the ancient mechanisms
         installed in the great stone chambers of her isle the sweet sendings of the Lady and her many acolytes went forth, urging
         calm, patience, confidence. There was no reason for alarm, they told the world. Pontifexes had died before, on Majipoor. Prankipin
         had earned his rest. The Coronal Lord Confalume was prepared to assume his new tasks; there would be another Coronal in his
         place, as capable as Confalume had been; everything would go on harmoniously as it had before, and would forever, world without
         end.
      

      
      So the Lady Kunigarda knew, and so she sought nightly to announce. But all her striving was futile, for she herself was a
         living reminder of the changes that were coming, and the dreams she sent produced as much anxiety as anything else, simply
         because she was a presence in them.
      

      
      Her own term as Lady of the Isle was reaching its inevitable end as the Pontifex’s life ebbed. By long tradition the mother
         of the Coronal, or else his closest living female relative, held the Ladyship. So it was that the mother of Lord Confalume
         had come to the Isle upon his accession; but Prankipin had ruled as Pontifex so long that Lord Confalume’s mother had died
         in office, and the Ladyship had passed to Kunigarda, the Coronal’s older sister. Kunigarda had held the post for twenty years,
         now. But soon she must give way to the Princess Therissa, mother of the new Lord Prestimion, and instruct her in the secret
         of the mechanisms of the Isle, and then take up residence herself on the Terrace of Shadows where the former Ladies went to
         live; everyone knew that; and that was one more cause for insecurity and apprehension in the world.
      

      
      “One thing is sure, that peace and truth will prevail,” said the Lady to the hierarch Thabin Emilda. “The old emperor will die, and the new Coronal will come, and the new Lady as well; and perhaps there will be difficulties, but in time all
         will be well. I believe that, Thabin Emilda, with all my soul.”
      

      
      “And I also, Lady,” said Thabin Emilda. But once more she sighed, and turned away so that the Lady would not see the sorrow
         and doubt in her eyes.
      

      
      So there was no contending against the tide of magic and fear. In a thousand cities furious confident mages came forth, saying,
         “This is the way of salvation, these are the spells that will restore the world,” and the people, doleful and frightened and
         hungry for salvation, said, “Yes, yes, show us the way.” In each city the observances were different, and yet in essence everything
         was the same everywhere, processions and wild dances, shrieking flutes, roaring trumpets. Omens and prodigies. A brisk trade
         in talismans, some of them loathsome and disgusting. Blood and wine freely flowing and often mixing. Incense; abominations;
         the droning chants of the masters of the Mysteries; the propitiation of demons and the adoration of gods. Flashing knives
         and whips whistling through the air. New strangenesses every day. Thus it was, in this feverish epoch of new beliefs, that
         the myriad citizens of the huge planet awaited the end of the time of Prankipin Pontifex and the Coronal Lord Confalume, and
         the coming of the time of Confalume Pontifex and the Coronal Lord Prestimion.
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      The chambers where the Coronal had his lodgings at those times when it was necessary for him to visit the capital city of the
         Pontificate were located on the deepest level of the Labyrinth’s imperial sector, halfway around the perimeter of the city
         from the secluded bedroom where Pontifex Prankipin lay dying. As Prince Korsibar advanced along the winding corridor leading
         to his father’s rooms, a tall, angular figure stepped smoothly from the shadows to his left and said, “If you would, prince,
         a moment’s word.”
      

      
      Korsibar recognized the speaker as the aloof and frosty Sanibak-Thastimoon, a man of the Su-Suheris race whom he had taken
         into his innermost circle of courtiers: his personal magus, his caster of runes and explicator of destinies.
      

      
      “The Coronal is expecting me,” said Korsibar.

      
      “I understand that, sir. A moment is all I ask.”

      
      “Well—”

      
      “To your possible great advantage.”

      
      “A moment, then, Sanibak-Thastimoon. Only a moment. Where?”

      
      The Su-Suheris gestured toward a darkened room within a half-ajar doorway on the other side of the corridor. Korsibar nodded
         and followed him. It turned out to be a storeroom of some sort, low-ceilinged and cramped and musty, cluttered with tools
         and cleaning implements.
      

      
      “In a service closet, Sanibak-Thastimoon?”

      
      “It is a convenient place,” the Su-Suheris said. He shut the door. A dim glowlight was the only illumination. Korsibar valued
         Sanibak-Thastimoon’s counsel, but he had never been at such near quarters with the Su-Suheris before, and he felt a quiver
         of discomfort verging on mistrust. Sanibak-Thastimoon’s slender, two-headed figure loomed above him by some seven inches,
         an uncommon thing for the long-legged prince to experience. A crisp, dry aroma came from the sorcerer, as of fallen leaves
         burning on a hot autumn day, not an unpleasant odor but one that at this close range was oppressively intense.
      

      
      The Su-Suheris folk were relative newcomers to Majipoor. Most of them had come as a result of policies established sixty years
         or so back, early in Prankipin’s time as Coronal, that had encouraged a period of renewed migration of non-human peoples to
         the giant world. They were a smooth, hairless race, slim and tapering in form. From their tubular bodies rose foot-long columnar
         necks that divided in a forking way, each of the two branches culminating in a narrow, spindle-shaped head. Korsibar doubted
         that he would ever be fully comfortable with the strangeness of their appearance. But in these times it was folly not to have
         a reliable necromancer or two on one’s staff, and it was commonplace knowledge that the Su-Suheris had a full measure of skill
         in the oracular arts, necromancy and divination, among other things.
      

      
      “Well?” Korsibar asked.

      
      Usually it was the left-hand head that spoke, except when the Su-Suheris was delivering prophecies. In that case he employed
         the cold, precise voice that emerged from the right-hand one. But this time both heads spoke at once, smoothly coordinated
         but in tones separated by half an octave. “Troubling news has been brought to your father’s attention concerning you, sir.”
      

      
      “Am I in danger? And if I am, why does the news come to his attention before it reaches mine, Sanibak-Thastimoon?”

      
      “There is no danger to you, excellence. If you take care not to arouse anxieties in your father’s breast.”
      

      
      “Anxieties of what sort? Explain yourself,” said Korsibar curtly.

      
      “Do you recall that I cast a horoscope for you, sir, some months back, that indicated that greatness awaits you in days to
         come? ‘You will shake the world, Prince Korsibar,’ is what I told you then. You remember this?”
      

      
      “Of course. Who’d forget a prophecy like that?”

      
      “The same prediction now has been made for you by one of your father’s oracles. In the very same words, which is a powerful
         confirmation: ‘He will shake the world.’ Which has left the Coronal exceedingly troubled. His lordship is contemplating his withdrawal from the active world; he would
         not look kindly on any shaking of it at this time.—This has come to me by trustworthy sources within your father’s own circle,
         sir.”
      

      
      Korsibar sought to meet the sorcerer’s gaze; but it was an infuriating business, not knowing which pair of icy emerald-hued
         eyes to look at. And having to look so far upward, besides. Tautly he said, “I fail to see what there might be to trouble
         him, in a prophecy like that. I mean him no mischief: he knows that. How could I? He is my father; he is my king. And if by
         my shaking the world it’s meant that I’ll do great things some day, then he should rejoice. I’ve done nothing but hunt and
         ride and eat and drink and gamble all my life, but now, apparently, I’m about to achieve something important, is that what
         your horoscope says? Well, then, three cheers for me! I’ll lead a sailing expedition from one shore of the Great Sea to the
         other; or I’ll go out into the desert and discover the lost buried treasure of the Shapeshifters; or maybe I’ll—Well, who
         knows? Not I. Something big, whatever it is. Lord Confalume ought to be very pleased.”
      

      
      “What he is afraid of, I suspect, is that you will do something rash and foolish, your excellence, that will bring much harm to the world.”
      

      
      “Does he?”

      
      “So I am assured, yes.”

      
      “And does he regard me, then, as such a reckless child?”

      
      “He places much faith in oracles.”

      
      “Well, and so do we all. ‘He will shake the world.’ Fine. What’s there in that that needs to be interpreted so darkly? The
         world can be shaken in good ways as well as bad, you know. I’m no earthquake, Sanibak-Thastimoon, that will bring my father’s
         castle tumbling down the side of the Mount, am I? Or are you hiding something from me of which even I myself am unaware?”
      

      
      “I want only to warn you, sir, that his lordship is apprehensive concerning you and your intentions, and may ask you bothersome
         difficult questions, and that when you go before him now it would be best if you took care to give him no occasion whatsoever
         for suspicion.”
      

      
      “Suspicion of what?” cried Korsibar, in some vexation, now. “I have no intentions! I’m a simple honorable man, Sanibak-Thastimoon! My conscience is clear!”
      

      
      But the Su-Suheris had nothing more to say. He shrugged, which for him was a gesture that amounted to drawing his long forked
         neck halfway down into his chest and hooking his six-fingered hands inward on his wrists. The four green eyes became implacably
         opaque; the lipless, harsh-angled mouth-slits offered no further response. So there was no use pursuing the issue.
      

      
      You will shake the world.

      
      What could that mean? Korsibar had never wanted to shake anything. All his life he had desired only simple straightforward
         things: to rove the Fifty Cities of Castle Mount in quest of this pleasure and that one, and to go forth along the remote
         wilderness trails in quest of the fierce beasts he loved to hunt, and to play at quoits and chariot-racing, and to spend the long nights at the Castle itself drinking and carousing with his
         comrades. What more could there be for him in life? He was a prince of royal blood, yes, but the irony of his lineage was
         that he could never be more than he already was, for no Coronal’s son had ever been permitted to follow him to the Coronal’s
         throne.
      

      
      By ancient tradition the junior monarchy was an adoptive one; always had been, always would be. Lord Confalume, when he finally
         became Pontifex a week or three hence, would officially designate Prestimion of Muldemar as his son and heir, and Korsibar,
         the true flesh-and-blood son, would be relegated to some grand and airy estate high up on the Mount. There he would spend
         the rest of his years as he had spent the first two decades of them, living a comfortable idle existence among the other pensioned-off
         princes of the realm. That was his destiny. Everyone knew that. He had been aware of it himself ever since his boyhood, ever
         since he could understand that his father was a king. Why had Sanibak-Thastimoon chosen to trouble him now with this oracular
         nonsense about shaking the world? Why, for that matter, had the chilly-spirited, austere sorcerer been urging him so strongly
         of late to rise above his pleasant life of luxury and idleness and seek some higher fulfillment? Surely Sanibak-Thastimoon
         understood the impossibility of that.
      

      
      You will shake the world. Indeed.
      

      
      Impatiently Korsibar gestured to Sanibak-Thastimoon to stand aside, and went out into the hall.

      
      The immense outer door of the Coronal’s suite, all agleam with dazzling golden inlays of the starburst emblem and with his
         father’s LCC monogram—which would have to be changed soon enough to Prestimion’s LPC—confronted him. Three prodigious swaggering Skandars in the green-and-gold uniform of the Coronal’s royal guard stood before it.
      

      
      Korsibar craned his neck to look up at the shaggy four-armed beings, nearly half again as tall even as he, and said, “The
         Coronal has asked me to come to him.”
      

      
      ‘At the Castle, sometimes, the guardians of the Coronal’s office would make him wait like any young knight-initiate, Coronal’s
         son though he might be, because his lordship was busy with his ministers of state, or his intimate counsellors, or perhaps
         some visiting regional administrators. The son of the Coronal had no formal rank of his own, and those others took precedence
         over him. But today the guards moved aside instantly and let him go in.
      

      
      Lord Confalume was at his desk, a broad polished platform of glossy crimson simbajinder-wood rising from a thick podium of
         black gelimaund. The only illumination was the bright orange glow emanating from a trio of thick spiral-shafted candles of
         black wax set in heavy iron sconces, and the air was sweet and steamy with the rank piercing fragrance of burning incense,
         rising in two gray-blue coils of smoke from golden thuribles on either side of the Coronal’s seat.
      

      
      He was involved in a conjuration of some sort. Charts and works of reference covered his desk, and interspersed among them
         were all manner of instruments and devices having to do with the geomantic arts. Korsibar, who kept people like Sanibak-Thastimoon
         on hand to deal with such matters for him, had no idea what the purpose of most of those objects might be, though even he
         recognized the whiskbroom-like ammatepala that was used to sprinkle the water of perception across one’s forehead, and the
         shining coils and posts of an armillary sphere, and the triangular stone vessel known as a veralistia in which one burned
         the aromatic powders that enhanced one’s insight into the future.
      

      
      Korsibar waited patiently while his father, not looking up, carried out what seemed to be the conclusion of some lengthy and elaborate tabulation of numbers. And said quietly, when Lord
         Confalume appeared to be finished, “You wanted to see me, father?”
      

      
      “A moment more. Just a moment.”

      
      Three times in a clockwise way the Coronal rubbed the rohilla that was pinned to his collar. Then he dipped both his thumbs
         in an ivory vessel containing some bluish fluid and touched them to his eyelids. With bowed head and closed eyes the Coronal
         murmured something that sounded like the words “Adabambo, adabamboli, adambo,” which meant nothing at all to Korsibar, and pressed the tips of his little fingers and thumbs together. Lastly Lord Confalume
         let his breath come forth from his nostrils in a long series of quick sighing exhalations, so that after a time his lungs
         were emptied and his head rested on his sunken chest, shoulders slumped, eyes rolled up toward the top of his head.
      

      
      Korsibar’s own belief in the powers of magic was as strong as anyone’s. And yet he was surprised and a bit dismayed to see
         his royal father so deeply enmeshed in these arcane practices, at the cost of who knew what quantity of his waning energies.
         The expenditure was all too obvious. Lord Confalume’s face was drawn and gray, and he seemed tired, though it was still only
         mid-morning. There were lines of stress along his brow and cheeks that appeared unfamiliar to Korsibar.
      

      
      The prince and his sister Thismet were the children of the Coronal’s late middle age, and there was a gap of many decades
         between his age and theirs; but that difference in age was only now making itself apparent. Indeed, the Coronal had seemed
         a good deal younger to Korsibar earlier that day in the antechamber to the Hall of Judgment than he looked at this moment;
         but perhaps that look of youthful middle age had been a mere pretense, a facade he was capable of donning while in the presence
         of the other princes and dukes, and which he no longer had the strength to maintain in the privacy of this meeting with his son.
      

      
      Seeing his father this wearied, Korsibar’s heart went out to him. The Coronal, he knew, had every reason to be weary, and
         not just from the exertions of these sorceries. For the past forty-three years, a span of time unimaginable to Korsibar, the
         Coronal Lord Confalume had had the task of reigning over this giant planet. To be sure, he reigned in the name of the Pontifex,
         and it was the Pontifex in whom all ultimate responsibility for decision was vested. But the Pontifex lived hidden away in
         the secrecy and security of the Labyrinth. It was the Coronal who must remain endlessly on public display, holding open court
         at the Castle atop the Mount, and going forth into the world as well, every six or eight years, to fulfill the custom of the
         grand processional by which the Coronal presented himself in person in every major city of all three continents.
      

      
      In making the grand processional it was the junior monarch’s task to convey himself beyond the Fifty Cities of the Mount,
         and onward across the sea to distant Zimroel and its great metropolis of Ni-moya, and grim Piliplok of the terrifyingly straight
         streets, and Khyntor and Dulorn and flowery Til-omon and Pidruid and all those other faraway places whose existence was barely
         more than legendary to Korsibar: displaying himself to the multitudes as the living symbol of the system that had governed
         this gigantic world since the dawn of its historic period so many thousands of years before. Small wonder Lord Confalume looked
         tired. He had lived long enough to have made the grand processional not once but five times. He had carried all of Majipoor
         on his shoulders for some years longer than four full decades.
      

      
      Korsibar stood a long time waiting, and said nothing. And waited some more. And still the Coronal busied himself with his sorcery-things, as though he had forgotten Korsibar was there. And Korsibar waited.
      

      
      And went on waiting. When the Coronal required one to wait, one waited, and did not question the waiting. Even if he were
         one’s own father.
      

      
      After a long while Lord Confalume looked up at last, and blinked a couple of times at Korsibar as though he were surprised
         to see him in the room. Then the Coronal said, with no preamble, “You amazed me more than a little this morning, Korsibar.
         I never imagined you’d have the slightest objection to starting the games early.”
      

      
      “I confess some amazement at your amazement, father. Do you perceive me as such a shallow thing? Do you look on me as having
         no sense whatever of proper conduct?”
      

      
      “Have I ever given you reason to think so?”

      
      “You give me no reason to think otherwise. All my adult life I’ve simply been left free to amuse myself, like some oversized
         child. Am I invited to sit in on councils? Am I given high responsibilities and duties? No. No. What I’m given is a happy
         life of leisure and sport. ‘—Here, Korsibar: how do you like this fine sword? This saddle, this bow of Khyntor workmanship?—These
         fiery-tempered racing-mounts have just been sent to us from the breeders at Marraitis, Korsibar: take your pick, boy, the
         best is none too good for you.—Where will you hunt this season, Korsibar? In the northern marches, perhaps, or will it be
         in the jungles of Pulidandra?’ And so it has been, father, all my life.”
      

      
      The Coronal’s tired face seemed to sag into an even deeper weariness as Korsibar’s verbal barrage went on and on.

      
      “That was the life you wanted for yourself,” he said, when the prince had subsided. “Or so I believed.”

      
      “And indeed I did. But what other kind of life could I have chosen to have?”
      

      
      “You could have been whatever you pleased. You had the finest of princely educations, boy.”

      
      “A fine education, yes! And for what purpose, father? I can name a hundred Pontifexes from Dvorn to Vildivar, all in the proper
         order, and then name fifty more. I’ve studied the codes of the law, the Decretals and the Synods and the Balances and all
         and the rest of that. I can draw you maps of Zimroel and Alhanroel and put all the cities in their proper locations. I know
         the pathways of the stars and I can quote you inspiring passages from all the best epic poets from Furvain to Auliasi. What
         of it? What good does any of it do me? Should I have written poetry myself? Should I have been a clerk? A philosopher, perhaps?”
      

      
      The Coronal’s eyelids fluttered and closed for a moment, and he pressed the tips of his fingers to his temples. Then he opened
         his eyes and stared balefully at his son, a hooded, rigorously patient look.
      

      
      “The Balances, you say. You’ve studied the Balances. If that’s so, then you understand the inner rhythms of our governmental
         structure and you know why you’ve been given swords and saddles and fine mounts instead of high public responsibilities. We
         have no hereditary monarchy here. You picked the wrong father, boy: for you alone, of all the princes of Castle Mount, there
         can never be any place in the government.”
      

      
      “Not even a seat on the Council?”

      
      “Not even that. One thing leads to another, they would say: put you on the Council and soon you’d want to act as Regent when
         I’m away from the Castle, or you would propose yourself as High Counsellor, or you’d even aspire to be made Coronal yourself
         when my turn arrives to move on to the Labyrinth. I would constantly be forced to defend myself against accusations of—”
      

      
      “Father?”
      

      
      “—no end of whispering and innuendo, or outright insurrection, even, if—”

      
      “Father, please.”

      
      Confalume halted in mid-flow, blinking. “Yes?”

      
      “I do understand all these things. I resigned myself long ago to the realities of my situation. Prestimion will be Coronal,
         not me: so be it. I never expected to be Coronal, never. Nor wanted it, nor hoped for it. But let me bring you back to the
         point where this wrangling discussion started, if I may. I asked you whether you really believed I was so stupid that the
         only thing on my mind was the desire to escape the boredom of this miserable hole by getting on a mount and waving my sword
         around in some tournament, without a scrap of thought given to custom or tradition or propriety.”
      

      
      The Coronal made no immediate response. His eyes now grew dull with inattention; his face, which had become very grim, seemed
         to go entirely blank.
      

      
      At length he said, keeping his voice very low, “Do you resent it that Prestimion is going to become Coronal, Korsibar?”

      
      “Do I envy him, do you mean? Yes. He’ll be a king, and who would not envy the man who is to be king? But as for resenting
         it that he will be Coronal in my place—No. No. That place was never mine to occupy. I know that. There are nine billion men
         on this planet and I am the only one of whom it was known, from the moment of his birth, that he could never become Coronal.”
      

      
      “And does that make you bitter?”

      
      “Why do you keep asking me these things, father? I understand the law. I yield my non-existent claim on the throne gladly,
         unhesitatingly, unconditionally, to Prestimion. All I meant to assert before is that I believe that there’s more substance
         to me than I’m generally given credit for having, and I wish I could be allowed more responsibilities in the government. Or to be more accurate, be allowed some responsibilities
         at all.”
      

      
      Lord Confalume said, “What’s your opinion of Prestimion, actually?”

      
      Now it was Korsibar’s turn to pause awhile before speaking.

      
      “A clever man indeed,” he said cautiously. “Intelligent. Ambitious.”

      
      “Ambitious, yes. But capable?”

      
      “He must be. You’ve chosen him to succeed you.”

      
      “I know what my opinion of Prestimion is. I want to know yours.”

      
      “I admire him. His mind is quick and for a small man he’s remarkably strong, and exceedingly agile besides. Good with a sword,
         better even with a bow”
      

      
      “But do you like him?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Honestly put, at any rate. Do you think he’ll make a good Coronal?”

      
      “I hope so.”

      
      “We all hope so, Korsibar. Do you think so?”
      

      
      Another pause. After that moment of deep fatigue Lord Confalume’s eyes had regained their usual brightness; they searched
         Korsibar’s mercilessly.
      

      
      “Yes. Yes, I think he probably will.”

      
      “Probably, you say.”

      
      “I’m no soothsayer, father. I can only guess at what is to come.”

      
      “Indeed. The Procurator, you know, thinks that you’re Prestimion’s sworn enemy.”

      
      A muscle throbbed in Korsibar’s cheek. “Is that what he’s told you?”

      
      “Not in so many words. I refer to his comment of a little while ago, upstairs, about your opposing the games because holding them was Prestimion’s idea.”
      

      
      “Dantirya Sambail is a dangerous troublemaker, father.”

      
      “Agreed. But also a very shrewd man. Are you Prestimion’s sworn enemy?”

      
      “If I were, father, would I tell you? But no. No. I’ve been frank with you about Prestimion. I think he’s a calculating and
         manipulative man, a cunning opportunist who can argue on either side of an issue with equal skill, and who has maneuvered
         himself up out of no position at all and now is about to attain the second highest rank on Majipoor. I find it hard to like
         men of that sort. But that isn’t to say that he doesn’t deserve the second highest rank on Majipoor. He understands the art of governing better than most. Certainly better than I. Prestimion
         will become Coronal, and so be it, and I will bow my knee to him like everyone else.—This is an ugly conversation, father.
         Are these the things you called me here to talk about.”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “And the conjuring you were doing when I came in? What was that?”

      
      The Coronal’s hands moved flutteringly among the devices on his desk. “An attempt, merely, to determine how much longer the
         Pontifex is likely to live.”
      

      
      Korsibar smiled. “Are you really so adept a sorcerer now, father?”

      
      “Adept? No, that’s not a claim I’d make. But, like many others, I’ve made a study of the art. I keep measuring my skills against
         events as they unfold, to see whether I’ve actually mastered any knack of foretelling the future.”
      

      
      “And have you? You have the true oracular skill, do you think?” Korsibar thought of the reports of him that the sorcerers
         were said to have brought to his father: that strange prediction, He will shake the world. Perhaps it was the Coronal himself who had cast that rune, and now was staring at some singular destiny for his son that Korsibar himself had no way
         of seeing. “Can we put it to the test?” he asked, happy to see the subject of discussion changing. “Tell me your results,
         and we’ll see what comes to pass. What is the date that you arrived at for the end of Prankipin’s lingering?”
      

      
      “Not any precise one. I’m not that good: perhaps no one is. But it will come, I calculate, within the next nineteen days.
         Let us keep count, you and I, Korsibar.”
      

      
      “Nineteen days, or even less. And then finally all the waiting will be over, and we can have the ceremonies and Prestimion
         will be Coronal and you will be Pontifex, and we can all get out of this vile cistern of a place and back to the sweet air
         of Castle Mount.—All but you, father,” Korsibar added, in a softer voice.
      

      
      “All but me, yes. The Labyrinth will be my home, now.”

      
      “And how do you feel about that, may I ask?”

      
      “I’ve had forty years to get myself used to the idea” Lord Confalume said. “I am indifferent to it.”

      
      “Never to emerge into the light of day—never to see the Castle again—”

      
      The Coronal chuckled. “Oh, I can come forth now and then, if I feel like it. Prankipin did, you know. You were only a boy
         the last time he did: perhaps you’ve forgotten it. But the Pontifex isn’t compelled to stay below ground one hundred percent
         of the time.”
      

      
      “Still, I wouldn’t care for it even so much as one percent of the time. My stay here these weeks past has been quite enough
         for me.”
      

      
      Lord Confalume smiled. “Luckily for you, Korsibar, living here won’t ever be asked of you. The best part of not becoming Coronal
         is that you know you’ll never become Pontifex.”
      

      
      “I should be grateful, then.”

      
      “You should.”

      
      “And you feel you are ready to take up your new life down here, father?”
      

      
      “Yes. Completely ready.”

      
      “You will be a great Pontifex,” said Korsibar. “As you were a great Coronal.”

      
      “I thank you for those words,” said Lord Confalume. He smiled; he stood. It was a tight, unreal smile, and the Coronal’s left
         hand, clenched at his side, was trembling perceptibly. Something was being left unsaid: something painful to the Coronal,
         something explosive.
      

      
      What did the Coronal know, what was it that the Coronal had refrained from telling him?

      
      You will shake the world.

      
      It had to have to do with that. But whatever Sanibak-Thastimoon had imagined that Lord Confalume might be going to say to
         him concerning that mysterious oracular uttering had not been mentioned.
      

      
      Nor would it be, now. Korsibar was aware that he had been dismissed. He made the formal starburst gesture before his father
         as Coronal; and then they embraced as father and son, and he turned to leave. He heard the Coronal once again puttering among
         the geomantic devices on his desk even before he stepped through the doorway.
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      Septach Melayn entered the room known as the Melikand Chamber, a narrow curving hall in the imperial sector of the Labyrinth,
         adjacent to Prestimion’s suite of rooms, that had been set aside for the use of the companions of the Coronal-designate. Duke
         Svor and Gialaurys of Piliplok were already there. “Well,” said Septach Melayn as he came in, “I have a little news, at least.
         Three names have now emerged as candidates for Master of the Games: the Grand Admiral, the Procurator, and our little friend
         Svor. Or so I have it from one of the Pontifical lackeys.”
      

      
      “Who is a person whom you trust implicitly, I suppose?” Svor asked.

      
      “As much as I would trust my mother,” replied Septach Melayn. “Or yours, if I had ever had the pleasure of knowing her.” He
         drew his ornately embroidered cloak, dark blue silk lined with lashings of silver thread, tight about him, and paced with
         the cat-like lazy grace that was his manner up and down the brightly burnished floor of smooth gray stone in quick, almost
         mincing steps. As he moved about, Svor and Gialaurys looked at him in their varying ways—Svor with wry amusement, Gialaurys
         with his usual melancholy suspicion of Septach Melayn’s elegance and flamboyance.
      

      
      They were oddly assorted men, these three dearest friends of the Coronal-designate. In no way did they resemble one another,
         neither in physique nor manner nor temperament. Septach Melayn was slim and lanky, with arms and legs so exorbitantly long that they seemed almost attenuated. His humor was
         volatile, his style delicate and witty. His skin was very fair and his eyes were a pale glittering blue; his golden hair tumbled
         in carefully constructed ringlets to his shoulders, in what was almost a girlish way; and he affected a small pointed beard
         and a dandyish little mustache, a mere chiseled line of gold on his upper lip, that were the cause of much knightly amusement
         behind his back—though never to his face, for Septach Melayn was ever quick to challenge slights and a relentless foe in any
         sword-fight.
      

      
      Gialaurys, on the other hand, was a man of ponderous mass, not unusually tall, but extraordinarily thick through the chest
         and shoulders, with a flat, wide face that confronted the world with a look of the utmost steadiness, like a side of beef.
         His upper arms were the width of another man’s thighs; his fingers had the thickness of fat sausages; his dark hair was close-cropped
         and his face was clean-shaven except for bristly brown sideburns that descended in thick ominous stripes past his cheekbones.
      

      
      He too had a reputation as one to be treated with caution—not that he was a swordsman of Septach Melayn’s wicked skill, but
         so great was his physical strength that no opponent could withstand his anger. Gialaurys was dark and brooding in temperament,
         as befitted one whose foster kin in the unlovely city of Piliplok in Zimroel, the land of his birth, had been a family of
         bleak-spirited Skandars. Prestimion had met him in Piliplok on his one visit to the western continent, ten years earlier,
         and by some unpredictable affinity of opposites they had become fast friends at once.
      

      
      As for Svor, who held the title of Duke of Tolaghai but had no land or wealth to go with it, he was no more than a speck beside
         the other two: a flimsy, frail little man of inconsequential size, swarthy almost to the point of blackness, as men born under the terrible sun of the southernmost continent often are, with an unruly tangle of dark hair and dark, mischievous
         eyes and a dark, tangled soul. His nose was thin and sharp and sly, with a hook to it, and his mouth was too narrow for all
         his teeth, and a short tight beard rimmed his face, though he kept his upper lip shorn. No warrior was Svor, but a politician
         and schemer and avid lover of women, who dabbled somewhat in sorcery on the side.
      

      
      In years gone by he had been a companion of the young Korsibar—a kind of pet, in a way, or court jester, whom the big athletic
         prince liked to keep about him for amusement’s sake—but once Prestimion had begun to emerge as the probable next Coronal,
         Svor had drifted ever so subtly in his direction until by now he was a constant figure in Prestimion’s entourage. The shift
         of allegiance was a fact much remarked upon at the Castle—again, only in private—as an example of Svor’s well-known passion
         for self-aggrandizement and of his expedient looseness of loyalty.
      

      
      Utterly different though the three men might be from one another, a curious bond of mutual affection linked them all, and
         each in his way was devoted to the welfare and service of Prestimion. No one doubted that they would emerge as the high lords
         of the kingdom once Prestimion wore the starburst crown.
      

      
      Septach Melayn said, “If we speak up now in this business of who is to preside over the games, we might well be able to influence
         the choice. But does it matter to us?”
      

      
      “It matters to me,” said Gialaurys unhesitatingly, “and it should to you.” He spoke in the flat broad accent of eastern Zimroel
         that seemed so comical elsewhere, but not when it came from Gialaurys’s lips, and his voice was a deep gritty rumble that
         seemed to rise up out of the core of the world. “The Master of the Games determines the pairings. Are you willing to be sent
         into the field against a series of fools because the Master wishes to embarrass you with mismatches? I don’t want the Master using the games to play games of his own. And
         whenever there’s a close call in some contest, we want our own man to be the one who decides the fine points. Lives can depend
         on it.”
      

      
      “Then you would advise us to put our support behind Duke Svor, I take it,” Septach Melayn said.

      
      “Declined,” said Duke Svor instantly from the far corner of the room, where he was engaged in a study of esoteric charts inscribed
         on long rolls of tawny parchment. “I have no idea what the proper pairings ought to be, and—”
      

      
      “We could tell you,” Gialaurys said.

      
      “—and in any event,” Svor continued, “I want no part of your silly brawls. The contending sides will forever be shouting in
         the Master’s face; let it be someone else’s face.”
      

      
      Septach Melayn smiled. “Very well, Svor. Let it be so.” Playfully he said to Gialaurys, “And what do you mean, pray tell,
         by ‘our own man?’ Do we have factions here, so that someone can be considered plainly to be Prestimion’s man, and someone
         might be considered altogether unfriendly to him? Are we not all united in the celebration of the new reign.”
      

      
      “You talk like a fool,” Gialaurys grunted.

      
      Septach Melayn was unbothered by that. “Surely you’d consider Svor to be our own man, if anyone is; I understand that. But
         is the Procurator our enemy? Or Admiral Gonivaul?”
      

      
      “They might be. Either one.”

      
      “I fail to understand you.”

      
      “There’s never a smooth transition from reign to reign. There are always those who have objection, secret or otherwise, to
         the chosen new Coronal. And may show their objections in unexpected ways.”
      

      
      “Listen to him!” Septach Melayn cried. “The scholar! The learned historian! Give me examples of such treachery, friend Gialaurys!”
      

      
      “Well—” Gialaurys pondered for a while, sucking his lower lip deep into his mouth. “When Havilbove became Pontifex,” he said
         after a long while, “and he said that Thraym would be his Coronal, I understand it that some disgruntled lord who bore no
         love for Thraym launched a conspiracy to put Dizimaule on the throne instead of him, and very nearly—”
      

      
      “In fact Lord Kanaba was Havilbove’s Coronal,” said Svor quietly. “Thraym was Coronal three reigns later. Dizimaule lived
         a thousand years earlier than any of them.”
      

      
      “So I forget the true names or the order of the kings,” Gialaurys said, with some heat in his tone now. “But it happened all
         the same, if not with them then with others. You could look it up. And then there was another case, involving Spurifon, I
         think, or was it Siminave—”
      

      
      “All this thinking ill becomes you,” Septach Melayn said, and grinned into the back of his beautifully manicured hand. “I
         assure you, dear friend, that regardless of the private ambitions of the rejected candidates, the new Coronal is always swept
         up into office by wholehearted acclamation. It has never been any other way. We are a civilized people on this world.”
      

      
      “Are we?” said Prestimion, coming into the room just then. “How good to hear you say so, sweet Septach Melayn. What are you
         discussing, may I ask?”
      

      
      “Whom to choose to be Master of the Games. I’m told that it’s between Gonivaul and Svor and your dear cousin the Procurator.
         Gialaurys has been arguing that we can’t trust anybody but ourselves even in something like the games, and wants Svor to be
         Master, so that we can be sure that we’ll be put up against the proper people to fight, and that the verdicts will all come
         down in our favor.”
      

      
      Prestimion glanced at Gialaurys. “Is this so? Are you so apprehensive, Gialaurys?”

      
      “Septach Melayn twists my words, as usual, my lord. But if it’s put to me all over again, yes: I would prefer someone I trust
         as Master to someone that I don’t.”
      

      
      “And you trust Svor?” Prestimion said, laughing.

      
      “Svor has already said he will not be it. In that case I would like to see the Procurator Dantirya Sambail given the post.”

      
      “The Procurator!” Prestimion cried, bursting into laughter all over again. “The Procurator! You would trust the Procurator,
         Gialaurys!”
      

      
      “He’s a cousin of yours, my lord, is he not?” said Gialaurys stolidly. “And therefore would make no decision harmful to you
         or to your friends, or so I would assume.”
      

      
      “He is a cousin much removed,” Prestimion answered, as he often did when his relationship to the Procurator was mentioned
         to him. “And you’ve called me ‘my lord’ twice now in half a minute’s time. That term belongs to Lord Confalume, at least until
         a new Coronal has been chosen.—As for my cousin the Procurator, he is truly my kinsman, yes. But if you think you might have
         anything to fear from the one who is chosen Master of the Games, I would suggest that you throw your support to someone other
         than he.”
      

      
      “Well, then, Admiral Gonivaul,” said Gialaurys without much grace.

      
      “Agreed,” Septach Melayn said quickly. “Gonivaul will at least be neutral, if there’s any bickering. He cares for nothing
         and nobody, except, I suppose, for Gonivaul. May we get on now to a discussion of the various events.”
      

      
      “Will there be wrestling?” Gialaurys asked.

      
      “There’s always wrestling. Farholt would insist on it.”

      
      “Good. I’ll wrestle Farholt.”

      
      Septach Melayn said, “I had thought we’d put Svor up to that job. You could oppose Farquanor in the fencing-matches.”

      
      “Sometimes you fail to be amusing, Septach Melayn,” said Gialaurys.

      
      “But no! No!” Svor put in. “Let’s confuse everyone. Let us bewilder and bedazzle! Seriously. I will indeed face great hulking
         Farholt in the wrestling, if only to see the look on his face when I come out against him, and we’ll let Gialaurys try his
         luck with swift-wristed Farquanor in the fencing, and you, Septach Melayn, you can be our lead man next to Prestimion in the
         two-man chariot races against Korsibar’s team.”
      

      
      “I intend to be, as a matter of fact,” said Septach Melayn.

      
      “Not the fencing?” Prestimion asked.

      
      “Both,” Septach Melayn said. “If there are no objections. And in the chariot races we can—”

      
      There was a tap at the door. Prestimion opened it and peered into the corridor. A woman wearing the narrow mask that marked
         the servants of the Pontificate stood there, one of those who had been placed in charge of assisting the guests from Castle
         Mount.
      

      
      “Are you the Prince Prestimion?” she asked.

      
      “I am.”

      
      “There is a Vroon here, sir, one Thalnap Zelifor, who asks present audience of you. He says he has information that will be
         of great use.”
      

      
      Prestimion’s brows furrowed. Looking back over his shoulder, he said to the others, “Were any of you aware that Thalnap Zelifor
         was at the Labyrinth?”
      

      
      “Not I,” said Septach Melayn.

      
      “He’s so small, how could anyone notice him?” Gialaurys said.

      
      “He came in with Gonivaul’s people,” said Svor. “I’ve seen him around once or twice.”

      
      “By the Divine, I have no use of any kind for that one,” Septach Melayn declared. “If you’re wise, Prestimion, you’ll continue
         to keep him away from you. We have enough sorcerers buzzing about us as it is, haven’t we?”
      

      
      “He is said to be a seer of exceptional powers,” Gialaurys observed.
      

      
      “Be that as it may,” said Septach Melayn. “I dislike even the sight of Vroons. And their smell, for that matter. Beyond which,
         we all know, this little Thalnap Zelifor is a troublesome treacherous man who tacks in every breeze and who may well be a
         source of peril to us. He has the soul of a spy.”
      

      
      “But a spy for whom? We have no enemies!” Gialaurys said, with a hearty guffaw. “You explained that to me no more than five
         minutes ago, is that not so? We are a civilized people on this world, and all of us united in loyalty to those set in authority
         over us.”
      

      
      Prestimion held up his hand. “Enough, gentlemen, enough! It’s a sad affair when we must worry about danger from the likes
         of Thalnap Zelifor. I think we can spare the creature a moment of our time.” To the woman from the Pontificate he said, “Tell
         the Vroon he can come in.”
      

      
      Thalnap Zelifor was diminutive even for one of his race: a tiny being hardly more than shin-high to a human. The Vroon, fragile
         and insubstantial of body, had a multitude of flexible rubbery limbs and a narrow, tapering head out of which sprang two blazing
         golden eyes and a sharp hooked beak of a mouth. From him came the faint, sweet, wistful odor of flowers pressed long ago in
         a book.
      

      
      There had been Vroons on Majipoor almost as long as human beings. They were among the first of the various non-human races
         invited to settle there by the Coronal Lord Melikand, to whom it had become apparent that the human population of the immense
         world could not grow quickly enough to meet all the needs of a developing civilization. That had been many thousands of years
         ago, almost in the dawn of Majipoor’s history. Vroons had significant and unusual skills: they could link their minds to the
         minds of others and penetrate deep thoughts, they could move objects about by the power of their inner force alone, and they had given evidence, even in ages less credulous than the present one, of an ability
         to discern the shape of coming events.
      

      
      Like most of his people, Thalnap Zelifor claimed to have the gift of second sight, and so far as anyone knew he earned his
         living primarily by peddling oracles; but no one could ever be quite sure of anything concerning Thalnap Zelifor. At the Castle
         he was considered to be in the service of Prince Gonivaul the Grand Admiral, but he was just as often found among Korsibar’s
         hangers-on, and more than once before this he had presented himself with some offer of service to Prestimion. Which had always
         routinely been declined: Prestimion had never been a man to surround himself with wizards in any significant way. It was surprising
         to see Thalnap Zelifor popping up yet again.
      

      
      “Well?” said the prince.

      
      Thalnap Zelifor extended one ropy tentacle. On its tip lay a small, highly polished oval plaque, fashioned of the precious
         green stone known as velathysite. It glowed brightly as if lit by an inner fire. Runes so minute that they were almost invisible
         to the eye were engraved upon the face of it.
      

      
      “A gift, excellence. A corymbor, it is, that bears inscriptions of power; it has the capacity to bring you aid in a time of
         trouble. Wear it on a chain at your throat; touch it when need is upon you, and it will give you the solace that you require.”
      

      
      Septach Melayn snorted. “Gods! Will there never be an end to these fantasies among us? We’ll all drown in this tide of superstitious
         madness!”
      

      
      “Gently” Prestimion said to him. And to the Vroon: “You know I put little faith in such objects as this.”

      
      “I know that, excellence. That is, perhaps, an error on your part.”

      
      “Perhaps so.”

      
      Prestimion bent forward to take the little green amulet from Thalnap Zelifor. He rubbed it gingerly this way and that with his fingertip, staring at it warily all the while, as if
         he suspected that by handling it in such fashion he might conjure up some unsettling thing before his eyes. But he was smiling,
         also, to say that his show of caution was all pretense; and in any event nothing happened.
      

      
      Prestimion turned the amulet on edge, commenting admiringly on the fine workmanship of it, and peered briefly at its reverse
         side, which was blank. Then he tossed it into the air as one might toss a coin, catching it with a quick snap of his wrist
         and dropping it casually into a pocket of his tunic. “I thank you,” he told the Vroon, with deep formality if not with any
         particular effort at seeming sincere. “And will the need for this be upon me soon, do you think?”
      

      
      “Forgive me, excellence, but I do.”

      
      Septach Melayn snorted again, and turned his back.

      
      The Vroon said softly, so softly that it was necessary to strain to hear him, “What I have come to tell you this day, excellence,
         is for all Majipoor’s sake as much as it is for yours. I know that you yourself have only scorn for me and for the whole of
         my profession besides; but I think you have the welfare of the world at your heart none the less, and will hear me out if
         only for that reason.”
      

      
      “And just how much must I pay you to hear your revelations, Thalnap Zelifor?”

      
      “I assure you, Prince Prestimion, that I have no hope of personal gain in this matter.”

      
      Septach Melnayn threw back his head and roared his laughter to the vaulted roof of the chamber. “No cost! The advice is free!
         And dear even at that price, I would say.”
      

      
      Prestimion said, “You should ask me for money, Thalnap Zelifor. I’m suspicious of soothsayers who offer their wares for nothing.”

      
      “My lord—”

      
      “That is not my title yet,” said Prestimion.
      

      
      “Excellence, then. I tell you, I did not come here in the hope of earning a fee. Pay me ten weights, if you feel you must
         pay something.”
      

      
      “Barely enough for a platter of sausages and a glass of beer,” Prestimion said. “You value your wisdom very lightly, my friend.”
         He snapped his fingers at Duke Svor. “Pay him.”
      

      
      Svor produced a small square copper-hued coin and handed it over.

      
      “Now, then,” said Prestimion.

      
      Thalnap Zelifor said, “What I have to say is this: I looked upon the Great Moon last night, and it was of a scarlet color,
         as though its face streamed with human blood.”
      

      
      “He saw the Great Moon,” came scornfully from Septach Melayn, who was still standing with his back to the others, “although
         it’s on the far side of the world now, where nothing whatsoever that might be in the sky can be seen from this hemisphere,
         and he saw it from the bottom of the Labyrinth, no less, from down here a mile below the surface. Well done, Vroon! Your sight
         is sharper even than mine!”
      

      
      “It was by second sight I saw, my good master. That is a different kind of sight from yours.”

      
      Patiently Prestimion said, “And what does it mean, do you think, this show of blood streaming across the face of the Great
         Moon?”
      

      
      “A coming war, excellence.”

      
      “War. We have no wars, on Majipoor.”

      
      “We will,” said Thalnap Zelifor.

      
      “Pay heed to him, I beg you!” Gialaurys called out, for Prestimion suddenly was displaying signs of annoyance with this game.
         “He sees things, prince!”
      

      
      Septach Melayn came forward abruptly, looming over the Vroon as though about to squash him with the heel of his boot, and
         said, “Who sent you here, little pest?”
      

      
      “I came of my own accord,” Thalnap Zelifor replied, staring up directly into Septach Melayn’s eyes far above him. “For the
         benefit and welfare of all. Yours included, my good master.”
      

      
      Septach Melayn spat, missing the Vroon by very little, and once more turned away.

      
      In a distant voice Prestimion said, “A war between whom and whom?”

      
      “I can give you no answer to that, excellence. I can tell you only that you do not have a clear path to the throne. There
         are strong omens of opposition to your candidacy: I read them on every side. The air down here is thick with them. A struggle
         is brewing. You have a mighty enemy, who waits his time now in secrecy; he will emerge and contend with you for the Castle;
         all the world will suffer from the strife.”
      

      
      “Ha!” cried Gialaurys. “You hear him, Septach Melayn?” Prestimion said, “Do you often have such terrible dreams, Thalnap Zelifor?”

      
      “Not so terrible as this one.”

      
      “Tell me who this mighty enemy of mine might be, so that I may go to him and embrace him as a friend. For whenever I lose
         someone’s love, I want always to strive to regain it.”
      

      
      “I am unable to give you any names, excellence.”

      
      “Unable or unwilling?” Duke Svor asked, from his place across the room.

      
      “Unable. I saw no one’s face clearly.”

      
      “Who can it be, this rival, this enemy?” Gialaurys asked musingly. His ever-somber visage was dark with concern. Belief ran
         deep in Gialaurys’s nature: the predictions of sorcerers were serious matters to him. “Serithorn, maybe? He has such great
         estates already that he is practically a king: he may fancy himself as a Coronal as well, descended as he is from so many.
         Or your cousin the Procurator. He’s your kinsman, yes, but we all know what a tricky sort he is. And then, on the other hand, possibly the Vroon’s meaning is that—”
      

      
      “Stop this, Gialaurys,” Prestimion said. “You’re being too free with these speculations. And as ever much too willing to expend
         your credulity in unworthy places.” Coldly he asked the Vroon, “Is there any other aspect of this revelation you want to share
         with me?”
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