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The giant world of Mgjipoor, with adiameter at least ten times as grest asthat of our own planet’s, was
settled in the distant past by colonists from Earth, who made a place for themsalves amidst the Piurivars,
theintelligent native beings, known to the intruders from Earth as* Shapeshifters’ or “Metamorphs’
because of their ability to dter their bodily forms. Mgjipoor isan extraordinarily beautiful planet, with a
largely benign climate, and is a place of astonishing zoologica, botanical, and geographica wonders.
Everything on Mgipoor islarge-scale—fantastic, marvelous.

Over the course of thousands of years, friction between the human colonists and the Metamorphs
eventudly led to alengthy war and the defeat of the natives, who were penned up in huge reservationsin
remote regions of the planet. During those years, aso, species from various other worlds came to settle
on Mgjipoor—the tiny gnomish Vroons, the great shaggy four-armed Skandars, the two-headed
Su-Suherisrace, and severd more. Some of these—notably the Vroons and the Su-Suheris—were
gifted with extrasensory mental powers that permitted them to practice variousforms of wizardry. But
throughout the thousands of years of Mgjipoor history the humans remained the dominant species. They
flourished and expanded, and eventudlly the human population of Mgipoor came to number in the
billions, mainly occupying huge and didtinctive cities of ten to twenty million people.

The governmenta system that evolved over those years was akind of nonhereditary dua monarchy.
Upon coming to power the senior ruler, known as the Pontifex, selects his own junior ruler, the Corond.
Technically the Corondl is regarded as the adoptive son of the Pontifex, and upon the degth of the
Pontifex takes his place on the senior throne, naming anew Corona as his own successor. Both of these
rulers make their homes on Alhanroel, the largest and most populous of Mgjipoor’ sthree continents. The
imperid resdence of the Pontifex isin thelowest level of avast subterranean city cdled the Labyrinth,
from which he emergesonly at rareintervas. The Corond livesin an enormous castle at the summit of
Cadtle Mount, athirty-mile-high pesk whose atmosphere is maintained in an eterna springtime by
elaborate machinery. From time to time the Corona descends from the opulence of the Cagtleto travel



across the face of theworld in a Grand Processiona, an event designed to remind Mgjipoor of the might
and power of itsrulers. Such ajourney, which in Mgjipoor’ s vast distances could take severa years,
invariably bringsthe Corond to Zimrod, the second continent, aplace of gigantic citiesinterspersed
among tremendous rivers and great unspoiled forests. Morerarely he goesto the torrid third continent in
the south, Suvrad, largely awasteland of Sahara-like deserts.

Two other functionaries became part of the Mgipoor governmental system later on. The development of
amethod of worldwide telepathic communication made possible nightly sendings of oracular advice and
occasiond therapeutic counsdl, which became the responsility of the mother of the incumbent Corond,
under thetitle of Lady of the Ide of Seep. Her headquarters are Stuated on anidand of continental Size
midway between Alhanrod and Zimrod. Later, asecond telepathic authority, the King of Dreams, was
st in place. He employs more powerful telepathic equipment in order to monitor and chastise criminas
and other citizens whose behavior deviates from accepted Mgipoor norms. This officeisthe hereditary
property of the Barjazid family of Suvradl.

Thefirg of the Mgipoor novels,Lord Valentine' s Castle, tells of aconspiracy that succeedsin
overthrowing the legitimate Corond, Lord Vdentine, and replacing him with an impostor. Vaentine,
stripped of dl hismemories, isset loosein Zimrod to live thelife of awandering juggler, but gradualy
regains an awareness of histrue role and launches a successful campaign to reclam histhrone. In the
seque, Valentine Pontifex, the now mature Vaentine, apacifist at heart, must deal with an uprisng
among the Metamorphs, who are determined to drive the hated human conquerors from their world at
last. Vadentine defeats them and restores peace with the hel p of the giant maritime beasts known as
sea-dragons, whose intelligent powers were not previoudly suspected on Mgjipoor.

The gory collectionMajipoor Chronicles depicts scenesfrom many eras and socia levels of Mgjipoor
life, providing detailed ingght into a number of aspects of the giant world not described in the novels. The
short novel The Mountains of Majipoor , set five hundred years after Vaenting sreign, carriesthe saga
into the icy northlands, where a separate barbaric civilization haslong endured. And the most recent of
the Mgjipoor books, The Prestimion Trilogy, set athousand years prior to Vaentine stime, tells of an
erain which the powers of sorcery and magic have becomerife on Mgjipoor. The Corond Lord
Prestimion, after being displaced from his throne by the usurping son of the former Corond with the
assistance of mages and warlocks, leads hisfaction to victory in acivil war in which he too makes use of
necromantic powers.

The story presented here offers an episode dating back to atime before any of the Mgjipoor novels
published so far—a period more than four thousand years before Vdenting stime, more than three
thousand years before Prestimion. But its setting is ten thousand years after the time of the first human
settlement, and the early history of Mgjipoor is aready becoming legendary—

THE BOOK OF CHANGES

ROBERT SILVERBERG

Standing at the narrow window of his bedchamber early on the morning of the second day of hisnew life
asacaptive, looking out at the blood-red waters of the Seaof Barbirike far below, Aithin Furvain heard
the bolt that sedled his gpartment from the outs de being thrown back. He glanced quickly around and
saw thelithe catlike form of his captor, the bandit chief Kasinibon, come sidling in. Furvain turned toward



the window again.

“Asl was saying last night, it truly isabeautiful view, isn't it?” Kasinibon said. “ There s nothing like that
scarlet lake anywhere elsein dl Mgipoor.”

“Lovdy, yes” sad Furvain, in aremote, affectlessway.

With the same relentless good cheer Kasinibon went on, addressing himsdlf to Furvain’ sback, “I do
hope you dept well, and that in generd you' re finding your lodgings here comfortable, Prince Aithin.”

Out of some vestigia sense of courtesy—courtesy, even to a bandit'—Furvain turned to face the other
man. “I don’t ordinarily usemy title,” he said, dtiffly, coolly.

“Of course. Neither do |, asamatter of fact. | come from along line of east-country nohbility, you know.
Minor nobility, perhaps, yet nobility nevertheless. But they are such archaic things, titlesd” Kasinibon
grinned. It wasady grin, dmost conspiratorid, amingling of mockery and charm. Despite everything
Furvain found it impossible to didike the man. —*Y ou haven't answered my question, though. Areyou
comfortable here, Furvain?

“Oh, yes. Quite. It' s absolutely the most eegant of prisons.”

“I dowish to point out that thisis not actualy aprison but merely a private resdence.”
“1 suppose. Even so, I’'m aprisoner here, isthat not true?’

“I concede the point. Y ou are indeed a prisoner, for the time being. My prisoner.”

“Thank you,” said Furvain. 1 appreciate your straightforwardness.” He returned his attention to
Barbirike Sea, which stretched, long and dender as a spear, for fifty miles or so through the valey below
the gray cliff on which Kasinibon' sfortresdike retreat was perched. Long rows of tal sharp-tipped
crescent dunes, soft as clouds from this distance, bordered its shores. They too were red. Even the air
here had ared reflected shimmer. The sun itself seemed to have taken on atinge of it. Kasinibon had
explained yesterday, though Furvain had not been particularly interested in hearing it at the time, that the
Sea of Barbirike was hometo untold billions of tiny crustaceans whose fragile bright-colored shells,
decomposing over the millennia, had imparted that bloody hue to the seal swaters and given riseaso to
the red sands of the adjacent dunes. Furvain wondered whether hisroya father, who had such an
obsessive interest in intense color effects, had ever made the journey out here to see this place. Surely he
hed. Surely.

Kasinibon said, “I’ ve brought you some pens and a supply of paper.” Helaid them negtly out on thelittle
table beside Furvain’sbed. “As| said earlier, thisview is bound to inspire poetry in you, that | know.”

“No doubt it will,” said Furvain, still speaking in that same distant, uninflected tone.
“Shall we take acloser look at the lake this afternoon, you and 17’

“So you don't intend to keep me penned up dl the timein these three rooms?’
“Of course | don't. Why would | be so crud?’

“Wdll, then. I'll be pleased to be taken on atour of thelake,” Furvain said, asindifferently asbefore. “Its
beauty may indeed stir apoem or twoin me.”

Kasinibon gave the stack of paper an amiable tap. “Y ou a so may wish to use these sheetsto begin



drafting your ransom request.”

Furvain narrowed his eyes. “ Tomorrow, perhaps, for that. Or the day after.”

“Asyou wish. There' sno hurry, you know. Y ou are my guest herefor aslong asyou careto stay.”
“Y our prisoner, actualy.”

“That too,” Kasinibon said. “My guest, but also my prisoner, though | hope you will see yoursdlf rather
more as guest than prisoner. —Y ou will excuse me now. | have my dreary adminisirative dutiesto degl
with. Until this afternoon, then.” And grinned once more, and bowed and took his |eave.

Furvain was thefifth son of the former Coronal Lord Sangamor, whose best-known achievement had
been the congtruction of the remarkable tunnels on Castle Mount that bore his name. Lord Sangamor
was aman of astrong artistic bent, and the tunnds, whose walls were fashioned from akind of artificid
stone that blazed with inherent radiant color, were considered by connoisseurs to be a supreme work of
art. Furvain had inherited hisfather’ s aestheticism but very little of his strength of character: in the eyes of
many a the Mount he was nothing more than awastrel, an idler, even arogue. His own friends, and he
had many of them, were hard pressed to find any grest degree of significant merit in him. Hewasan
unusually skillful writer of light verse, yes, and agenia companion on ajourney or in atavern, yes, and a
clever hand with aquip or ariddle or aparadox, yes, and otherwise—otherwise—

A Corond’ s son has no significant future in the administration of Mgjipoor, by ancient congtitutiona
tradition. No function is set aside for him. He can never rise to the throne himsdlf, for the crown isaways
adoptive, never hereditary. The Corond’ s edest son would usudly establish himself on afine estatein
one of the Fifty Cities of the Mount and live the good life of aprovincial duke. A second son, or even a
third, might remain a the Castle and became a councilor of the ream, if he showed any aptitude for the
intricacies of government. But afifth son, born latein hisfather’ sreign and thereby shouldered out of the
inner circle by al those who had arrived before him, would usually face no better destiny than adrifting
existence of irrespong ble pleasure and ease. Thereisno rolein public lifefor himto play. Heishis
father’ sson, but heisnothing at dl in hisown right. No oneislikely to think of him as qudified for any
kind of serious duties, nor even to have any interest in such things. Such princes are entitled by birthto a
permanent suite of rooms at the Castle and a generous and irrevocable pension, and it is assumed of
them that they will contentedly devote themselvesto idle amusements until the end of their days.

Furvain, unlike some princes of amore restless nature, had adapted very well to that prospect. Since no
one expected very much of him, he demanded very little of himself. Nature had favored him with good
looks: hewastdl and dender, agraceful, eegant man with wavy golden hair and finely chisded features.
He was an admirable dancer, sang quite wdl in aclear, light tenor voice, excelled at most sportsthat did
not require brute physical force, and was a capable hand at swordsmanship and chariot racing. But
aboved| s he excdled a the making of verse. Poetry flowed from himin torrents, asrain fallsfrom the
sky. At any moment of the day or night, whether he had just been awakened after along evening of
drunken carousing or wasin the midst of that carousing itsdlf, he could take pen in hand and compose,
amost extemporaneoudy, abalad or asonnet or avillandle or ajolly rhyming epigram, or quick
thumping short-legged doggerel, or even along skein of heroic couplets, on any sort of theme. Therewas
no profundity to such hastily dashed-off stuff, of course. It was not in his nature to probe the depths of
the human soul, let done to want to set out hisfindingsin theform of poetry. But everyone knew that
Aithin Furvain had no master when it came to the making of easy, playful verse, minor verse that
celebrated the joys of the moment, the pleasures of the bed or of the bottle, verse that poked fun without
ever edging into sour maicious satire, or that demonstrated a quick verbd interplay of rhythm and sound



without actualy being about anything at dl.

“Make apoem for us, Aithin,” someone of hiscirclewould call out, asthey sat at their winein one of the
brick-walled taverns of the Castle. “Yes!” the otherswould cry. “A poem, apoem!”

“Give me aword, someone,” Furvain would say.

And someone, his current lover, perhaps, would say at random, “ Sausage.”
“Splendid. And you, give me another, now. Thefirg that comesto mind.”
“Pontifex,” someone elsewould say.

“Onemore,” Furvain would beg. “Y ou, back there.”

“Steetmoy,” the reply would come, from someone at the back of the group.

And Furvain, glancing for just amoment into hiswine-bowl asthough some poem might be lurking there,
would draw adeep breath and instantaneoudy begin to recite amock epic, in negtly balanced hexameter
and the most elaborate of anapestic rhythms, about the desperate craving of a Pontifex for sausage made
of steetmoy meat, and the sending of the laziest and most cowardly of the roya courtiers on ahunting
expedition to the snowbound lair of that ferocious white-furred cregture of northern Zimrod . Without
pausing he would chant for eight or ten minutes, perhaps, until the task was done, and the tale,
improvised though it was, would have abeginning and amiddle and an uproarioudy funny end, bringing
him a shower of enthusiastic applause and afresh flask of wine.

The collected works of Aithin Furvain, had he ever bothered to collect them, would have filled many
volumes; but it was his custom to toss his poems aside as quickly as he had scribbled them, nor were
many of them ever written down in thefirst place, and it was only through the prudence of hisfriends that
some of them had been saved and copied and circulated through the land. But that was of ho importance
to him. Making poetry was as easy for him as drawing breath, and he saw no reason why his quick
improvisations should be saved and treasured. It was not, after dl, as though they had been intended as
enduring works of art, such as hisroya father’ stunnels had been meant to be.

The Corond Lord Sangamor had reigned long and generally successfully as Mgipoor’ sjunior monarch
for nearly thirty years under the Pontifex Pelxinai, until at last the venerable Pelxinal had been gathered to
the Source by the Divine and Sangamor had ascended to the Pontificate himself. As Pontifex it was
mandatory for him to leave Castle Mount and relocate himsdlf in the subterranean Labyrinth, far to the
south, that was the condtitutional home of the elder ruler. For the remainder of hislife hewould rarely be
seen in the outsde world. Aithin Furvain had dutifully visited hisfather at the Labyrinth not long after his
investiture as Pontifex, as he and his brothers were supposed to do now and then, but he doubted that he
would ever make another such journey. The Labyrinth was adark and gloomy place, very littleto his
liking. It could not be very pleasing for old Sangamor either, Furvain suspected; but, like dl Coronds,
Sangamor had known from the start that the Labyrinth was where he must finish hisdays. Furvain was
under no such obligation to reside there, nor even to go there at dl if he chose not to. And so Furvain,
who had never known hisfather particularly well, did not see any reason why the two of them would ever
meet again.

He had effectively separated himsdlf from the Castle aswell by then. Even while Lord Sangamor il
reigned there, Furvain had set up a second residence for himsdlf a Dundilmir, one of the Slope Citiesfar
down toward the base of the gigantic upthrusting fang of rock that was Castle Mount. A schoolmate and
closefriend of hisnamed Tanigd had now come into hisinheritance as Duke of Dundilmir, and had
offered Furvain some property there, arelatively modest estate overlooking the volcanic region known as



the Fiery Valey. Furvain would in essence be Duke Tanigel’ s court jester, a boon companion and maker
of comic verse on demand. It was mildly irregular for a Corond’ s son to accept a gift of land from a
mere duke, but Tanigel understood that fifth sons of Coronals rarely were men of independent wedlth,
and he knew aso that Furvain had grown weary of hislistlesslife at the Castle and was looking to shift
the scene of hisidleness dsawhere. Furvain, who was not one to stand overmuch on dignity, had gladly
acceded to Tanigd’ s suggestion, and spent most of the next few years at his Dundilmir estate, enjoying
raucoustimes amongst Tanigel and his prosperous hard-drinking friends and going up to the greet Castle
at the summit of the Mount only on the most formal of occasions, such as hisfather’ s birthday, but
scarcely returning to it at al after hisfather had become Pontifex and moved along to the Labyrinth.

Even the good life at Dundilmir had paled after atime, however. Furvain was entering hismiddle years,
now, and he had begun to fed something that he had never experienced before, avague gnawing
dissatisfaction of some unspecifiable kind. Certainly he had nothing specific to complain about. He lived
well, surrounded by amusing and enjoyable friends who admired him for the one minor skill that he
practiced so wdll; his hedth was sound; he had sufficient funds to meet the ordinary expenses of hislife,
which were basically reasonable ones; he was rarely bored and never lacked for companions or lovers.
And yet there was that odd ache in his soul from time to time, now, that inexplicable and unwarranted
pang of malaise. It wasanew kind of mood for him, disturbing, incomprehensible.

Perhapsthe answer lay in travel, Furvain thought. He was a citizen of the largest and grandest and most
beautiful world in al the universe, and yet he had seen very little of it: only Castle Mount, and no more
than adozen or so of the Mount’ s Fifty Cities at that, and the pleasant but not very interesting Glayge
Valley, through which he had passed on his one journey to hisfather’ s new homein the Labyrinth. There
was S0 much more out there to vist: the legendary cities of the south, placeslike Sippulgar and golden
Arvyanda and many-spired Ketheron, and the stilt-legged villages around silvery Lake Roghoiz, and
hundreds, even thousands of others spread like jewels across this enormous continent of Alhanroel, and
then there was the other mgor continent, too, fabulous Zimrod, about which he knew practicaly nothing,
far across the sea, abounding in marvel ous attractions that sounded like places out of fable. It would be
the task of severd lifetimesto travel to al of those places.

But in the end he went in adifferent direction entirely. Duke Tanigel, who was fond of travel, had begun
gpesking of making ajourney to the east-country, that empty and virtually unknown territory thet lay
between Castle Mount and the shores of the unexplored Great Sea. It was ten thousand years, now,
sncethe first human settlers had come to dwell on Mgipoor, which would have been time enough for
filling up any world of norma size; but so large was Mgjipoor that even ahundred centuries of steedy
population growth had not been sufficient for the settlersto establish footholdsin al itsfar-flung
territories. The path of development had led steedily westward from the heart of Alhanroel, and then
acrossthe Inner Seathat separated Alhanroel from Zimrod to the other two continents. Scarcely anyone
but afew inveterate wanderers had ever bothered to go east. There was a scruffy little farming town out
there, Vrambikat, in amisty valey lying practicaly in the shadow of the Mount, and beyond Vrambikat
there were, apparently, no settlements whatever, or at least none that could be found in the roster of the
Pontifical tax collectors. Perhaps an occasiond tiny settlement existed out there; perhaps not. In that
sparsely populated region, though, lay an assortment of natura wonders known only from the memoirs of
bold explorers. The scarlet Sea of Barbirike—the group of 1akes known as the Thousand Eyes—the
huge serpentine chasm cadled the Viper Rift, three thousand miles or more long and of immeasurable
depth; and ever so much more—the Wall of Flame, the Web of Jewels, the Fountain of Wine, the
Dancing Hills—much of it, perhaps, purely mythica, the inventions of imaginative but untrustworthy
adventurers. Duke Tanigd proposed an expedition into these mysterious realms. “On and on, even to the
Great Seaitsdf!” hecried. “We |l take the whole court with us. Who knows what we' Il find? And you,
Furvain—you'll write an account of everything we see, setting it all down in an unforgettable epic, a
classcfor theages!”



But Duke Tanigd, though he was good a devising grand projects and planning them down to the finest
detail, wasless diligent in the matter of bringing them into the redlm of actudity. For monthsthe Duke and
his courtiers pored over maps and explorers narratives, hundreds and even thousands of years old, and
laid out grandiose charts of their own intended route through what was, in fact, atrackless wilderness.
Furvain found himself completely caught up in the enterprise, and in his dreams often imagined himsdlf
hovering like agreat bird over some yet-to-be-discovered |andscape of inconceivable beauty and
strangeness. He yearned for the day of departure. The journey to the east-country, he cameto realize,
met someinner need of histhat he had not previoudy known existed. The Duke continued planning
endlesdy for thetrip, but never actualy announced adate for setting forth, and findly Furvain cameto
see that no such expedition ever would take place. The Duke had no need actually to go, only to plan.
And so one day Furvain, who had never gone any large distance by himself and usually found the whole
idea of solitary travel abit unpleasant, resolved to set out alone into the east-country.

Even s0, he needed one last push, and it came to him from an unexpected quarter.

During the tense and bothersome period of hesitation and uncertainty that preceded his departure he paid
avigt to the Castle, on the pretext of consulting certain explorers' charts said to be on deposit at the
royd library. But once at the Castle he found himself unwilling to approach thelibrary’ s unthinkable,
amogt infinite vastness, and instead paid acall on hisfather’ sfamous tunnels, over on the western face of
the Mount within adim rocky spire that jutted hundreds of feet upward from the Mount’ s own bulk.

Lord Sangamor had caused histunnelsto be constructed in along coiling ramp that wound upward
through the interior of that elongated stony spire. In the forges of the secret chambers of theroya
artisans, deep benegath the Castle of the Corona, Sangamor’ s workmen had devised the radiant synthetic
stone out of which the tunnelswereto be built, and smdted it into big dazzling dabs; then, under the
Corond’ s personal direction, teams of masons had shaped those raw dabs of glowing matter into
rectangular paving blocks of uniform size, which they fastidioudy mortared into the walls and roofs of
each chamber according to a carefully graded sequence of colors. As one walked along, one' seyes
were bombarded with throbbing, pulsing emanations: sulphur yelow in thisroom, saffron in the next,
topaz in the one after that, emerald, maroon, and then a sudden staggering burst of urgent red, with
quieter tones beyond, mauve, aguamarine, a soft chartreuse. It was a symphony of colors, an unfailing
outpouring of glowing light every moment of the day. Furvain spent two hours there, moving from room
to room in mounting fascination and pleasure, until suddenly he could take no more. Some unexpected
eruption was taking place within him. Sensations of vertigo and nausea swept through him. Hismind felt
numbed by the tremendous power and intengity of the display. He began to tremble, and therewasa
pounding in his chest. Obvioudy aquick retreat was necessary. He rushed toward the exit. Another half
minute within those tunnels, Furvain redlized, and he would have been forced to hisknees.

Once outside, Furvain clung to a parapet, sweeting, dazed, until in alittle while something like camness
returned. The strength of his reaction perplexed him. The physical distress was over, but something else
till remained, some sort of free-floating disquiet, at first hard to comprehend, but which he came quickly
to understand for what it was. the splendor of the tunnels had kindled in him at first a sense of admiration
verging on awe, but that had gone moving swiftly onward through his soul to become a crushing,
devadtating sensation of persond inadequacy .

He had dways regarded this thing that the old man had built as nothing much other than a pleasant
curiosity. But today, apparently having entered once moreinto that strangely oversendtized, dmost
neurasthenic state that had been typica of his recent moods, he had been overwhelmed by anew
awareness of the grestness of hisfather’ swork. Through Furvain now was running asurge of something



he was forced to recognize as humility, an emotion with which he had never been particularly well
acquainted. And why should he not fed humble? His father had achieved something rare and wonderful
here. Amidst al the exhausting cares and distractions of state, Lord Sangamor had found the strength and
inspiration to create a masterpiece of art.

Wheress he himsdf—whereasshe—

Theimpact of the tunndswas il reverberating in him that evening. Rather than going on to thelibrary
afterward he arranged to dine with an old lover, the Lady Dolitha, in the airy restaurant that hung just
above the Grand Melikand Court. She was a delicate-looking woman, very beautiful, dark-haired,
olive-skinned, keen-witted. They had had atempestuous affair for sx months, ten years before.
Eventualy a certain unfettered sharpness about her, an excessive willingnessto utter truths that one did
not ordinarily utter, an overly sardonic way in which she sometimes chose to express her opinions, had
cooled hisdesirefor her. But Furvain had always prized the companionship of intelligent women, and the
very quality of terrifying truthfulness that had driven him from her bed had made her gppedingtohimasa
friend. So he had taken pains to preserve the friendship he had enjoyed with Dolitha even after the other
sort of intimacy had been severed. She was as close asa sister to him now.

Hetold her of hisexperiencein the tunnels. “Who would have expected such athing?’ he asked her. “A
Corona who'sdso agresat artist!”

The Lady Dolitha s eyes sparkled with the ironic amusement that was her speciaty. “Why do you think
the one should exclude the other? The artistic gift' s something an artist is born with. Later, perhaps, one
can aso choose the path that |eads toward the throne. But the gift remains.”

“1 suppose.”

“Y our father sought power, and that can absorb one' s entire energies. But he also chose to exercise his
gft”

“The mark of his greatness, that he had breadth enough of soul to do both.”

“Or confidence enough in himself. Of course, other people make different choices. Not always the right
ones.”

Furvain forced himsdf to meet her gaze directly, though he would rather have looked away. “What are
you saying, Dalitha? That it was wrong of me not to go into the government?’

She put the back of her small hand to her lipsto conced, only partly, her wry smile.
“Hardly, Aithin.”

“Then what? Come on. Spell it out! It isn’t much of a secret, you know, even to me. I’ vefalen short
somewhere, haven't 1?'Y ou think I’'ve misused my gift, isthat it? That I’ ve frittered away my taents
drinking and gambling and amusing peoplewith trivid littlejingling rhymes, when | should have been
closated away somewhere writing some vast, profound philosophica masterpiece, something somber and
heavy and pretentious that everybody would praise but no one would want to read?”’

“Oh, Aithin, Aithin—"
“Am| wrong?’

“How can | tell you what you should have been writing? All | can tell you isthat | see how unhappy you
are, Aithin. I've seenit for along time. Something’ swrong within you—even you' ve finally cometo



recognize that, haven't you?—and my guessisit must have something to do with your art, your poetry,
sncewhat eseistherethat’ simportant to you, redly?’

He stared a her. How very characteristic of her it wasto say athing like that.
“Goon.”

“Theré svery little moreto say.”

“But there' s something, eh? Say it, then.”

“It'snothing that | haven't said before.”

“Wadll, say it again. | can be very obtuse, Dolitha.”

He saw thelittle quiver of her nogtrilsthat he had been expecting, the tiny movement of thetip of her
tongue between her closed lips. It was clear to him from that that he could expect no mercy from her
now. But mercy was not the commodity for which he had cometo her this evening.

Quietly shesaid, “ The path you' ve taken isn’t theright path. | don’t know what the right path would be,
but it' s clear that you aren’t onit. Y ou need to reshape your life, Aithin. To make something new and
different out of it for yourself. That'sdl. Y ou’ ve gone dong this path asfar asyou can, and now you
need to change. | knew ten years ago, even if you didn’t, that something like thiswas going to come.
Widl, now it has. Asyou findly have cometo redize yoursdf.”

“I suppose | have, yes.”
“It' stimeto stop hiding.”
“Hiding?’

“From yoursdlf. From your destiny, from whatever that may be. From your true essence. Y ou can hide
from all those, Aithin, but you can’t hide from the Divine. So far asthe Divineis concerned, there sno
place where you can't be seen. —Changeyour life, Aithin. | can’t tell you how.”

Helooked at her, stunned.

“No. Of courseyou can't.” Hewas silent amoment. “I’ll start by taking atrip,” hesaid. “Alone. To
some distant place where there |l be no one but mysdlf, and | can meet mysdlf face to face. And then
we |l see”

Inthemorning, dismissing dl thought of theroyd library and whatever mapsit might or might not
contain—thetimefor planning was over; it was the time smply to go—he returned to Dundilmir and
spent aweek putting hishouse in order and arranging for the provisions he would need for hisjourney
into the east-country. Then he set out, unaccompanied, saying nothing to anyone about where he was
going. He had no ideawhat he would find, but he knew he would find something, and that he would be
the better for it. Thiswould be, he thought, a serious venture, aquest, even: asearch for theinterior life of
Aithin Furvain, which somehow he had misplaced long ago. You have to change your life, Dolithahad
said, and, yes, yes, that was what he would do. It would be a new thing for him. He had never embarked
on anything serious before. He set out now in astrangdly optimistic mood, dert to dl vibrations of his
consciousness. And was barely aweek beyond the small dusty town of Vrambikat when he was
captured by a party of roving outlaws and taken to Kasinibon’ s hilltop stronghold.



That there should be anarchy of this sort in an outlying digtrict like the east-country was something that
had never occurred to him, but it was no magjor surprise. Mgjipoor was, by and large, a peaceful place,
where the rulers had for thousands of yearsruled by the fregly given consent of the governed; but the
distances were s0 vast, the writ of the Pontifex and Corona so tenuous in places, that quite probably
there were many districts where the central government existed only in name. When it took months for
newsto travel between the centers of the administration and remote Zimrod or sun-blasted Suvradl inthe
south, was it proper to say that the arm of the government actualy reached those places? Who could
know, up there at the summit of Castle Mount, or in the depths of the Labyrinth, what realy went onin
those distant lands? Everyone generally obeyed the law, yes, because the aternative was chaos: but it
was quite concelvable that in many digtricts the citizens did more or less asthey pleased most of thetime,
while maintaining staunchly that they were faithful in their obedience to the commandments of the central
government.

And out here, where no one dwelled anyway, or hardly anyone, and the government did not so much as
attempt to maintain a presence—what need was there for agovernment at all, or even the pretense of
one?

Sinceleaving Vrambikat Furvain had been riding quietly aong through the quiet countryside, with titanic
Cagtle Mount gtill amighty landmark behind him in the west but now beginning to dwindlealittle, and a
dark range of hills starting to come into view ahead of him. Every prospect before him agppeared to go on
for amillion miles. He had never seen open space such asthis, with no hint anywhere that human life
might be present on thisworld. The air was clear as glass here, the sky cloudless, the weather gentle,
springlike. Broad rolling meadows of bright golden grass, short-leaved, fleshy-slemmed, denseasa
tightly woven carpet, stretched off before him. Here and there some beast of a sort unknown to Furvain
browsed on the grass, paying no heed to him. Thiswas the ninth day of hisjourney. The solitude was
refreshing. It cleansed the soul. The deeper he went into this silent land, the greater was his sense of inner
hedling, of purificaion.

He paused at noon at a place wherelittle rocky hillsjutted from the blunt-stalked yellow grassto rest his
mount and alow it to graze. He had brought an eegant beast with him, high-spirited and beautiful, a
racing-mount, realy, not perfectly suited for long plodding marches. It was necessary to halt frequently
whilethe animd gathered its srength.

Furvain did not mind that. With no specia destination in mind, there was no reason to adopt ahurried
pace.

His mind roved ahead into the emptiness and tried to envision the marvelsthat awaited him. The Viper
Rift, for example: what would that belike, that colossal cleft in the bosom of the world? Verticd walls
that gleamed like gold, so steep that one could not even think of descending to therift floor, where a swift
greenriver, aserpent that seemed to have neither head nor tail, flowed toward the sea. The Great Sickle,
said to be adender, curving mass of shining white marble, a scul pture fashioned by the hand of the
Divine, rising in superb isolation to a height of hundreds of feet above atawny expanse of flat desert, a
fragile arc that sghed and twanged like a harp when strong winds blew acrossits edge: an account dating
from Lord Stiamot’ stime, four thousand years before, said that the sight of it, limned againgt the night sky
with amoon or two glistening near itstip, was so beautiful it would make a Skandar drayman weep. The
Fountains of Embolain, where thunderous geysers of fragrant pink water smooth as silk went rushing
upward every fifty minutes, day and night—and then, ayear’ sjourney away, or perhapstwo or three, the
towering cliffs of black stone, riven by dazzling veins of white quartz, that guarded the shore of the Greet
Sea, the unbroken and unnavigable expanse of water that covered nearly hdf of the giant planet—

“Stand,” aharsh voice suddenly said. *Y ou are trespassing here. Identify yourself.”



Furvain had been alonein this silent wilderness for so long that the grating sound ripped across his
awareness like a blazing meteor’ s jagged path across a tarless sky. Turning, he saw two glowering men,
stocky and roughly dressed, standing atop alow outcropping of rock just afew yards behind him. They
were armed. A third and afourth, farther away, guarded a string of a dozen or so mounts roped together
with coarse yellow cord.

Heremained cam. A trespasser, you say? But this place belongsto no one, my friend! Or elseto
everyone.”

“This place belongsto Master Kasinibon,” said the shorter and surlier looking of the two, whose
eyebrows formed asingle straight black line across his furrowed forehead. He spoke in a coarse,
thick-tongued way, with an unfamiliar accent that muffled dl his consonants. “Y ou’ll need his permisson
to travel here. What isyour name?’

“Aithin Furvain of Dundilmir,” answered Furvain mildly. “I’ll thank you to tell your magter, whose nameis
unknown to me, that | mean no harm to hislands or property, that I'm asolitary traveler passing quickly
through, who intends nothing more than—"

“Dundilmir?’ the other man muttered. The thick eyebrow rose. “ That’ sacity of the Mount, if I’'m not
mistaken. What's aman of Castle Mount doing wandering around in these parts? Thisis no place for
you.” And, with aguffaw: “Who are you, anyway, the Corond’ s son?’

Furvain amiled. “Aslong asyou ask,” hesaid, “1 might aswell inform you that in point of fact |am the
Corond’sson. Or | was, anyway, until the death of the Pontifex Pelxinai. My father’ snameis—"

A quick backhand blow across the face sent Furvain sprawling to the ground. He blinked in amazement.
The blow had been alight one, merely adap; it wasthe utter surprise of it that had cost him his balance.
He could not remember any occasion in his life when someone had struck him, even when he was a boy.

“—Sangamor,” he went on, more or less automatically, snce the words were aready in his mouth. “Who
was Corond under Pelxinal, and now is Pontifex himsaf—"

“Do you vaueyour teeth, man?1’ll hit you again if you kegp on mocking me!”

In awondering tone Furvain said, “I told you nothing but the smpletruth, friend. I am Aithin of
Dundilmir, the son of Sangamor. My paperswill confirmit.” It was beginning to dawn on him now that
announcing hisroya pedigree to these men like this might not have been the most intelligent possible
courseto take, but he had never given any thought before thisto the possibility that there might be places
in the world where reveding such athing could be unwise. In any caseit wastoo late now for him to take
it back. He had no way of preventing them from examining his papers, they plainly stated who he was; it
was best to assume that no one, even out here, would presume to interfere with the movements of ason
of the Pontifex, merefifth son though he might be. “I forgive you for that blow,” he said to the onewho
had struck him. “Y ou had no idea of my identity. I’ [l seethat no harm comesto you for it. —And now, if
you please, with al respect to your Master Kasinibon, the time has come for me to continue on my way.”

“Y our way, at the moment, leads you to Master Kasinibon,” replied the man who had knocked him
down. “Y ou can pay your respectsto him yoursalf.”

They prodded him roughly to hisfeet and indicated with agesture that he was to get astride his mount,
which the other two—grooms, evidently—tied to the last of the string of mountsthat they had been
leading. Furvain saw now what he had not noticed earlier, that what he had taken for asmall hummock at
the highest ridge of the hill just before him was actualy alow structure of some sort; and as they went
upward, following asteep path that was hardly apath at dl, amere thin scuffing of hoofprints through the



grass, dl but invisble a times, it became clear to him that the Structure wasin fact asubstantia hilltop
redoubt, virtualy afortress, fashioned from the same glossy gray sone asthe hill itsdlf. Though
apparently only two stories high, it spread on and on for asurprising distance aong the ridge, and, asthe
path they were following began to curve around to the Side, giving Furvain abetter view, he saw that the
sructure extended down the eastern front of the hill for severd additiond levelsfacing into thevaley
beyond. He saw, too, the red shimmer of the sky above the valley, and then, asthey attained the cres,
the startling red dash of along narrow lake that could only be the famed Sea of Barbirike, flanked by
pardld rows of duneswhose sand was of the same brilliant red hue. Master Kasinibon, whoever he
might be, this outlaw chieftain, had seized for the site of his citadel one of the most spectacular vantage
pointsin al of Mgjipoor, asite of amost unworldly splendor. One had to admire the audacity of that,
Furvain thought. The man might be an outlaw, yes, abandit, even, but he must aso be something of an
atig.

The building, when they finally came over the top of the hill and around to its front, turned out to be a
massive thing, square-edged and heavyset, designed for solidity rather than el egance, but not without a
certain rustic power and presence. It had two long wings, radiating from asquat central quadrangle, that
bent forward to reach a consderable way down the Barbirike Valey sde of the hill. Its designer must
have had impregnability in mind more than anything else. There was no plausible way to penetrateits
defenses. The building could not be approached at al from itswestern side, because the fina stretch of
the hillsde up which Furvain and his captors had just come was wholly vertica, abarerock face
impossible to ascend, and the building itsalf showed only aforbidding windowless facade on that Sde.
The path from below, once it had brought them to that point of no ascent, made awide swing off to the
right, taking them over theridge at the hill’ s summit and around to the front of the building, where any
wayfarer would be fully exposed to the weaponry of the fortress above. Here it was guarded by
watchtowers. It was protected aso by astockade, aportcullis, aformidable rampart. The building had
only one entrance, not alarge one. All itswindows were congtricted vertical dits, invulnerable to attack
but useful to the defendersin case attack should come.

Furvain was conducted unceremonioudy within. There was no shoving or pushing; no one actualy
touched him &t dl; but the effect was one of being hustled along by Kasinibon’s men, who doubtless
would shove him quite unhesitatingly if he made it necessary for them to do so. He found himsdlf being
marched down along corridor in the left-hand wing, and then up asingleflight of stairsand into asmal
suite of rooms, a bedroom and a sitting room and aroom containing a tub and awashstand. It wasa
gark place. The wallswere of the same blank gray stone as the exterior of the fortress, without
decoration of any kind. Thewindows of al three rooms, like al thosein therest of the building, were
mere narrow dlits, facing out toward the lake. The place was furnished smply, a couple of spare utilitarian
tables and chairsand asmall, uninviting bed, a cupboard, a set of empty shelves, a brick-lined fireplace.
They deposited his baggage with him and left him aone, and when hetried the door he discovered that it
was bolted from without. So, then, it was a suite maintained for the housing of unwilling guests, Furvain
thought. And doubtless he was not thefirgt.

Not for many hours did he have the pleasure of meeting the master of this place. Furvain spent thetime
pacing from room to room, surveying his new domain until he had seeniit al, which did not take very
long. Then he stared out &t the lake for awhile, but itsloveiness, remarkable though it was, eventudly
began to pall. Then he constructed three quick verse epigrams that made ironic fun of his new
predicament, but in al three instances he was oddly unable to find an adequate closing line, and he
eradicated dl three from his memory without completing them.

Hefdt no particular annoyance at having been captured like this. At this point he saw it as nothing more



than an interesting novelty, acuriousincident of hisjourney into the east-country, an episode with which
to amuse hisfriends after hisreturn. There was no reason to fed apprehensive. This Master Kasinibon
was, most likely, some petty lordling of the Mount who had grown tired of hiscoddled, stablelifein
Banglecode or Stee or Bibiroon, or wherever it was he came from, and had struck out for himself into
thiswild region to carve out alittle principdity of hisown. Or perhaps he had been guilty of some minor
infraction of thelaw, or had given offense to a powerful kinsman, and had chosen to remove himsdlf from
theworld of conventional society. Either way, Furvain saw no reason why he should come to harm at
Kasinibon's hands. No doubt Kas nibon wanted merdly to impress him with his own authority as master
of thisterritory, and to storm and bluster abit at Furvain’ stemerity in entering the district without the
permission of its self-gppointed overlord, and then he would be released.

The shadows over the red |ake were lengthening now as the sun proceeded on in itsjourney toward
Zimrod . Restlessness began to grow in Furvain with the coming of the day’ send. Eventually a servant
appeared, an expressionless puffy-faced Hjort with great staring batrachian eyes, who set beforehim a
tray of food and departed without saying aword. Furvain inspected hismed: aflask of pink wine, aplate
of some pallid soft mesat, abowl filled with what looked like unopened flower buds. Smplefarefor rustic
folk, he thought. But the wine was supple and pleasant, the meat was tender and bathed in asubtle
aromatic sauce, and the flower buds, if that was what they were, released an agreeable sweetness when
he bit into them, and left an interesting subtaste of sharp spiciness behind.

Not long after he was done, the door opened again and asmall, amost efin man of about fifty, gray-eyed
and thin-lipped, garbed in agreen leather jerkin and yellow tights, camein. From his swagger and stance
it was plain that he was a person of conseguence. He affected a clipped mustache and a short, pointed
beard and wore hislong hair, which was adeep black liberdly streaked with strands of white, pulled
tightly back and knotted behind. Therewas alook of dynessabout him, of aplayful dipperiness, that
Furvain found pleasing and appeding.

“I am Kagnibon,” he announced. His voice was soft and light but had the ring of authority to it
neverthdess. “I gpologize for any deficienciesin our hospitdity thusfar.”

“I have noticed none,” said Furvain coolly. “Thusfar.”

“But surdly you must be accustomed to finer fare than I’'m ableto offer here. My men tell meyou arethe
son of Lord Sangamor.” Kasinibon offered Furvain aquick coal flicker of asmile, but nothing that could
be interpreted as any sort of gesture of respect, let done obeisance. “Or did they misunderstand
something you said?’

“There was no misunderstanding. I’ m indeed one of Sangamor’ s sons. The youngest one. | am called
Aithin Furvain. If you' d liketo see my papers—’

“That’' s scarcely necessary. Y our bearing done reveds you for whom and what you are.”
“Andif | may ask—" Furvain began.

But Kasinibon spokeright over Furvain’ swords, doing it so smoothly that it ssemed amost not to be
discourteous. “ Do you, then, have an important rolein His Mgesty’ s government?’

“I havenoroleat al. You are aware, | think, that high officeis never awarded on the basis of one's
ancestry. A Coronal’ s sons do the best they can for themselves, but nothing is guaranteed to them. Asl
was growing up | discovered that my brothers had aready taken advantage of most of the available
opportunities. | live on my pension. A modest one,” Furvain added, because it was beginning to occur to
him that Kasinibon might have aransomin mind.



“Y ou hold no officia post whatever, isthat what you' re saying?’
“None.”
“What isit that you do, then? Nothing?’

“Nothing that could be considered work, | suppose. | spend my days as companion to my friend, the
Duke of Dundilmir. My roleisto provide amusement for the Duke and his court circle. | have acertain

minor gift for poetry.”

“Poetry!” Kasinibon exclaimed. “Y ou are apoet? How splendid!” A new light cameinto his eyes, alook
of eager interest that had the unexpected effect of transforming hisfeaturesin such away asto strip him
of dl hisdynessfor amoment, leaving him looking strangely youthful and vulnerable. “ Poetry ismy greeat
passion,” Kasinibon said, in an dmost confessiond tone. “My comfort and my joy, living out hereas| do
on the edge of nowhere, so far from civilized pursuits. Tuminok Laskil! VVornifon! Dammiunde! Do you
know how much of their work I’ ve committed to memory?’ And he struck a schoolboy pose and began
to recite something of Dammiunde' s, one of hismost turgid pieces, adeadly earnest piece of romantic
fustian about star-crossed loversthat Furvain, even asaboy, had aways found wildly ludicrous. He
struggled now to maintain a straight face as Kasinibon quoted an extract from one of its most
preposterous sequences, the wild chase through the swamps of Kgjith Kabulon. Perhaps Kasinibon
cameto suspect, in time, that his guest did not have the highest repect for Dammiunde' s famous work,
because a glow of embarrassment spread across his cheeks, and he broke the recitation off abruptly,
saying, “A little old-fashioned, perhaps. But I’ ve loved it snce my boyhood.”

“It'snot one of my favorites,” Furvain conceded. “But Tuminok Laskil, now—"

“Ah, yes. Tuminok Laskil!” At once Kasnibon treated Furvain to one of Laskil’s soppiest lyrics, awork
of the Ni-moyan poet’ s extreme youth for which Furvain could not even pretend to hide his contempt,
and then, reddening once again and again leaving the poem unfinished, switched hadtily to amuch later
verse, the third of the dark Sonnets of Reconciliation , which he spoke with surprising e oquence and
depth of emotion. Furvain knew the poem well and cherished it, and recited it silently dong with
Kasinibon to the finish, and found himsalf unexpectedly moved at the end, not only by the poem itself but
by theforce of Kasinibon’s admiration for it and the deftness of hisreading.

“That oneis much moreto my taste than thefirst two,” said Furvain after amoment, feding that
something had to be said to break the awkward stillness that the poem’ s beauty had created in the room.

Kasinibon seemed pleased. “I see: Y ou prefer the degper, more somber work, isthat it? Perhaps those
first two mided you, then. Let me not do that: please understand that for me asit isfor you, late Laskil is
much to be preferred. | won't deny that | have a hearty appreciation for plenty of smple stuff, but | hope
you'll believe mewhen | say that | turn to poetry for wisdom, for consolation, for instruction, even, far
more often than | do for light entertainment. —Y our own work, | takeit, is of the seriouskind? A man of
your obvious intelligence must be well worth reading. How strange that | don’t know your name.”

“I said | had aminor gift,” Furvain replied, “and minor iswhat it is, and my verseaswell. Light
entertainment isthe best | can do. And I’ ve published none of it. My friends think that | should, but such
trifling piecesas| produce hardly seem worth the trouble.”

“Would you favor me by quoting one?’

This seemed entirely absurd, to be standing here discussing the art of poetry with abandit chieftain whose
minions had seized him without warrant and who now had locked him up in thisgrim frontier fortress, for
what Furvain just now was beginning to suspect might be an extended imprisonment. And at the moment



nothing would come to mind, anyway, except some of hisslliest piffle, thetrivid lyrics of atrivia-minded
courtier. He could not bear, suddenly, to revea himsdlf to this strange man as the empty, dissolute
spinner of idle verse that he knew he was. And so he begged off, claiming that the fatigue of hisday’s
adventures had |eft him too weary to be able to do a proper recitation.

“Tomorrow, then, | hope,” Kasinibon said. “ And it would give me much pleasure not only if you would
alow meto hear some of your finest work, but aso for you to compose some memorable new poems
during your stay under my roof.”

“Ah,” said Furvain. He gave Kasinibon along, piercing look. “ And just how long, do you think, isthat
day likely to be?’

“That will depend,” Kasinibon said, and the dippery glint of dyness, not so pleasing now, was back in his
eyes, “on the generogity of your family and friends. But we can talk more about that tomorrow, Prince
Aithin.” Then he gestured toward the window. Moonlight now glittered on the breast of the scarlet lake,
carving along ruby track running off toward the east. “ That view, Prince Aithin: it certainly must be
inspiring to aman of your poetic nature.” Furvain did not reply. Kasinibon, undeterred, spoke briefly of
the origin of thelake, the multitude of smal organismswhose decaying shellshad given it its extraordinary
color, like any proud host explaining afamed loca wonder to an interested guest. But Furvain had little
interest, just now, in the beauty of the lake or the role its inhabitants had played in its appearance.
Kasinibon seemed to perceive that, after abit. “Wel,” he said, findly. “1 bid you goodnight, and agood
night’srest.”

So hewasindeed a prisoner, being held here for ransom. What alovely, farcical touch! And how
appropriate that aman who could in hismiddle years till love that childish, idiotic romantic epic of
Dammiunde swould come up with the fanciful ideg, straight out of Dammiunde, of demanding aransom
for hisrelease!

But for thefirgt time since being brought here Furvain felt some uneasiness. Thiswas a serious business.
Kasinibon might be aromantic, but he was no fool. Hisimpregnable stone fortress done testified to that.
Somehow he had managed to set himself up asthe independent ruler of a private domain, lessthan two
weeks journey from Castle Mount itself, and very probably he ruled that domain as its absolute magter,
beholden to no onein the world, alaw unto himself. Obvioudy his men had had no ideathat they would
be kidnapping a Corond’ s son when they had come upon alone wayfarer in that meadow of golden
grass, but al the same they had not hesitated to take him to Kasinibon after Furvain had revedled his
identity to them, and Kasinibon himsdf did not seem to regard himsdlf as running any seriousrisk by
making Lord Sangamor’ s youngest son his prisoner.

A prisoner held for ransom, then.

And who was going to pay that ransom? Furvain had no significant assets himsdlf. Duke Tanigd did, of
course. But Tanigel, most likely, would think the ransom note was one of Furvain's pleasant jests, and
would chuckle and throw it away. A second, more urgent request would in al probability meet the same
fate, especidly if Kasinibon asked some ridiculous sum asthe price of Furvain'sfreedom. The Duke was
awealthy man, but would he deem it worth, say, ten thousand royds to have Furvain back at his court
again? That was avery high priceto pay for aspinner of idleverse.

To whom, then, could Furvain turn? His brothers? Hardly. They were, dl four of them, mean-souled,
purse-pinching men who clutched tight at every coin. And in their eyes he was only a usdless, frivolous
nullity. They’ d leave him to gather dust here forever rather than put up half a crown to rescue him. And



hisfather the Pontifex? Money would not be an issuefor him. But Furvain could easily imagine hisfather
shrugging and saying, “Thiswill do Aithin some good, | think. He' d had an easy ridethrough life: let him
endure alittle hardship, now.”

On the other hand, the Pontifex could scarcely condone Kasinibon'slawlessness. Seizing innocent
travelers and holding them for ransom? It was a deed that struck at the very core of the socia contract
that dlowed acivilization so far-flung as Mgipoor’ sto hold together. But amilitary scout would come
out and see that the citadel was unassailable, and they would decide not to waste livesin the attempt. A
stern decree would be issued, ordering Kasinibon to release his captive and desist from taking others, but
nothing would be done by way of enforcing it. | will stay heretherest of my life, Furvain concluded
gloomily. I will finish my days asaprisoner in this stone fortress, endlesdy pacing these echoing hdls.
Master Kasinibon will awvard methe post of court poet and we will recite the collected works of
Tuminok Laskil to each other until 1 lose my mind.

A bleak prospect. But there was no point in fretting further over it tonight, at any rate. Furvain forced
himsdlf to push al these dark thoughts aside and made himsdlf ready for bed.

The bed, meager and unresilient, was less comfortable than the one he had left behind in Dundilmir, but
was, a least, to be preferred to the smple bedroll laid out on the ground under a canopy of starsthat he
had used these past ten days of his journey through the east-country. As he dropped toward seep,
Furvain felt a sensation he knew well, that of apoem knocking at the gates of his mind, beckoning to him
to dlow it to be born. He saw it only dimly, avague thing without form, but even in that dimness hewas
aware that it would be something unusud, at least for him. More than unusud, in fact: something unique.
It would be, he sensed, a prodigious work, unprecedented, a poem that would somehow be of far
greater scope and depth than anything he had ever produced, though what its subject was was something
he could not yet tell. Something magnificent, of that he fet certain, as the knocking continued and became
moreing stent. Something mighty. Something to touch the soul and heart and mind: something that would
transform al who gpproached it. He was alittle frightened of the size of it. He scarcely knew whét to
make of it, that something like this had come into hismind. There was greet power to it, and soaring
music, somber and jubilant al a once. But of course the poem hadnot comeinto his mind—only its
dimensions, not thething itsalf. The actual poem would not comeinto clear view &t dl, at least not of its
own accord, and when he reached through to seizeit, it euded him with the swiftness of askittish
bilantoon, dancing back beyond his reach, vanishing findly into thewell of darknessthat lay benesth his
consciousness, nor would it return even though he lay awvake along while awaiting it.

At last he abandoned the effort and tried to compose himself for degp once again. Poems must never be
seized, he knew; they came only when they were willing to come, and it wasfutile to try to coerce them.
Furvain could not help wondering, though, about its theme. He had no idea of what the poem had been
about, nor, he suspected, had he been aware of it even in the instant of the dream. Therewas no
specificity toit, no tangible substance. All he could say wasthat the poem had been some kind of mighty
thing, awork of significant breadth and meaning, and akind of mgesty. Of that he was sure, or
reasonably sure, anyway: it had been the mgor poem of which everyone but he himself was certain he
was capable, offering itself to hismind at last. Teasing him, tempting him. But never showing anything
more of itsdlf to him than itsaura, its outward gleam, and then dancing away, as though to mock him for
thelaziness of dl hispast years. Anironic tragedy: the great lost poem of Aithin Furvain. Theworld
would never know, and he would mourn itsloss forever.

Then he decided that he was smply being foolish. What had helost? His drowsy mind had been playing
with him. A poem that is only ashadow of ashadow isno poem at al. To think that he had lost a
measterpiece was pure idiocy. How did he know how good the poem, had he been granted any clear
sght of it, would have been? What means did he have to judge the qudity of apoem that had refused to



comeinto being? He was flattering himself to think that there had been any substance there. The Divine,
he knew, had not chosen to give him the equipment that was necessary for the forging of major poems.
Hewas ashdlow, idle man, meant to be the maker of littlejingling rhymes, of lighthearted playful verse,
not of masterpieces. That beckoning poem had been a mere phantom, he thought, the delusion of a
weary mind at the edge of deep, the phantasmagoric aftermath of his bizarre conversation with Master
Kasnibon. Furvain let himsdf drift downward again into dumber, and dipped away quickly thistime.

When he woke, with vague fugitive memories of thelost poem il troubling hismind like adream that
will not let go, he had no idea at first where he was. Bare stone walls, a hard narrow bed, amere dit of a
window through which the morning sun was pouring with merciless power? Then he remembered. He
was a prisoner in the fortress of Master Kasinibon. Hewas angry, at firdt, that what he had intended asa
journey of private discovery, the purifying voyage of atroubled soul, had been interrupted by a band of
marauding ruffians, then he was once more amused at the novelty of having been seized in such afashion;
and then he became angry again over the intrusion on hislife. But anger, Furvain knew, would serve no
useful purpose. He must remain calm, and look upon this purely as an adventure, the raw materia for
anecdotes and poems with which to regde his friends when he was home et last in Dundilmir.

He bathed and dressed and spent some time studying the effects of morning light on the il surface of the
lake, which at this early hour seemed crimson rather than scarlet, and then grew irritable again, and was
pacing from room to room once more when the Hjort appeared with his breskfast. In midmorning
Kasinibon paid his second visit to him, but only for afew minutes, and then the morning stretched on
interminably until the Hjort came by to bring him lunch. For atime he plumbed his consciousness for

some vestige of that lost poem, but the attempt was hopeless, and only ingtilled in him pangs of regret for
he knew not what. Which left him with nothing to do but stare at the lake; and though the lake was
indeed exquisite, and of the sort of beauty that changed from hour to hour with the changing angles of the
sunlight, Furvain could study those changes only so long before even such beauty asthis ceased to stir a
responsein him.

He had brought some books with him on thisjourney, but he found that he had no interest in reading
now. The words seemed mere meaningless marks on the page. Nor was he ableto find distraction in
poetry of hisown making. It was asif the vanishing of that imaginary masterpiece of the night had taken
the ability even to writelight verse from him. The fountain that had flowed in acopious gush dl hislife had
gone mysterioudy dry: just now he was as empty of poetry asthe walls of these roomswere of
ornament. So there he was without solace for his solitude. Solitude had never been this much of a
problem for him before. Not that he had ever had to put up with any great dedl of it, but he had aways
been ableto divert himsdlf with versfying or word games when he did, and that, for some reason he
failed to comprehend, was cut off from him now. While hewas dtill traveling on his own through the
east-country he had found being doneto be no burden at dl, in fact an interesting and stimulating and
ingtructive new experience; but out there he had had the strangeness of the landscape to appreciate, the
unusua new floraand faunathat each day brought, and aso he had been much absorbed by the whole
challenge of solitary travel, the need to manage his own meals, to find an adequate place to make camp
a night, asuitable source of water, and al that. Here, though, locked up in these barren little rooms, he
was thrown back on his own resources, and the only resource he had, redlly, was the boundless fertility
of his poetic imagination; and, although he had no ideawhy, he seemed no longer to have any accessto
thet.

Kasinibon returned for him not long after lunch.
“Tothelake, then?’ he asked.

“Tothelake, yes”



The outlaw chieftain led him grandly through the clattering sone halways of the fortress, down and down
and down, and ultimately to acorridor on the lowest leve, through which they emerged onto alittle
winding path covered with tawny gravel that curved off in a series of gentle switchbacksto the red lake
far below. To Furvain’s surprise Kasinibon was unaccompanied by any of his men: the party conssted
only of the two of them. Kasinibon waked in front, completely untroubled, apparently, by the possibility
that Furvain might choose to attack him.

| could snatch hisknife from its scabbard and put it to histhroat, Furvain thought, and make him swear to
release me. Or | could ssimply knock him down and club his head against the ground afew times, and run
off into the wilderness. Or | could—

It was dl too inane to contemplate. Kasinibon was aman of smal stature but he looked quick and
strong. Doubtless he would instantly make Furvain regret any sort of physical attack. Probably he had
bodyguards lurking in the bushes, besides. And even if Furvain did somehow succeed in overpowering
him and getting away, what good would it do? Kasinibon’s men would hunt him down and take him
prisoner again within an hour.

| am hisguest, Furvain told himsdf. Heismy host. Let usleaveit a that, at least for now.

Two mounts were waiting for them at the edge of the lake. One was the fine, high-spirited creature, with

fiery red eyes and flanks of a degp maroon, that Furvain had brought with him from Dundilmir; the other,

ashort-legged, ydlowish beadt, looked like a peasant’ s dray-mount. Kasinibon vaulted up into its saddle
and gestured to Furvain to follow suit.

“Barbirike Sea,” said Kasinibon, in atour guide’ s mechanicd voice, asthey started forward, “is closeto
three hundred mileslong, but no more than two thousand feet across at itswidest point. It isclosed at
each end by virtudly unscalable dliffs. We have never been ableto find any spring that flowsinto it: it
replenishesitsaf entirely through rainfall.” Seen a close range, the lake seemed more than ever likea
great pool of blood. So dense was the red hue that the water had no transparency whatever. From shore
to shoreit presented itself as an impenetrable sheet of redness, with no features visible below the surface.
The reflected face of the sun burned like a sphere of flame on the till waters.

“Can anything liveinit?’ Furvain asked. “ Other than the crustaceansthat giveit its color?’
“Oh, yes,” said Kasinibon. “It' sonly water, you know. Wefish it every day. Theyidd isquite heavy.”

A path barely wide enough for their two mounts Side by side separated the |ake' s edge from the towering
dunes of red sand that ran alongside it. Asthey rode esstward aong the lake, Kasinibon, still playing the
guide, pointed out tidbits of natura history to Furvain: aplant with short, purplish, plumply succulent
finger-shaped leaves that was capable of flourishing in the nearly sterile sand of the dunes and dangled
down over the crescent dopesin long ropy strands, and a yellow-necked beady-eyed predatory bird
that hovered overhead, now and again plunging with frightful force to snatch some denizen of the water
out of the lake, and furry little round-bodied crabs that scuttered around like mice aong the shore,
digging in the scarlet mud for hidden worms. Hetold Furvain the scientific name of each one, but the
names went out of hismind amost at once. Furvain had never troubled to learn very much about the
creatures of thewild, athough he found these crestures interesting enough, in their way. But Kasinibon,
who seemed to be in love with this place, evidently knew everything there was to know about each one.
Furvain, though he listened politely enough to his disquisitions, found them distracting and bothersome.

For Furvain the overwheming redness of the Barbirike VValey wasthe thing that affected him most
deeply. Thiswas beauty of an astounding sort. It seemed to him that al the world had turned scarlet:
there was no way to see over the tops of the dunes, so that the view to hisleft conssted entirely of the



red lakeitsdlf and the red dunes beyond it, with nothing el se visible, and on hisright sde everything was
walled in by thelofty red barrier of the dunesthat rose just beside their riding track, and the sky
overhead, drawing reflected color from what lay below it, was a shimmering dome of adightly paler red.
Red, red, and red: Furvain felt cloaked init, contained init, sedled tight in arealm of redness. He gave
himsdf up toit entirely. Helet it engulf and possesshim.

Kasinibon seemed to take notice of Furvain’slong silence, hisair of degpening concentration. “What we
see hereisthe pure stuff of poetry, isit not?” Kasinibon said proudly, making a sweeping gesture that
encompassed both shore and sky and the distant dark hulk of his own fortress, looming at the top of the
cliff thet lay at their backs. They had cometo ahdt haf aleague up the valey. It looked much the same
here as at the place where they had begun their ride: red everywhere, before and behind, an unchanging
scarlet world. “I draw congtant ingpiration from it, and surely you will aswell. Y ou will write your
masterpiece here. That much | know.”

The sincerity in hisvoice was unmistakable. He wants that poem very much, Furvain redized. But he
resented the little man’ sjarring invasion of histhoughts and he winced &t that referenceto a
“masterpiece.” Furvain had no wish to hear anything further abbout masterpieces, not after last night's
painful quasi-dream, in which his own mind seemed to have been mocking him for the deficiencies of his
ambitions, pretending to lead him toward some noble work that was not within his soul to cregte.

Curtly he said, “Poetry seemsto have deserted me for the moment, I'm afraid.”

“It will return. From what you' vetold me, | know that making poemsis something that’ sinnate to your
nature. Have you ever gone very long without producing something? As much as aweek, say?’

“Probably not. | couldn’t really say. The poems happen when they happen, according to some rhythm of
their own. It’s not something I’ ve paid much conscious attention to.”

“A week, ten days, two weeks—the words will come,” said Kasinibon. 1 know they will.” He seemed
srangely excited. “ Aithin Furvain’ s great poem, written while heisthe guest of Master Kasinibon of
Barbirike! I might even dare to hope for a dedication, perhaps. Or isthat too bold of me?’

Thiswas becoming intolerable. Would it never end, the world’ singstence that he must pull some mgor
enterprisefrom hisunwilling mind?

Furvain said, “Shdl | correct you yet again? | am your prisoner, Kasinibon, not your guest.”
“At least you say that, | think, without rancor.”
“What good israncor, eh? But when oneis being held for ransom—"

“Ransomis such an ugly word, Furvain. All that | requireisthat your family pay thefeel chargefor
crossing my territory, sSince you appear to be unableto pay it yoursdf. Call it ransom, if you like. But the
term does offend me.”

“Then | withdraw it,” said Furvain, till concedling hisirritation aswell as he could beneath aforced
lightness of tone. “I am aman of breeding, Kasinibon. Far beit from meto offend my host.”

In the evening they dined together, just the two of them, in agreat echoing candldit hall where aplatoon
of slent Hjortsin gaudy livery did the serving, stalking in and out with the absurd grandeur thet the people
of that unattractive race liked to affect. The banquet was arich one, first acompote of fruits of somekind
unknown to Furvain, then a poached fish of the most ddlicate flavor, nestling in adark sauce that must



have been based in honey, and then severa sorts of grilled meats on abed of stewed vegetables. The
wines for each course were impeccably chosen. Occasiondly Furvain caught sight of some of the other
outlaws moving about in the corridor at the lower end of the hall, shadowy figuresfar away, but none
entered the room.

Flushed with drink, Kasinibon spoke fredly of himself. He seemed very eager, dmost pathetically so, to
win his captive sfriendship. He was, he said, ayounger son himself, third son of the Count of Kekkinork.
Kekkinork was not a place known to Furvain. “It lies two hours march from the shores of the Grest
Sea,” Kasinibon explained. “ My ancestors came there to mine the handsome blue stone known as
seaspar, which the Corona Lord Pinitor of ancient times used in decorating the walls of the city of
Bombifale. When the work was done some of the miners chose not to return to Castle Mount. And there
at Kekkinork they have lived ever since, in avillage at the edge of the Great Sea, afree people, beyond
the ken of Pontifex and Coronal. My father, the Count, was the sixteenth holder of that titlein the direct
line of successon.”

“A title conferred by Lord Pinitor?’

“A title conferred by the first Count upon himsdlf,” said Kasinibon. “We are the descendants of humble
miners and stonemasons, Furvain. But, of course, if one only goes back far enough, which of the lords of
Castle Mount would be seen to be free of the blood of commoners?’

“Indeed,” Furvain said. That part was unimportant. What he was struggling to assmilate wasthe
knowledge that this small bearded man sitting elbow to ebow with him had beheld the Great Seawith his
own eyes, had grown to manhood in aremote part of Majipoor that was widely looked upon asthe next
thing to mythica. The notion of the existence of an actud town of some sort out there, atown unknown
to geographers and census-keepers, situated in an obscure location at Alhanrod’ s easternmost point
many thousands of miles from Castle Mount, strained credibility. And that this place had a separate
aristocracy of its own creation, counts and marquises and ladies and al the rest, which had endured for
sixteen generations there—that, too, was hard to believe.

Kasinibon refilled their wine-bowls. Furvain had been drinking as sparingly as he could al evening, but
Kasinibon was mercilessin his generosity, and Furvain fdt flushed, now, and alittle dizzy. Kasinibon had
taken on the glossy-eyed look of full drunkenness.

He had begun to speak, in arambling, circuitousway that Furvain found difficult to follow, of some bitter
family quarrel, adispute with one of his older brothers over awoman, the great love of hislife, perhaps,
and an gppedl laid before their father in which the father had taken the brother’ s side. It sounded familiar
enough to Furvain: the grasping brother, the distant and indifferent noble father, the younger son trested
with offhand disdain. But Furvain, perhaps because he had never been aman of much ambition or drive,
had not alowed the disappointments of his early life ever to stir much umbragein hismind. He had
awaysfdt that he was more or lessinvisible to his dynamic father and his rapacious, aggressive brothers.
He expected indifference from them, at best, and was not surprised when that was what he got, and had
gone on to congtruct areasonably satisfactory lifefor himsalf even so, founded on the bdlief that the less
one expected out of life, thelessonewaslikely to fed dissatisfied with what came one' sway.

Kasinibon, though, was of another kind, hot-blooded and determined, and his dispute with his brother
had mounted to something of shattering acrimony, leading finaly to an actud violent assault by Kasinibon
on—whom?—his brother?>—his father>—Furvain was not entirely sure which. It finally came to passthat
Kasinibon had found it advisable to flee from Kekkinork, or perhaps had been exiled from it—again,
Furvain did not know which—and had gone roaming for many years from one sector of the east-country
to another until, here a Barbirike, he had found a place where he could fortify himsdlf against anyone
who might attempt to offer achalenge to his truculent independence. “And here | amto thisday,” he



concluded. “1 have no dedlingswith my family, nor any with Pontifex or Corond, ether. | am my own
magter, and the master of my little kingdom. And those who wander across my territory must pay the
price. —Morewine, Furvan?’

“Thank you, no.”

He poured, as though he had not heard. Furvain began to brush his hand aside, then halted and let
Kasinibon fill the bowl.

“I' like you, you know, Furvain. | hardly know you, but I’m as good ajudge of men asyou' Il ever find,
and | seethe depth of you, the greatnessin you.”

And | seethe drunkennessin you, Furvain thought, but he said nothing.

“If they pay thefee, I'll haveto let you go, | suppose. I'm an honorable man. But I'd regret it. I’ ve had
very littleinteligent company here. Very little company of any sort, asamaitter of fact. It' sthelifel
chose, of course. But till—"

“You must bevery longly.”

It occurred to Furvain that he had not seen any women at the fortress, nor even any sign of afemae
presence: only the Hjort servants, and the occasiond glimpse of some of Kasinibon' sfollowers, dl of
them men. Was Kasinibon that rarity, the one-woman man? And had that woman of Kekkinork, the one
his brother had taken from him, been that woman? It must be agrim existence for him, then, in this
desolate keep. No wonder he sought the consolations of poetry; no wonder he was still capable, at this
advanced age, of finding so much to admirein the nonsensica puerile effusions of Dammiunde or
Tuminok Laskil.

“Londy, yes. | can't deny that. Lonely—Ilondy—" Kasinibon turned a bloodshot gaze on Furvain. His
eyes had taken on aglint asred asthe waters of the Barbirike Sea. “But one learnsto live with londliness.
One makes one' s choicesin life, does one not, and although they are never perfect choices, they are,
after dl, one sown, en? Ultimately, we choose what we choose because—we
choose—because—because—"

Kasnibon' svoice grew lessdigtinct and trailed off into incoherence. Furvain thought he might have falen
adeep; but no, no, Kasinibon' s eyes were open, hislips were dowly moving, he was searching till for
the precise phrase to explain whatever it was he wastrying to explain. Furvain waited until it became
clear that the bandit chieftain was never going to find that phrase. Then he touched Kasinibon lightly on
thearm. “Y ou must forgiveme,” he said. “The hour isvery late” Kasinibon nodded vaguely. A Hjort in
livery showed Furvain to hisrooms.

In the night Furvain dreamed a dream of such power and lucidity that he thought, even ashe was
experiencing it, that it must be a sending of the Lady of thelde, who visits millions of the deepers of
Majipoor each night to bring them guidance and comfort. If indeed it was asending, it would be hisfirst:
the Lady did not often visit the minds of the princes of the Castle, and in any case she would not have
been likdly to vigit that of Furvain, for it was the ancient custom for the mother of the current Corond to
be chosen as Lady of the Ide, and thus, for most of Furvain’slife, thereigning Lady had been hisown
grandmother. She would not enter the mind of amember of her own family except a some moment of
high urgency. Now, of course, with Lord Sangamor having moved on to become Sangamor Pontifex,
therewas anew Coronal at the Castle and anew Lady at the helm of the Ide of Seep. But even so—a
sending? Forhim ? Here? Why?



As hewas drifting back into deep once the dream had Ieft him, he decided that it had not been asending
at dl, but merely the workings of his own agitated mind, stirred to frantic excitation by his evening with
Master Kasinibon. It had been too persondl, too intimate avision to have been the work of the stranger
who now was Lady of the Ide. Y et Furvain knew it to have been no ordinary dream, but rather one of
those strange dreams by which one swhole future lifeis determined.

For init hisdeeping mind had been lifted up out of Kasinibon's stark sanctuary and carried from it over
the night-shrouded plains of the east-country, off to the other side of the blue cliffs of Kekkinork where
the Great Sea began, stretching forth into the immeasurable and incomprehensible distances that
separated Alhanrod from the continent of Zimrod half aworld away. Here, far to the east of any place
he had ever known, he could seethe light of the dawning day gleaming on the breast of the ocean, which
was agentle pink in color at the sandy shore, then pale green, and a deeper green farther out, and then
deepening by steady gradation to the azure gray of the unfathomable depths.

The Spirit of the Divine lingered high above that mighty ocean, Furvain percelved: impersond,
unknowable, infinite, dl-seeing. Though the Spirit was without form or feature, Furvain recognized it for
what it was, and the Spirit recognized him, touching hismind, gethering it in, linking it, for one sunning
moment, to the vastnessthat wasitsdf. And in that infinitely long moment the greatest of dl poemswas
dictated to him, poured into him in one tremendous cascade, a poem that only agod could cregte, the
poem that encompassed the meaning of life and of desth, of the destiny of al worldsand dl the crestures
that dwelled upon them. Or so Furvain thought, later, when he had awakened and lay shivering, feverish
with bewilderment, contemplating the vision that had been thrust upon him.

No shard of that vision remained, not asingle detail by which he could try to recongtruct it. It had
shattered like a soap bubble and vanished into the darkness. Once again he had been brought to the
presence of a sublime poem of the greatest beauty and profundity and then it had been snatched away
agan.

Tonight' s dream, though, was different in its degpest essence from the one of the night before. That other
dream had been asad cruel joke, abit of mere harsh mockery. It had flaunted a poem before him but
had given him no accessto it, only the humiliating awareness that amagjor poem of some sort lurked
somewhere within him but would be kept forever beyond his reach. Thistime he had had the poem itself.
Hehad lived it, line by line, stanza by stanza, canto by canto, through dl its grand immensity. Although he
had lost it upon waking, perhapsit could be found again. Thefirst dream had told him, Your gift is an
empty one and you are capable of nothing but the making of trivialities . The second dream had
told him,You contain godlike greatness within you and you must now strive to find a way to draw it
forth .

Though the content of that great vison was gone, Furvain realized in the morning that one aspect of it il
remained, asthough burned into hismind: its framework, the container for the mighty poem itsdf: the
metric pattern, the rhyme scheme, the method of building versesinto stanzas and the grouping of stanzas
into cantos. A mere empty vessd, yes. But if the container, at least, was|eft to him, there might be hope
of rediscovering the awesome thing that it had contained.

The structura pattern was such adistinctive one that he knew he was unlikely to forget it, but even so he
would not take the risk. He reached hastily for his pen and ablank sheet of paper and scribbled it down.
Rather than attempting at this point to recapture even afragment of what would be no small task to
retrieve, Furvain used mere nonsense syllablesto provide a shape for the vessel, meaningless
dum-de-dum sounds that provided the basi ¢ rhythmic outline of one extended passage. When he was
done he stared in wonder at it, murmuring it to himself over and over again, andyzing consciously now
what he had set down as a sort of automatic transcription of his dream-memory. It was aremarkable



structure, yes, but amost comicaly extreme. As he counted out its numbers he asked himsalf whether
anything so intricate had ever been devised by a poet’s mind before, and whether any poet in thelong
history of the universe would ever have been able to carry off along work using prosody of such an
extravagant kind.

It wasamarvel of complexity. It made no use of the traditiona stress-patterned metrics he knew so well,
theiambs and trochees and dactyls, the spondees and anapests, out of which Furvain had always built his
poems with such swiftness and ease. Those traditional patterns were so deeply ingrained in him that it
seemed to othersthat he wrote without thinking, that he ssimply exhaled his poems rather than creating
them by conscious act. But this pattern—he chanted it over and over to himself, struggling to crack its
secret—was dien to all that he understood of the craft of poetry.

At firgt he could see no sort of regularity to the rhythms whatever, and was a alossto explain the
strangely compelling power of them. But then he redlized that the metric of his dream-poem must bea
quantitative one, based not on where the accents fell but on the length of syllables, a system that struck
Furvain at firgt as disconcertingly arbitrary and irregular but which, he saw after awhile, could yield a
wondroudy versatile line in the hands of anyone gifted enough to manipulate itsintricacies properly. It
would have the force dmost of an incantation; those caught up in its sonorous spell would be held asif by
sorcery. Therhyme scheme, too, was aformidable one, with stanzas of seventeen linesthat alowed of
only three different rhymes, arranged in a pattern of fiveinternal couplets split by atriolet and balanced
by four seemingly unrhymed linesthat actually were reaching into adjacent anzas.

Could apoem actually be written according to such astructure? Of course, Furvain thought. But what
poet could possibly have the patience to stay with it long enough to produce awork of any rea scope?
The Divine could, of course. By definition the Divine could do anything: what difficultieswould amere
arrangement of syllables and rhymes offer to the omnipotent force that had brought into being the stars
and worlds? But it was not just blasphemous for amere mortal to set himsalf up in competition with the
Divine, hethought, it was contemptible folly. Furvain knew he could write three or four sanzasin this
kind of scheme, if he turned himself properly to the task, or perhaps seven, that made some kind of
poetic sense. But awhole canto? And a series of cantos that would constitute a coherent work of epic
magnitude? No, he thought. No. No. That would drive him out of hismind. No doubt of it, to undertake
atask of such grandeur would be to invite madness.

Stll, it had been an extraordinary dream. The other one had |eft him with nothing but the taste of ashesin
his mouth. This one showed him that he—not the Divine, buthe , for Furvain was not avery religious man
and fdt surethat it was his own dreaming mind that had invented it, without supernatural ass tance—was
ableto conceive agtanzaic systlem of amost impossible difficulty. It must have beeninhim al dong, he
thought, gestating quietly, findly erupting from him as he dept. The tensions and pressures of his captivity,
he decided, must have aided in the birth. No longer was he as amused as he once had been about
spending hisdaysin Kasinibon's custody. It was becoming harder to take acomic view of the affair. The
risng anger hefdt a being held prisoner here, the frugtrations, his growing restlessness: dl that must be
dtering the chemidiry of hisbrain, forcing histhoughtsinto new channels, hisinner torment bringing out

new aspects of his poetic skill.

Not that he had the dightest idea of trying to make actual use of such a system asthe night just past had
brought him; but it was pleasing enough to know that he was capable of devising such athing. Perhaps
that portended areturn of hisability to write light verse, at least. Furvain knew that he was never going to
give the world the deathl ess masterpiece that Kasinibon was so eager to have from him, but it would be
good at least to regain the pleasant minor skill that had been his until afew days before.



But the days went by and Furvain remained unaccountably unproductive. Neither Kasinibon'surgings
nor Furvain’s own attempts at inducing the presence of the muse werein any way helpful, and hisold
spontaneous facility was so far from being in evidence that he could dmost persuade himsdlf that it had
never existed.

His captivity, now, wasweighing on him with increasing discomfort. Accustomed ashewasto alife of
idleness, thiskind of forced inactivity was nothing he had ever had to endure before, and he longed to be
on hisway. Kasinibon tried his best, of course, to play the part of the charming host. He took Furvain on
daily ridesthrough the scarlet valey, he brought forth the finest wines from his surprisingly well-stocked
cdlar for ther nightly dinners, he provided him with whatever book he might fancy—hislibrary waswell
stocked, also—and he lost no opportunity to engage him in serious discussion of theliterary arts.

But thefact remained that Furvain was here unwillingly, penned up in this dour, forbidding mausoleum of
aplace, snared midway through acriss of his own and compelled, before he had reached any resolution
of that, to live asthe prisoner of another man, and alimited man at that. Kasinibon now allowed him to
roam fredly through the building and its grounds—if he tried to escape, where could he hopeto go, after
al?—but the long echoing halls and mainly empty roomswere far from congenid. There was nothing
redlly congenia about Kasinibon’s company, either, however much Furvain pretended that there was,
and there was no one e se here to keep company with Furvain than Kasinibon. The outlaw chieftain,
walled about by his hatred for his own family and stunted by hislong isolation here, wasas much a
prisoner at Barbirike as Furvain himself, and behind his superficia amiability, that dfin playfulness of his,
some hidden fury lurked and seethed. Furvain saw that fury and feared it.

He had till done nothing about sending out aransom request. It seemed utterly futile, and embarrassing
aswdl: what if he asked, and no one complied? But the growing probability that he was going to remain
here forever was starting to engender a sense of deep desperationin him.

What was particularly hard to bear was Kasinibon’ s fondness for poetry. Kas nibon seemed to want to
talk about nothing else. Furvain had never cared much for conversation about poetry. He was content to
leave that to the academic folk, who had no creative spark themsdlves but found some sort of fulfillment
in endless discussions of the thing that they were themselves unable to produce, and to those persons of
culture who felt that it was incumbent on them to be seen carrying some dim volume of poetry about, and
eventodipinto it fromtimeto time, and to utter praise for some currently acclaimed poet’ swork.
Furvain, from whom poems by the ream had always emerged with only the dightest of efforts and who
had had no lofty view of what he had achieved, had no interest in such talk. For him poetry was
something to make, not something to discuss. What a horror it was, then, to be trapped like thisin the
presence of the most talkative of amateur connoisseurs of the art, and an ignorant one at that!

Like most self-educated men, Kasinibon had no taste in poetry at al—he gobbled everything
omnivoroudy, indiscriminatdly, and was uncriticaly entranced by it dl. Stale images, leaden rhymes,
bungled metaphors, ridiculous smiles—he had no difficulty overlooking such things, perhaps did not even
notice them. The one thing he demanded was a bit of emotiona power in apoem, and if he could find it
there, heforgave dl dse.

And so Furvain spent most nightsin the first weeks of his stay at the outlaw’ skeep ligening to
Kasinibon'sreadings of hisfavorite poems. His extensve library, hundreds and hundreds of
wdll-thumbed volumes, some of them practically falling apart after years of congtant use, seemed to
contain the work of every poet Furvain had ever heard of, and agood many that he had not. It was such
awide-ranging collection that its very range argued for its owner’ slack of discernment. Kasinibon's
passionate love of poetry struck Furvain as mere promiscuity. “Let meread you this” Kasinibon would
cry, eyes aglow with enthusiasm, and he would intone some incontestibly great work of Gancidad or



Emmengild; but then, even asthefind glorious lines still were echoing in Furvain’s mind, Kasinibon would
say, “Do you know what it reminds me of, that poem?’” And he would reach for his bel oved volume of
Vortrailin, and with equal enthusiasm declaim one of the tawdriest bits of sentimental trash Furvain had
ever heard. He seemed unable to tdll the difference.

Often he asked Furvain to choose poems that he would like to read, aso, wanting to hear how a
practitioner of the art handled the ebb and flow of poetic rhythms. Furvain’s own tastesin poetry had
awaysrun heavily to the sort of light verse at which he excdled himsdif, but, like any cultivated man, he
appreciated more seriouswork aswell, and on these occasions he took a deliberate malicious pleasurein
selecting for Kasinibon the knottiest, most abstruse modern works he could find on Kasinibon's shelves,
poemsthat he himsdlf barely understood and should have been mysteriesto Kasinibon also. These, too,
Kasinibon loved. “Beautiful,” he would murmur, enrgptured. “ Sheer music, isit not?’

| am going to go mad, Furvain thought.

At some point during nearly every one of these nightly sessions of poetic discourse Kasinibon would
press Furvain to recite some of his own work. Furvain could no longer claim, as he had on thefirst day,
that he wastoo tired to comply. Nor could he pretend very plausibly that he had forgotten every poem
he had ever written. So in the end he yielded and offered afew. Kasinibon's applause was hearty in the
extreme, and seemed unfeigned. And he spoke at great length in praise not just of Furvain's elegance of
phrasing but dso of hisingght into human nature. Which was dl the more embarrassing; Furvain himsdlf
was abashed by thetrividity of histhemes and the glibness of histechnique; it took every ounce of his
aristocratic breeding to hold himself back from crying out,But don’t you see, Kasinibon, what hollow
word-spinning that is! That would have been crudl, and discourteous besides. Both men now had
entered into a pretense of friendship, which might not even have been a pretense on Kasinibon's part.
One may not call one' sfriend afool to hisface, Furvain thought, and expect him to go on being one's
friend.

Theworst part of al was Kasinibon's unfeigned eagerness to have Furvain write something new, and
important, while aguest under hisroof. There had been nothing playful about that wistfully expressed
hope of histhat Furvain would bring into being here some masterpiece that would forever link hisname
and Kasinibon'sin the archives of poetry. Behind that wistfulness, Furvain sensed, lay ferocious need. He
suspected that matters would not dways remain so amiable here: that indirection would turn to blunt
indstence, that Kasinibon would squeeze him and squeeze him until Furvain brought forth the mgor work
that Kasinibon so hungrily yearned to usher into existence. Furvain replied evasively to each of

Kasnibon' sinquiries about new work, explaining, truthfully enough, thet inspiration was till denied to
him. But there was amounting intendity to Kasinibon's demands.

The question of ransom, which Furvain had continued to push aside, needed to be squarely faced.
Furvain saw that he could not remain here much longer without undergoing some kind of inner explosion.
But the only way he was going to get out of this place, he knew, was with the help of someonedse's
money. Was there anyone in the world willing to put up money to rescue him? He suspected he knew the
answer to that, but shied away from confirming hisfears. Still, if he never so much as asked, he would
gpend the remaining days of hislifelistening to Master Kasinibon’ s solemn, worshipful readings of the
worgt poetry human mind had ever conceived, and fending off Kasinibon’ sinsistence that Furvain write
for him some poem of agrandeur and majesty that was not within Furvain's abilities to produce.

“How much, would you say, should | ask asthe price of my freedom?’ Furvain asked one day, asthey
rode together beside the shore of the scarlet sea.

Kasinibon told him. It was a stupendous sum, more than twice Furvain’s own highest guess. But he had
asked, and Kasinibon had answered, and he was in no position to haggle with the bandit over the



amount.

Duke Tanigd, he supposed, was the first one he should try. Furvain knew that his brothers were unlikely
to care much whether he stayed here forever or not. Hisfather might take agentler position, but hisfather
wasfar away in the Labyrinth, and appedling to the Pontifex carried other risks, too, for if it cameto pass
that a Pontifical army were dispatched to Barbirike to rescue the captive prince, Kasinibon might react in
some unpleasant and possibly fatal way. The samerisk would apply if Furvain wereto turn to the new
Corond, Lord Hunzimar. Strictly speaking, it was the Corond’ s responsibility to ded with such matters
as banditry in the outback. But that was exactly what Furvain was afraid of, that Hunzimar would send
troops out here to teach Kasinibon alesson, alesson that might have ugly consequencesfor Kasinibon's
prisoner. Even more probably, Hunzimar, who had never shown much affection for any of his
predecessor’ s sons, would do nothing at al. No, Tanigel was hisonly hope, faint though that hope might
be.

Furvain did have some notion of the extent of Duke Tanigd’ simmense wealth, and suspected that the
whole gigantic amount of his ransom would be no more than the cost of one week’ s feasting and revery
at the court in Dundilmir. Perhaps Tanigel would deign to help, out of fond memories of happy times
together. Furvain spent haf aday writing and revising his note to the Duke, working hard to strike the
proper tone of amused, even waggish chagrin over his plight, while at the sametimeletting Tanigel know
that heredly did have to come through with the money if ever he hoped to see hisfriend Furvain again.
Heturned the letter over to Kasinibon, who sent one of his men off to Dundilmir to ddliver it.

“And now,” said Kasinibon, “1 propose we turn our attention this evening to the ballads of Garthain
Hagavon—"

At the beginning of the fourth week of his captivity Furvain made the dream-journey to the Great Sea
once again, and again took dictation from the Divine, who appeared to him in the guise of atal,
broad-shouldered, golden-haired man of cheerful mien, wearing a Corond’ s silver band about his head.
And when hewokeit wasdl ill in hismind, every syllable of every verse, every verse of every stanza,
every stanza of what appeared to be athird of a canto, aswell as he could judge the proportions of such
things. But it began to fade dmost a once. Out of fear that he might loseit al he set about the work of
transcribing as much of it as he could, and as the lines emerged onto the paper he saw that they followed
the inordinately intricate metrical pattern and rhyming scheme of the poem that had been given to him by
the hand of the Divine that other time weeks before: appeared to be, indeed, afragment of that very

poem.

A fragment was dl that it was. What Furvain had managed to get down began in the middle of astanza,
and ended, pages later, in the middle of another one. The subject was warfare, the campaign of the grest
Lord Stiamot of thousands of years before againgt the rebellious aborigina people of Mgjipoor, the
shapeshifting Metamorph race. The segment that lay before him dedt with Stiamot’ s famous march
through the foothills of Zygnor Pesk in northern Alhanrod , the climactic enterprise of that long agonizing
struggle, when he had set fire to the whole digtrict, parched by the heat of the long dry summer, in order
to drive the find bands of Metamorph guerrillas from their hiding places. It broke off at the point where
Lord Stiamot found himsdlf confronting arecacitrant landholder, aman of the ancient northern gentry
who refused to pay heed to Stiamot’ swarning that al thisterritory was going to be put to the torch and
that it behooved every settler to flee a once.

When it became impossible for Furvain to go any farther with histranscription heread it dl back,
astounded, even bemused. The style and general approach, the bizarre schemes of rhyme and metric
gpart, were beyond any doubt his own. He recognized familiar turns of phrase, smilesof akind that had



aways come readily to him, choices of rhymethat declared themselves plainly asthe work of Aithin
Furvain. But how, if not by direct intervention of the Divine, had anything so complicated and deep
gprung from his own shalow mind? Thiswas mgestic poetry. There was no other word for it. Heread it
aoud to himsdf, reveling in the sonorities, the interna assonances, the snewy strength of the line, the
inevitability of each stanza sform. He had never written anything remotely like this before. He had had
the techniquefor it, very likely, but he could not imagine ever making so formidable a demand on that
technique.

And dso there were thingsin here about Stiamot’ s campaign that Furvain did not in fact believe he had
ever known. He had learned about Lord Stiamot from histutors, of course. Everyone did; Stiamot was
one of the great figures of Mgjipoor’s history. But Furvain’s schooling had taken place decades ago. Had
he ever redly heard the names of dl these places—Milimorn, Hamifieu, Bizfern, Kattikawvn? Were they
genuine place-names, or hisown inventions?

Hisinventions? Well, yes, anyone could make up names, he supposed. But there was too much here
about military procedure, lines of supply and chains of command and order of march and such, that read
like thework of some other hand, someone far more knowledgeabl e about such things than he had ever
been. How, then, could he possibly claim this poem ashisown? Y et where had it come from, if not from
him? Was he truly the vehicle through which the Divine had chosen to bring thisfragment into existence?
Furvain found his dender fund of religious feding serioudy taxed by such anotion. And yet—and yet—

Kasinibon saw at once that something out of the ordinary had happened. “Y ou’ ve begun to write,
haven't you?’

“I’ve begun apoem, yes,” sad Furvain uneasily.
“Wonderful! When can| seeit?’

The blaze of excitement in Kasinibon's eyes was so fierce that Furvain had to back away afew steps.
“Not just yet, | think. Thisis much too soon to be showing it to anyone. At this point it would be
extremely easy for meto lose my way. A casua word from someone else might be just the one that
would deflect mefrom my path.”

“I swear that I'll offer no comment at dl. | smply would liketo—"

“No. Please” Furvain was surprised by the stedly edge he heard in hisown voice. “I’'m not sure yet what
thisisapart of. | need to examine, to eva uate, to ponder. And that has to be done on my own. | tell you,
Kagnibon, I'm afraid that I’ll loseit altogether if | reved anything of it now. Please: let mebe.”

Kasinibon seemed to understand that. He grew ingtantly solicitous. Almost unctuoudy he said, “Yes.
Yes, of course, it would be tragic if my blundering interference harmed the flow of your creation. |
withdraw my request. But you will, | hope, grant me alook at it just as soon asyou fed that the time has
come when you—"

“Yes. Just as soon asthe time has come,” said Furvain.

He retreated to his quarters and returned to work, not without trepidation. Thiswas new to him, this
business of sttling down formaly to work. In the past poems had aways foundhim —taking adirect
and immediate line from hismind to hisfingertips. He had never needed to go searching forthem . Now,
though, Furvain salf-conscioudy sat himself at hislittle bare table, helaid out two or three pensat his
sde, he tapped the edges of his stack of blank paper until every sheet was perfectly aigned, he closed



his eyes and waited for the hest of inspiration.

Quickly he discovered that inspiration could not smply beinvited to arrive, a least not when onewas
embarked on an enterprise such as this. His old methods no longer applied. For what he had to do now,
one had to go out in quest of the materid; one had to fix it in one' s gaze and seizeit firmly; onehad to
compd it to do on€e' sbidding. He was writing, it seemed, a poem about Lord Stiamot. Very well: he
must focus every atom of his being on that long-ago monarch, must reach out across the ages and enter
into acommunion of asort with him, must touch his soul and follow his path.

That was easy enough to say, not so easy to accomplish. The inadequacies of his historical knowledge
troubled him. With nothing more than aschoolboy’ s grasp of Stiamot’ slife and career, and that
knowledge, such asit ever had been, now blurred by so many years of forgetfulness, how could he
presumeto tell thetale of the epocha conflict that had ended for al time the aborigind threst to the
expangon of the human settlements on Mgjipoor?

Abashed a hisown lack of learning, he prowled Kasinibon'slibrary, hoping to come upon some works
of historical scholarship. But history, it seemed, was not a subject that held any great interest for his
captor. Furvain found no texts of any consequence, just abrief history of the world, which seemed to be
nothing more than a child’ s book. From an inscription on its back cover he saw that it wasin fact arelic
of Kasinibon’s own childhood in Kekkinork. It contained very little that was useful: just abrief, highly
samplified recapitulation of Lord Stiamot’ s attempts to seek a negotiated peace with the Metamorphs, the
failure of those attempts, and the Corond’ s ultimate decision to put an end once and for dl to
Metamorph depredations againg the cities of the human settlers by defeating them in battle, expelling
them from human-occupied territories, and confining them for al timein therain forests of southern
Zimrod. Which had, of course, entangled the world in a generation-long struggle that ended ultimately in
success and made possible the explosive growth of civilization on Mgipoor and prosperity everywhere
on the giant world. Stiamot was one of the key figures of Mgipoor’ s history. But Kasinibon'slittle
history book told only the bare outlines of the story, the palitics and the battles, not aword about Stiamot
asaman, hisinner thoughts and emotions, his physical gppearance, anything of that sort.

Then Furvain realized that he had no real need to know those things. He was writing apoem, not an
historical text or awork of biography. He was free to imagine any detail he liked, o long as he remained
faithful to the broad outline of the tale. Whether the actud Lord Stiamot had been short or tall, plump or
thin, cheerful of nature or adyspeptic brooder, would make no serious difference to a poet intent only on
recreating the Stiamot legend. Lord Stiamot, by now, had become amythica figure. And myth, Furvain
knew, has a power that transcends mere history. History could be as arbitrary as poetry, he told himsdlf:
what is history, other than amatter of choice, the picking and choosing of certain facts out of amultitude
to dicit ameaningful pattern, which was not necessarily the true one? The act of sdecting facts, by
definition, inherently involved discarding facts as well, often the ones most inconvenient to the pattern that
the historian wastrying to reved. Truth thus became an abstract concept: three different historians,
working with the same set of data, might easily come up with three different “truths.” Whereas myth digs
deep into the fundamenta redlity of the spirit, into that infinite well that is the shared consciousness of the
entire race, reaching the levels where truth is not an optiona meatter, but the inescapable foundation of all
else Inthat sense myth could be truer than history; by creating imaginative episodesthat cloveto the
essence of the Stiamot story, a poet could reved the truth of that story in away that no historian could
clamto do. And so Furvain resolved that his poem would dedl with the myth of Stiamot, not with the
historical man. Hewasfree to invent as he pleased, so long aswhat he invented was faithful to theinner
truth of the story.

After that everything became eader, dthough there was never anything smple about it for him. He
developed atechnique of meditation that left him hovering on the border of deep, from which he could



dip readily into akind of trance. Then—more rapidly with each passing day—Furvain’sguide would
cometo him, the golden-haired man wearing a Corond’ s silver diadem, and lead him through the scenes
and events of hisday’ swork.

His guide s name, he discovered, was Vaentine: acharming man, patient, affable, sweet-tempered,
aways ready with an easy amile, the absolute best of guides. Furvain could not remember any Coronad
named Vaentine, nor did Kasinibon's boyhood history text mention one. Evidently no such person had
ever existed. But that made no difference. For Furvain's purposes, it was al the same whether thisLord
Vaentine had been ared historicd figure or wasjust afigment of Furvain’ simagination: what he needed
was someone to take him by the hand and lead him through the shadowy redlms of antiquity, and that
was what his golden-haired guide was doing. It was dmost as though he were the manifestationin a
readily perceptible form of the will of the Divine, whose vehicle Furvain had become. It isthrough the
voice of thisimaginary Lord Vdentine, Furvain told himself, that the shaping spirit of the cosmosis
inscribing this poem on my soul.

Under Vaentine s guidance Furvain's dreaming mind traversed the deeds of Lord Stiamot, beginning
with hisfirst redization that the long poisonous struggle with the Metamorphs must be brought to a
conclusive end and going on through the sequence of increasingly bloody battles that had culminated in
the burning of the northlands, the surrender of the last aboriginal rebels, and the establishment of the
province of Piurifaynein Zimrod asthe permanent home and place of eternd confinement of the
Shapeshifters of Mgjipoor. When Furvain emerged from his trance each day the details of what he had
learned would still be with him, and had the balance and shape and the tragic rhythm that great poetry
requires. He saw not only the events but a so the inexorable and inescapable conflicts out of which they
arose, driving even aman of good will such as Stiamot into the harsh necessity of making war. The
pattern of the story wasthere; Furvain had merely to set it al down on paper: and here hisinnate
technica skill wasfully at hiscommand, as much so asit had ever beenin the old days, so that the
intricate stanza and complex rhythmic scheme that he had carried back from hisfirst dreaming encounters
with the Divine soon became second nature to him, and the poem grew by a swift process of accretion.

Sometimesit camealittletoo easily. Now that Furvain had mastered that strange stanza he was able to
red off page after page with such effortless fluency that he would on occasion wander into unexpected
digressionsthat concealed and muddled the main thrust of his narrative. When that happened he would
halt, rip the offending sections out, and go on from the point where he had begun to diverge from his
proper track. He had never revised before. At first it seemed wasteful to him, since the discarded lines
were every bit as eloquent, as sonorous, as the ones he kept. But then he came to see that eloquence and
SONOrousness were mere accessories to the main task, which wasthe telling of aparticular talein away
that mogt directly illuminated itsinner meaning.

And then, when he had brought the tale of Lord Stiamot to its conclusion, Furvain was startled to find
that the Divine was not yet done with him. Without pausing even to question what he was doing, he drew
aline benegath the last of the Stiamot stanzas and began to inscribe a new verse—beginning, he saw, right
inthe middle of a stanza, with the triple-rhyme passage—that dedlt with an earlier event entirely, the
project of Lord Melikand to import beings of species other than human to help with the task of settling
the greatly underpopulated world that was Mgjipoor.

He continued on that project for another few days. But then, while the Melikand canto was yet
unfinished, Furvain discovered himself at work on a passage that told sill another story, that of the grand
assembly at Stangard Falls, on the River Glayge, where Dvorn had been hailed as Mgjipoor’ sfirst
Pontifex. At that moment Furvain redlized that he was writing not smply an account of the deeds of Lord
Stiamot, but an epic poem embracing nothing less than the whole of Mgipoor’ s history.



It was afrightening thought. He could not believe that he was the man for such atask. It wastoo much
for aman of hislimitations. He thought he saw the shape that such apoem must take, asit traversed the
many thousands of years from the coming of thefirst settlersto the present day, and it was amighty one.
Not asingle greet arc, no, but a series of soaring curves and dizzying swoops, atae of flux and
transformation, of the constant synthesis of opposites, asthe early idedlistic colonists tumbled into the
violent chaos of anarchy, were rescued from it by Dvorn the lawgiver, thefirst Pontifex, spread out in
centrifuga expanson across the huge world under the guidance of Lord Melikand, built the grest cities of
Castle Mount, reached acrossinto the continents of Zimrod and Suvradl, cameinevitably and tragically
into collision with the Shapeshifter aboriginds, fought the necessary though gppalling war againg them
under the leadership of Lord Stiamot, that man of peace transformed into awarrior, that defeated and
contained them, and so onward to this present day, when billions of people lived in peace on the most
beautiful of al worlds

There was no more splendid story in dl the universe. But was he, Aithin Furvain, such asmall-souled
man, aman flawed in SO many ways, going to be able to encompassit? He had no illusions about himself.
He saw himsdlf asglib, lazy, dissolute, aweakling, an evader of responsibility, aman who throughout his
whole life had sought the path of least resistance. How could he, of dl people, having no other resource
than a certain degree of clevernessand technical skill, hope to contain such agigantic theme within the
bounds of a single poem? It was too much for him. He could never do it. He doubted that anyone could.
But certainly Aithin Furvain was not the one to attempt it.

And yet he seemed somehow to bewriting it. Or wasit writing him? No matter: the thing wastaking
shape, lineby line, day by day. Cal it divineingpiration, call it the overflowing of something that he had
kept penned unknowingly within him for many years, cdl it whatever one wished, there was no denying
that he had dready written one full canto and fragments of two others, and that each day brought new
verses. And there was greatnessin the poem: of that he was certain. He would read through it over and
over again, shaking his head in amazement at the power of his own work, the mighty music of the poetry,
theirresstible sweep of the narrative. It was dl so splendid that it humbled and bewildered him. He had
no idea how it had been possible to achieve what he had done, and he shivered with dread at the thought
that his miraculous fount of inspiration would dry up, as suddenly asit had opened, before the greet task
had reached its end.

The manuscript, unfinished though it was, became terribly preciousto him. He cameto seeit now ashis
clam onimmortaity. It troubled him that only one copy of it existed, and that one kept in aroom that
could only be locked from outside. Fearful now that something might happen to it, that it might be blotted
intoillegibility by the accidenta overturning of hisinkstand, or stolen by some prying malicious denizen of
thefortress jealous of the attention paid to Furvain by Master Kasinibon, or even taken out of hisroom
astrash by someilliterate servant and destroyed, he copied it out severd times over, carefully hiding the
copiesin different rooms of hislittle suite. The main draft he buried each night in the lowest drawer of the
cupboard in which he kept his clothing; and, afew days later, without really knowing why, hefell into the
habit of paingtakingly arranging three of his pensin a star-shaped pattern on top of the pile of finished
sheets so that he would know at onceif anyone had been prowling in that drawer.

Three days after that he saw that the pens had been disturbed. Furvain had taken care to lay them out
with meticulous care, the central pen aligned each time at the same precise angle to the other two. This
day he saw that the angle was dightly off, as though someone had understood that the purpose of the
arrangement was the detection of an intrusion and had replaced the pens after examining the manuscript,
but had not employed the greatest possible degree of accuracy in attempting to mimic Furvain’sown
grouping of the pens. That night he chose a new pattern for the pens, and the next afternoon he saw that



once again they had been put back amost as he had left them, but not quite. The same thing happened
over the succeeding two days.

It could only have been the doing of Kasinibon himsdlf, Furvain decided. No member of Kasinibon's
outlaw band, and certainly not any servant, would have taken haf so much trouble over the pens. Heis
snegking inwhile | am esewhere, Furvain thought. He is secretly reading my poem.

Furious, Furvain sought Kasinibon out and assailed him for violating the privacy of his quarters.

To hissurprise, Kasinibon made no attempt to deny the accusation. “ Ah, so you know? Well, of course.
| couldn’'t resst.” Hiseyeswere shining with excitement. “It'smarvelous, Furvain. Magnificent. | was so
profoundly moved by it | can hardly begin to tell you. The episode of Lord Stiamot and the Metamorph
priestess—when she comes before him, when she weeps for her people, and Stiamot weeps also—"

“Y ou had no right to go rummaging around in my cupboard,” said Furvainicily.

“Why not? I’ m the master here. | do as| please. All you said wasthat you didn’t want to have a
discussion of an unfinished work. | respected that, didn’t I? Did | say aword? A single word? For days,
now, I’ ve been reading what you were writing, dmost snce the beginning, following your daily progress,
practically participating in the creation of agreat poem mysdf, and tears came to my eyesover the
beautty of it, and yet not ever once did | give you a hint—never once—"

Furvain felt mounting outrage. “Y ou’ ve been going into my room al along?’ he sputtered, astounded.

“Every day. Since long before you started the thing with the pens. —L ook, Furvain, aclassic poem, one
of the great masterpieces of literature, isbeing born under my own roof by aman | feed and shelter. Am
| to be denied the pleasure of watching it grow and evolve?’

“I'll burnit,” Furvain sad. “ Rather than et you oy on me any more.”

“Don't talk idiocy. Just go onwriting. I’ll leave it alone from now on. But you mustn't stop, if that’ swhat
you havein mind. That would be amonstrous crime againg art. Finish the Mdikand scene. Do the Dvorn
story. And continue onto dl therest.” He laughed wickedly. “Y ou can’t stop, anyway. The poem has

youinits spdll. It possessesyou.”

Glaring, Furvain said, “How would you know that?’
“I’'m not as stupid as you want to think | am,” said Kasinibon.

But then he softened, asked for forgiveness, promised again to control his overpowering curiosity about
the poem. He seemed genuinely repentant: afraid, even, that by intruding on Furvain's privacy thisway he
might have jeopardized the completion of the poem. Hewould never cease blaming himsdlf, he said, if
Furvain took this as apretext for abandoning the project. But also he would dways hold it against
Furvain. And then, once more with force: “Y ouwill go onwithit. Youwill . Y ou could not possibly

sop.”

Furvain was unable to maintain his anger in the face of so shrewd an assessment of his character. It was
clear that Kasinibon percelved Furvain’ sinnate dothfulness, hisfundamenta desire not to involve himself
in anything as ambitious and strenuous as awork on this scale. But also Kasinibon saw that the poem
held himinthral, clasping him in agrip so powerful that even an idler such ashe could not shrug off the
imperative command that each day was willing the poem into being. That command came from
somewhere within, from a place beyond Furvain’s own comprehension; but aso, Furvain knew, it was
reinforced by Kasinibon' sfierce desire to have him bring the work to completion. Furvain could not



withstand the whiplash force of Kasinibon's eagerness atop that other, interior command. There was no
way to abandon the work.

Grudgingly hesaid, “Yes, I’ll continue. Y ou can be sure of that. But keep out of my room.”
“Agreed.”

AsKasnibon began to leave Furvain caled him back and said, “ One more thing. Has there been any
newsyet from Dundilmir about my ransom?’

“No. Nothing. Nothing,” replied Kasinibon, and went swiftly from the room.

No news. About what | expected, Furvain thought. Tanigel has thrown the note away. Or they are
laughing about it at court: can you believeit? Poor silly Furvain, captured by bandits!

Hefdt certain that Kasinibon was never going to hear from Tanigel. It seemed appropriate, then, to draft
new ransom requests—one to hisfather at the Labyrinth, oneto Lord Hunzimar at the Castle, perhaps
othersto other people, if he could think of anyone who was even remotely likely to be willing to
help—and have Kasinibon send his messengers forth with them.

Meanwhile Furvain continued his daily work. The trance Sate came ever more easily; the mysterious
figure of Lord Vdentine gppeared whenever summoned, and gladly led him back through time into the
dawn of theworld. The manuscript grew. The penswere not disturbed again. After alittle while Furvain
ceased taking the trouble to lay them out.

Furvain saw the overdl shape of the poem clearly, now.

There would be nine great sections, which in hismind had the form of an arch, with the Stiamot
sequences at the highest part of the curve. Thefirst canto would dedl with the arriva of the origina human
settlers on Magjipoor, full of the hope of leaving the sorrows of Old Earth behind and creating a paradise
on thismost wonderful of al worlds. He would depict their tentative early explorations of the planet and
their awe at its size and beauty, and the founding of the firgt tiny outposts. In the second, Furvain would
portray the growth of those outposts into towns and cities, the strife between the citiesthat arosein the
next few hundred years, the spreading conflicts that caused in time the breskdown of al order, the
coming of turbulence and generd nihilism.

Thethird canto would be Dvorn’s: how he had risen up out of the chaos, aprovincid leader from the
west-country town of Kesmakuran, to march across Alhanrod calling upon the people of every town to
joinwith him in a stable government uniting al the world under its sway. How by force of persondity as
wel| as strength of arms he had brought that government into being—the nonhereditary monarchy under
the authority of an emperor to whom he gave the ancient title of Pontifex, “bridge-builder,” who would
choose aroya subordinate, the Coronal Lord, to head the executive arm of hisadministration and
ultimately to succeed him as Pontifex. And Furvain would tell how Dvorn and his Corond, Lord Barhold,
had won the support of all Mgjipoor and had established for dl time the system of government under
which theworld il thrived.

Then the fourth canto, atrangtional one, depicting the emergence of something resembling modern
Majipoor out of the primordial structure devised by Dvorn. The construction of the aimosphere-machines
that made possible the sttling of the thirty-mile-high mountain that later would be called Castle Mount,
and the founding of thefirst citiesaong itslower dopes. Lord Mdikand sinsght that the human
population aone was insufficient to sustain the growth of aworld the size of Mgipoor, and his



importation of the Skandars, the Vroons, the Hjorts, and the other various dlien racesto live sde by sde
with humankind there. The exacerbation of human—Metamorph conflicts, now, asthe relaively sparse
aborigina population found itself being crowded out of its own territories by the growth of the
settlements. The beginnings of war.

Lord Stiamot’'s canto, dready completed, would be the fifth one, the keystone of the great arch. But
reluctantly Furvain redlized that Stiamot required more space. The canto would have to be expanded,
divided perhapsinto two, or more likely three, in order to do justice to the theme. It was necessary to
limn Stiamot’ s mord anguish, theterrible ironies of hisreign, the man of peace compelled for hispeople’s
sake to wage aghastly war againgt the origind inhabitants of the world, innocent though those inhabitants
were of anything but the desire to retain possession of their own planet. Stiamot’ s construction of acastle
for the Corond a the highest point of the Mount, symbolizing his epic victory, would be the climax of the
middle section of the poem. Then would comethefind three cantos, one to show the gradud return to
generd tranquility, oneto portray Mgjipoor as afully mature world, and one, avisionary ninth one not
entirely shaped yet in Furvain’'s mind, which would, perhaps, ded somehow with the heding of the
unresolved ingtabilities—thewound —that the war against the Metamorphs had created in the fabric of
the planet’ slife.

Furvain even had aname for the poem, now. The Book of Changes waswhat hewould cal it, for
change was itstheme, the eternal seasond flux, the ceasaless ebb and flow of events, and in counterpoint
to that the steady line of the sacred destiny of Mgjipoor beneath. Kings arose and flourished and died,
movements rose and fll, but the commonwedlth went ever onward like agreet river, following the path
that the Divine had ordained for it, and dl its changes were but stations along that path. Which was a path
marked by challenge and response, the congtant collision of opposing forcesto produce an inevitable
gynthes's: the necessary triumph of Dvorn over anarchy, the necessary triumph of Stiamot over the
Metamorphs, and—someday in the future—the necessary triumph of the victors over their own victory.
That was the thing he must show, he knew: the pattern that emerges from the passage of time and
demondirates that everything, even the great unavoidable sin of the suppression of the Metamorphs, is
part of an unswerving design, the inevitable triumph of organization over chaos.

Whenever he was not actualy working on the poem Furvain felt terrified by the immensty of the task and
the insufficiency of hisown qudificationsfor writing it. A thousand times aday he fought back the desire
towalk away from it. But he could not alow that. You have to change your life, the Lady Dolithahad
told him, back there on Castle Mount, what seemed like centuries ago. Y es. Her stern words had had
the force of an order. Hehad changed hislife, and hislife had changed him. And so he must continue, he
knew, bringing into being this greet poem that he would give to the world as his atonement for al those
wasted years. Kasinibon, too, goaded him mercilesdy toward the same goa: no longer spying on him,
never even inquiring after the poem, but forever watching him, measuring his progress by the gauntness of
his festures and the bleariness of hiseyes, waiting, seeking, slently demanding. Againgt such silent
pressure Furvain was helpless.

Heworked on and on, cloistered now in hisrooms, rarely coming forth except for medls, toiling each day
to the point of exhaugtion, resting briefly, plunging back into trance. It waslike ajourney through some
infernd region of the mind. Full of misgivings, he traveled by wandering and laborious circuits through the
dark. For hours a atime he was certain that he had become separated from his guide and he had no idea
of hisdegtination, and he fdlt terrors of every kind, shivers and trembling, sweat and turmoil. But then a
wonderful light would shine upon him, and he would be admitted into pure meadowlands, wherethere
were voices and dances, and the mgesty of holy sounds and sacred visions, and the words would flow
as though beyond conscious control.

The months passed. He was entering the second year of histask, now. The pile of manuscript steadily



increased. He worked in no consecutive way, but turned, rather, to whichever part of the poem made the
most insistent call on his attention. The only canto that he regarded as complete was the central one, the
fifth, the key Stiamot section; but he had finished much of the Melikand canto, and nearly al of the Dvorn
one, and big pieces of the opening sequence dealing with theinitid settlement. Some of the other

sections, the less dramatic ones, were mere fragments; and of the ninth canto he had set down nothing at
al. And parts of the Stiamot story, the early and late phases, were still untold. It was a chaotic way to
work, but he knew no other way of doing it. Everything would be handled in due time, of that he felt sure.

Now and again he would ask Kasinibon whether any replies had come to his requests for ransom money,
and invariably wastold, “No, no, no word from anyone.” It scarcely mattered. Nothing mattered, except
the work at hand.

Then, when he was no more than three stanzas into the ninth and final canto, Furvain suddenly felt as
though he stood before an impassable barrier, or perhaps an infinite dark abyss: at any rate that he had
cometo apoint in the great task beyond which he wasincapable of going. There had been timesin the
past, many of them, when Furvain had felt that way. But thiswas different. Those other timeswhat he
had experienced was anunwillingness to go on, quickly enough conquered by summoning afedling that
he could not dlow himsalf the shameful option of not continuing. What he felt now was the absol ute
incapacity to carry the poem any farther, because he saw only blackness ahead.

Help me, he prayed, not knowing to whom.Guide me.

But no help came, nor any guidance. Hewas done. And, done, he had no ideahow to handle the
materid that he had intended to use for the ninth canto. The reconciliation with the Shapeshifters—the
expiation of the great unavoidable sn that humankind had committed against them on thisworld—the
absolution, the redemption, even the amends—he had no notion whatever of how to proceed with that.
For here was Mgjipoor, close to ten thousand years on beyond Dvorn and four thousand years beyond
Stiamot, and what reconciliation, even now, had been reached with the M etamorphs? What expiation,
what redemption? They were till penned up in their jungle homein Zimrod, their movements e sewhere
on that continent tightly restricted, and their presence anywherein Alhanrod forbidden entirely. The
world was no closer to asolution to the problem of the Shapeshifters than it had been on the day the first
settlerslanded. Lord Stiamot’ s solution—conquer them, lock them up forever in southern Zimroel, and
keep the rest of the world for ourselves—was no solution at al, only amere bruta expedient, as Stiamot
himsalf had recognized. Stiamot had known that it was too late to turn back from the settlement of the
planet. Mgjipoor’s history could not be unhappened. And o, for the sake of Mgjipoor’ s billions of
human settlers, Mgipoor’ s millions of aborigines had had to give up their freedom.

If Stiamot could find no answer to the problem, Furvain thought, then who am | to offer one now?

In that case he could not write the ninth canto. And—worse—he began to think that he could not finish
the earlier unfinished cantos, either. Now that he saw there was no hope of capping the edifice with its
intended conclusion, al ingpiration seemed to flee from him. If hetried to force hisway onward now, he
suspected that he would only ruin what he had aready written, diluting its power with lesser material.
And even if somehow he did manage to finish, hefelt now in his hopel essness and despair that he could
never revea the poem to the world. No one would believe that he had written it. They would think that
some sort of theft wasinvolved, some fraud, and he would become a figure of scorn when he was unable
to produce the red author. Better for there to be no poem at dl than for that sort of disgrace to descend
upon himin hisfina years, he reasoned.

And from that perception to the decision that he must destroy the manuscript this very day was ashort
journey indeed.



From the cupboards and crannies of his apartment in Kasinibon’ sfortress he gathered the various copies
and drafts, and stacked them atop his table. They made a goodly heap. On days when he felt too tired or
too staleto carry the poem onward, he had occupied histime in making additional copies of the existing
texts, in order to lessen the risk that some mischance would rob him of hiswork. He had kept al his
discarded pages, too, the deleted stanzas, the rewritten ones. It was an immense mound of paper.
Burning it al would probably take hours.

Camly he pedled an inch-thick mass of manuscript from the top of his stack and laid it on the hearth of
hisfireplace.

Hefound amatch. Struck it. Stared at it for amoment, still terribly calm, and then brought it toward the
corner of the stack.

“What are you doing?’ Kasinibon cried, stepping swiftly into the room. Briskly thelittle man brought the
hed of hisboot down on the smoldering match and ground it out againgt the stone hearth. The pile of
manuscript had not had timeto ignite.

“What I'm doing is burning the poem,” said Furvain quietly. “ Or trying to.”
“Daingwhat 7’

“Burning it,” Furvain said again.

“Y ou’ve gone crazy. Y our mind has snapped under the pressure of the work.”

Furvain shook hishead. “No, | think I'm still sane. But | can't go on withiit, that | know. And once
cameto that redlization, | felt that it was best to destroy the incomplete poem.” In alow, unemotional
tone helaid out for Kasinibon al that had passed through hismind in the last haf hour.

Kasinibon listened without interrupting him. He was silent for along moment thereafter. Then he said,
looking past Furvain's shoulder to the window and speaking in astrained, hollow, barely audible tone, “I
have a confession to make, Furvain. Y our ransom money arrived aweek ago. From your friend the
Duke. | was afraid to tell you, because | wanted you to finish the poem first, and | knew that you never
would if I let you go back to Dundilmir. But | seethat that’ swrong. | have no right to hold you here any
longer. Do asyou please, Furvain. Go, if you like. Only—I beg you—spare what you' ve written. Let me
keep acopy of it when you leave.”

“I want to destroy it,” Furvain said.

Kasinibon's eyes met Furvain's. He said, speaking more strongly now, the old whiplash voice of the
bandit chieftain, “No. | forbid you. Giveit to mefredy, or I'll Smply confiscateit.”

“I'm il aprisoner, then, | see,” said Furvain, smiling. “Have you redlly received the ransom money?’
“I swear it.”

Furvain nodded. It was histime for silence, now. He turned his back on Kasinibon and stared out toward
the blood-red waters of the lake beyond.

Wasit redly so impossible, he wondered, to finish the poem?

Dizziness swept over him for an ingtant and he redlized that some unexpected force was moving within



him. Kasinibon' s shamefaced confession had broken things open. No longer did he fed asthough he
stood before that impassable barrier. Suddenly the way was open and the ninth canto wasin his grasp
after dl.

It did not need to contain the answer to the Shapeshifter problem. Since Stiamot’ s day, forty centuries of

Coronals and Pontifexes had failed to solve that problem: why should a mere poet be able to do so? But

guestions of governance were not his respongbility. Writing poetry was. InThe Book of Changes he had
given Magjipoor amirror that would show the world its past; it was not hisjob to provideit with itsfuture

aswdll. At least not in any explicit way. Let the future discover itself asits own time unfolds.

Suppose, he thought—suppose—suppose—I end the poem with a prophecy, acryptic vision of atragic
king of the yearsto come, aking whoiis, like Stiamot, aman of peace who must make war, and who will
auffer greatly in the anguish of hiskingship. Fragmentary phrases cameto him: “A goldenking ... a
crowninthedust . . . the holy embrace of sworn enemies. . .” What did they mean? He had no idea. But
he didn’t need to know. He needed only to set them down. To offer the hope that in some century to
come some unimaginable monarch, who could unitein himsdf the forces of war and peacein away that
would precisaly baance the suffering and the achievement of Stiamot, would thereby put an end to the
ingability in the Commonwesdlth that was the inevitable consequence of the origina sin of taking this
planet from its native people. To end the poem with the ideathat reconciliation is possible. Not to explain
how it will be achieved: merely to say that achievingitispossible.

In that moment Furvain knew not only that he could go on to the finish but that hemust go on, that it was
his duty, and that thiswas the only place where that could be accomplished: here, under the watchful eye
of hisimplacable captor and guardian. He would never do it back in Dundilmir, where he would
inevitably retrogressinto the shallowness of hisold ways.

Turning, he gathered up a copy of the manuscript that included al that he had written thusfar, and
nudged it acrossthe table to Kasinibon. “Thisisfor you,” hesaid. “Keepit. Read it, if you want to. Just
don't say aword to me about it until | give you permission.”

Kasinibon slently took the bundle from him, clutching the pagesto his breast and folding hisarms across
them.

Furvain said, then, “ Send the ransom money back to Tanigd. Tdll the Duke he paid it too soon. I'll be
daying herealittlewhilelonger. And send thiswithit.” He pulled one of his extra copies of the finished
text of the Stiamot canto from the great mound of paper on the table. “ So that he can see what hisold

lazy friend Furvain has been up to al thistime out in the east-country, eh?’ Furvain smiled. “ And now,

Kasinibon, please—if you'll alow meto get back to work—"



